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To Charlie boy. Timing is everything…
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THE STORY SO FAR…


The enemy has returned.

The Dark One walks the earth once more.

Atop a fractured mind, the consciousness of Skara Pendain has been recalled from eons of wandering and suffering.

While the world has moved on since he reigned, The Dark One recognises so much of what he once fought to eradicate. His vision has never been clearer—Verda needs him.

As his ancient memories collide with the many lives he has lived over the eons, Skara must work to make himself whole again, a journey that began with his amputated hand.

Taking some measure of revenge against the Padoshi of Thedaria, the crime-lord who robbed him of his right hand, Skara demolishes the Padoshi’s illegal operations and uses the man himself to craft a new hand.

Using magic he once learned from his master, Barad-Agin, and a red dragon scale belonging to Herragax, Skara made a cauldron of the Padoshi, his life force and blood a key ingredient. Together, with The Dark One’s indomitable will, a new hand was forged, red and scaled, tipped with obsidian claws.

It was not as expected, but it would do. And so Skara turned his sights on the rest of the realm, unaware that his spell had gone awry, that the magic would continue to grow out of control. Now, the scales have spread up his arm, chest, and neck, threatening to change his entire body.

Without the necklace—the last weapon of power he ever made—Skara cannot assume another body, leaving him vulnerable and infected by Barad-Agin’s magic.

He sees but one chance to take back control of the spell, if not uncover new spells that will further advance his ambitions. He recalls the legends of Dragon Foe, the sword of Barad-Agin. Skara believes that Dragon Foe is the key to all his woes, that the blade will unlock the secrets Barad-Agin kept to himself.

It is fate then, that the blade should present itself to him in his time of need. As Valgala fell to his machinations, Cob—a Kedradi ranger, of all things—came for his head with Dragon Foe in hand, the weapon once wielded by Aphrandhor, The Green Leaf.

It wanted to be found.

It wanted Skara to unlock the secrets of The First Wizard.

It was his destiny.

And time is running out. As he watches the scales replace his flesh, so too does he watch Herragax’s red scales fade to black, and her hide wither. Soon, she will perish, and he will be… a monster. For now, however, the dragon and her Rider, Vander, believe he is using his power to slow the process—The Rot—while he searches for a permanent solution.

To this end, he has tasked the Dragon Riders with recovering Dragon Foe—at all costs.

They have little choice in the matter since Vander has been placed at the top of their order, the new Dragonlord. His predecessor lies unconscious on the throne room floor of Valgala, his cheek scarred by the same blade that cut off his hand. Baelon Vos’s future has never been so uncertain, and with Skara now wearing the crown of Erador no less.

Fortunately, it is the role of all good things to linger in the dark places, so that hope may yet kindle. And so hope rises to meet the growing darkness.

However unwittingly, The Last Ballad of Hope has been sung. With its melody there comes a shift in the wind and the breaking of a dragon egg.

Valarius Cobenian Thayne—Cob to his friends—has done what none in his bloodline have done before and stood up to The Dark One. Defeated in battle though he was, it is a victory for all that any would find the courage to face Skara Pendain.

Saved by the young Dragon Rider, Joran, and his dragon, Morgwyn, a daring escape that saw them survive the siege of Valgala, Cob now lies amidst the survivors, his body a tapestry of ruin after duelling with Skara.

With the shattering of his family curse, the intrepid ranger is rid of the one thing that would forever prevent a dragon from seeking a bond. The opportunity is owed to Grarfath Underborn—the Hammerhold—who stole the dusty orange egg from Baelon Vos, the self-proclaimed Dragonlord, and gave it to Kassanda Grey, a true Dragon Rider in the eyes of the dwarven smith.

And so, through uncanny chance, true grit, and prevailing skill, Valarius Thayne has bonded with a dragon, his future yet to be written.

Beside him is Joran Pendain, a seventeen-year-old boy with the weight of the realm on his shoulders. It is good, then, that he can call himself a Dragon Rider, bonded to Morgwyn, the offspring of Icerys and the first Drakalis—Malliath.

Months of vigorous training in the frozen north has hardened Joran, but it was Baelon’s brutal instruction that spurred on his inherited mutations, abilities only the Andaren Vahlken can boast of.

It was Baelon’s apparent wisdom, however, that proved to be most profound, swaying Joran’s emotions and decisions. Absent his father, Gallien, Joran sought the Dragonlord’s approval, naively seeing him as a father figure. This resulted in calamity, tearing a rift between Rider and dragon, for Joran began to adopt the new creed:

To have unwavering conviction. Unyielding authority. Unending victory.

This jarred with Morgwyn, who envisions the order as it was during the days of his mother, when Malliath ruled as Drakalis, instilling the Rider creed:

To have unwavering valour. Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice.

As Baelon Vos and his Riders took flight to invade Valgala, Morgwyn parted ways with Joran, leaving the new Rider to fly away astride Oaken, his mother’s Aegre.

While Morgwyn flew to Drakanan, there to meet up with Kassanda, Garganafan, and the dwarves, Joran and Oaken followed Baelon to Valgala. With considerable reluctance, Joran took part in the siege, keeping mostly to the skies and out of the carnage.

After discovering that Baelon Vos and Skara Pendain had struck an uneasy alliance, however, the young Rider was inevitably drawn into the first real battle of his life.

With naught but the instincts of a good heart, Joran Pendain put aside all that Baelon had instilled in him and fought what he knew to be right. With the will to act, and his friends and Slait beside him, Joran took the fight to the enemy, in the throne room of Valgala.

It was there, at the top of the world, that The Dark One showed his quality. A master strategist, manipulator, swordsman, and wizard, Skara Pendain reminded the world why it was safer to bend the knee than it was to rise up.

Those that would be heroes gave their all, throwing themselves into battle with Dragon Riders and The Dark One himself. But victory was not theirs to claim. Yamnomora and Grarfath saved most of them, including King Edris, with The Anther, porting them out of danger before Herragax—Vander’s dragon—could kill them all.

But Joran would not flee. He stayed behind to save Cob, if not defeat their enemy. It was then, in that darkest hour, that Oaken fought back Herragax, giving Joran and Cob that much more time to escape. The Aegre did so at the expense of his own life. Were it not for Morgwyn’s timely intervention, Joran and Cob would also have succumbed to Skara’s power.

There is yet another who works to repel the power of Skara Pendain, though the Vahlken has been fighting in his own way.

In his own time, years before Joran was even born, Daijen Saeth has spent years—decades—with naught but Valyra for company. Together, they have scoured Andara with a singular purpose—free Malliath from the Shadow Realm.

This proved no easy task. Their journey required many years of tracking down the Amon-Agin—the Heirs of Agin. A cult lost to history, they have devoted themselves to Barad-Agin.

After making Ilithranda a promise to return in time for the birth of her child, Daijen and Valyra made their way to The Ironbark, west of The Eros Mountains. There, inside one of Barad-Agin’s oldest keeps were the forgotten Heirs.

Striking a deal with them, the Heirs opened the very same portal Barad-Agin had used to bring forth the fabled Leviathans. They swore to open it once a day, allowing Daijen time to locate Malliath and return with him to Verda, where he might prove to be the perfect weapon against Skara, who had been prophesied to return.

What the Vahlken found in that dark place was beyond the boundaries of his wildest nightmares.

Barad-Agin yet lives. Worse, The First Wizard has crowned himself the Hollow King, his magic used to twist the very nature of the Shadow Realm. Furthermore, the wretch has spent centuries creating his own race of fungal creatures and servants—an army of monsters.

For their entertainment, the Hollow King imprisoned Malliath, the dragon forced to fight in an arena, battling beasts forged from his own essence. Exposed to Barad-Agin’s spores, Malliath has been driven into madness, developing an affliction known in the Shadow realm as Echo Sickness.

This sickness has fractured the dragon’s personality, manifesting in a secondary persona who possesses all of Malliath’s rage and hate. Inside the Shadow Realm, Daijen was able to see and hear this persona as it was projected through the spore fog, much like the dragon’s actual voice.

After clearing Malliath’s glands of fungal matter, the dragon reclaimed his fiery breath and broke free of the Sorrow Vaults, though not before both Daijen and Valyra were exposed to Barad-Agin’s intrusive magic. For a time, the companions were connected to the spore network, their essence picked apart so it might be reassembled into something… else.

While Barad-Agin attempted to use the portal to return to Verda, and with an army at his back, Daijen, Valyra, and Malliath gave pursuit. A battle amidst the monstrous clouds and the behemoths that dwell therein prevented Barad-Agin from escaping the Shadow Realm.

Upon returning to Verda, with Malliath by his side, Daijen made contact once more with the priestesses of the Amon-Agin. It was then that the Vahlken learned exactly how long he had been in the Shadow Realm, where time is a slow and laborious master.

Seventeen years. Daijen has no idea what has transpired in his absence, only that he has failed to keep his promise.

Unknown to all above, another war is being waged in the ocean depths. Kitrana Voden, battle maiden of the Swordsworn, has, at last, come to possess the sword of Skara—Dawnbreaker.

Reforged by the dwarven smith, Grarfath, the blade offers its wielder immense power capable of destroying anything it touches, including the seal that has kept the Leviathan caged for untold millennia.

Having seized the moment, while the Rider camp was attacked by Merdian soldiers, Kitrana claimed Dawnbreaker and fled to the sea, making an enemy of Baelon Vos in the process.

But the battle maiden cares little for the Dragonlord and his ambitions. Her quest sees the Nimean return to the seas, to The Black Vault. It is there her people have been imprisoned, forced to mine around the ancient doors until they can reach the Leviathan, the ultimate weapon should the Merdian Dread Queen, Yilda, Light Lord of Atlas, manage to tame it.

Fighting for her life and her people in that grim and terrible cavern, Kitrana Voden found herself cornered by Gelka Ornst, the Merdian bright commander known best for her love of torturing Nimeans.

Kit knew that if she was to fail in that moment, the Dread Queen would come to wield both Dawnbreaker and the Leviathan. Doom would follow, and the ocean realms would know only torment and suffering. Kitrana knew she needed to act, to take away any chance the Merdians had at possessing so much power.

The battle maiden did the unthinkable.

With Dawnbreaker in hand, she broke the silvyr seal and unleashed a god of destruction.


PROLOGUE


The sky was vast and cloudless, an ocean alight with the new day sun—and into its still waters came the storm.

Not rain, not wind, but wings.

The beat of them shook the air in rolling percussion, a sound that could be felt in the bones long before it was heard in the ears. The air trembled beneath them, torn by talons, carved by tails. Their shadows fell like spears, sliding over the realm below.

They came from the east, from the blinding heart of the sun. Scales flared like molten coin—silver, gold, amber, red. And among them, the shadow.

Malliath.

His scales drank the light until nothing was left but the gleam of his eyes, purple and deep as bruised dusk, cut by vertical slits of smooth obsidian. Those eyes swept the land with the slow patience of a hunter who already knew where the prey would be.

The scent of cold stone rose to him from far below. In his ears—or rather, in the fine bones that lay behind them—he detected the low tremor of distant marching feet. He felt the sun’s heat sliding across each armoured plate of his body and, beneath it, the deeper warmth of rich blood and powerful muscle.

Even young, by the reckoning of his kind, Malliath was older than every living animal, older even than the bloodlines of men who marched below. He had been hatched into war, into a world set aflame by the will of Barad-Agin.

And after centuries of fighting, there seemed no end in sight, The Deceiver, First Wizard, Blood-drinker, Earth-breaker—the enemy of many names always one step ahead.

Skara had brought him across from the Realm of Magic to this fractured place called Verda, and for centuries he had fought without pause. He had seen men come and go, their lives flaring bright for a moment before the winds of time or war took them without mercy.

As such, the Free Peoples of Verda had known generations come and go during their rebellion against Barad-Agin’s cruel empire, their brittle lives sparking and dying like embers caught in the breeze.

While that fact made them insignificant to the likes of Barad-Agin, it only served to make them mighty in Malliath’s eyes. They threw their short and fragile lives into a battle for no other reason than to see good prevail over evil.

It made every one of them worth fighting for.

There!

Skara’s thought rang down their bond, a tether of mind and soul.

Malliath had already seen it. The fortress lay at the edge of Lake Iva, a squat stone carcass with spines of towers and teeth of battlements. Its walls were sharp-edged things, cut by tools the dragon found meaningless. Why cage oneself with walls when the whole sky could be a roof? Why toil to stack stone when muscle, claw, and fire could take all you needed?

There was the thrill of the hunt, the sweetness of good meat, and the peace of deep slumber beneath the stars.

How much more could the humans accomplish with their short lives if they simply embraced the way of dragons?

For The Deceiver, however, building seemed no hindrance at all. Everywhere they challenged him, Barad-Agin had already constructed monoliths of stone and rock, palaces of dread, and castles that contained his twisted dreams.

Yet on he went, his lifespan defying the weight of time that pressed upon all others—save the Dragon Riders. He was an eternal blight on the realm—on all the realms.

Malliath’s eyes narrowed as his gaze slid over the black-toothed mountains that fenced Lake Iva. He brushed minds with the others—Orvax, Brigabhor, Yeseemi, Munwar—each a pulse of scent and image in his awareness.

Nothing stirred on the ground.

The silence was a weight.

Atop the black dragon, Skara’s mood shifted, sharp with human heat. The army of the Free Peoples wasn’t far behind their flight, thousands set to march by Skara’s word alone. It seemed a gamble now teetered on the edge of folly.

Take us down, Skara commanded.

Malliath folded his wings and fell. Wind roared over his horns. The world swelled beneath him—the water, the fortress, the thin strip of shore—all rushing upward as he dropped like a black spear. Behind him, the others followed, five shadows falling together.

At the last moment he flared his wings. The air caught him, muscle and tendon straining with the power of it, and he curved into a glide. There was glory in this—in bending the pull of the world, in turning certain death into effortless grace.

They skimmed the shore, a wall of speed that sent dust spiralling and water leaping away in sprays. Then—impact. Talons punched deep into the wet earth. Over a hundred tons of dragon landed, the ground bowing beneath them, the lake’s perfect mirror shattering into ripples.

Malliath tasted the air—stone, water, the faint rot of algae. No scent of prey.

That was wrong.

Before them the fortress rose, its towers and spires stabbing the sky. The First Wizard had named it Silinor—Soul’s End in his native tongue, though that was not a tongue known to the men of Verda. To Malliath, names mattered less than the taste a place left in the air. This one was bitter, laced with the ghost of ancient malice.

The others had landed in a semicircle around him, wings folded in like drawn curtains. Voices rumbled across their shared link—unease, speculation, hunger for the fight. Malliath listened, his eyes never leaving the fortress.

I don’t like this, Yeseemi said, her amber head lifting to drink in scents on the wind.

Nor do I, Brigabhor agreed, sunlight flashing along every edge of his natural golden armour.

How could the scouts have been wrong? Orvax questioned, voice sharp. His silver hide gleamed like tempered steel. They reported five thousand Husks, he continued. Did they lie?

Perhaps they’re inside, Brigabhor posed.

It’s big, but it’s not that big, Yeseemi pointed out.

Husks don’t breathe, Brigabhor countered. They could be crammed wall to wall in there, waiting.

Let’s burn the place and be done with it, Munwar suggested, always just as eager to breathe destruction as his dwarven Rider was to swing his axe.

No, Skara declared, privy to the entire conversation. Silinor will burn, but not until I say so.

Skara leapt from the saddle, his purple cloak snapping in the wind, the other Riders following suit. How small they were against the stone, yet how heavy with power. Magic clung to them. Together, they were a force for change, capable of moulding the realm into something special.

Or razing it to the ground, the earth slagged to molten glass.

Qif stepped forwards, the largest of the Riders. Her wide shoulders rippled with taut and corded muscle, contouring forearms made all the stronger by The Anther.

The hammer hummed against Malliath’s skin, its magic felt as well as seen in the blue hue that poured out of its runes. The same could be said of Dawnbreaker, Skara’s sword, even while it rested idly on the Rider’s belt. So too did Gelakor’s axe sing to the dragon, another weapon of power forged in dragon fire.

“What if this is just a diversion?” Qif asked aloud. “With us here, the rest of the rebellion is at risk.”

“Barad-Agin has no idea where the council is located,” Gelakor replied. “The Spine of Erador is too vast—they’re safe.”

“For now,” Duun grumbled.

“If this is a trap,” Nathara opined, “it’s most certainly waiting for us inside.”

Skara freed Dawnbreaker with a hiss of steel. “What we seek is inside, trap or not.”

“I thought we came seekin’ a fight,” Duun said gruffly.

“No, Master Dwarf.” Skara slapped a hand on one of Duun’s pauldrons, a plate of muddy red scales. “We came seeking a way to end the fight.”

Qif hefted The Anther and Gelakor twisted his axe, readying the blade. Duun and Nathara brought a battle-axe and sword to bear respectively, both of them eager to wreak havoc on the enemy.

As the Riders made their way towards Silinor’s main gates, Malliath narrowed the bond that existed between them all, until Skara alone could hear his words.

This pursuit is folly, the dragon said, voicing his concerns—again. We have already forged weapons of power, weapons capable of slaying the Leviathans. We need only the opportunity to bring them against The Deceiver himself, and this war will be at an end.

The answer came as a tide against stone—stubborn, immovable.

After Barad-Agin is gone, Skara said, the realm will still need keeping together. Peace is harder to hold onto than it is to win. The council will look to us. Keeping the peace will require more than weapons. We will need every tool at our disposal. Every spell.

You have not come here looking for tools and spells, Skara.

The Pendain half turned back to look at his companion.

The dragon’s eyes hardened to slits. You seek Methuselah.

A brief glance over the shoulder, gazes momentarily locked, then Skara turned away. I would know the truth of it.

A fool’s errand, Malliath told him bluntly. He is called The Deceiver for a reason, Dovkin.

The name softened him for a breath, the word taken from a language spoken only in the Realm of Magic. Brother-kind, as it translated, always felt like a secret name, just for them. It was not enough to give Skara pause, not that day.

Gelakor lifted a hand, and the air bent, screaming, before the gates blew inward in a storm of splinters and iron. Silence followed—thick and expectant.

You’re chasing smoke, Skara, Malliath continued. For all we know, Barad-Agin invented the legends himself, if only to keep you distracted.

I’m not distracted.

Then why have we not burned Silinor to the ground? We are needed elsewhere.

We’re always needed elsewhere, came the weary reply. That’s why we must find Methuselah…

Malliath held back his response for a moment, allowing Skara to properly assess Silinor’s interior. Though Malliath could not see its dank walls, he could feel its oppressive nature as it swallowed his companion whole.

No Husks…

Soul’s End was empty, its chambers and halls left with naught but an impression of the evil that once lingered therein.

With no more than a probing touch in the back of his mind, Malliath knew that Skara wished to open the bond again, allowing all their voices to mingle in one pot. The black dragon acquiesced and his scaled kin welcomed him back without question.

Spread out, Skara commanded telepathically, removing the need to make more noise with audible words. Qif, Nathara, Duun—take that passage. Scour the east wings. Gelakor—with me.

Malliath snorted and turned away from the work of men, his gaze skimming the surface of Lake Iva. The water was a mirror now, reflecting the ocean of blue that swelled overhead.

Be ready for anything, he told the other dragons, to which Munwar and Orvax took flight, where they could better survey their surroundings.

Malliath’s focus roved the lake and mountains while the Riders vanished inside. He sent Munwar and Orvax skyward, keeping them high and circling.

The sun had waned a claw’s length when Malliath felt the vibrations through his feet.

They’re here, he said simply, letting Skara know that the army of the Free Peoples had arrived.

It took them the length of another two claws to actually reach Silinor, at which time, Nathara emerged from the fortress to explain the lack of opposition—not that there was an explanation. If anything, the sweat drifting off the men carried much relief, the battalions content to live another day.

The dragons moved across the shore, allowing the soldiers to set up their sprawling camps across the shores of the Iva. There they remained, the day melting into night, when their fires sparked, and they huddled in clusters for warmth and merriment.

Inside Silinor, the Riders continued their exploration, stopping here and there, sometimes for hours, to make sense of The Blood-drinker’s experiments and old notes.

Skara, on the other hand, had made quick work of the labyrinthine passages, not stopping until he found the particular chamber he was looking for.

The forge.

“Once a smith, always a smith,” Gelakor quipped, his words passing through Skara’s ears, into his mind, and across his bond to Malliath.

The dragon could tell his companion was scrutinising something—tools, perhaps. Judging by the emotions that bled between them, Malliath assumed they weren’t up to Skara’s approval.

“It’s in the blood,” The Pendain replied, his tone suggesting his mind was somewhat preoccupied—indeed it was.

Malliath could feel his companion making a mental list of every tool he could see, each helping to inform him of the work that might have been carried out.

“The same could not be said of Barad-Agin,” Skara added. “Sorcery, alchemy—all manner of magic craft. Never smithing. He saw forge work as crude, beneath him even.”

“Maybe The Deceiver wasn’t the one using all this,” Gelakor said. “There are plenty of Amon-Agin at his beck and call—he must have need of smiths, after all, not to mention the weapons they require.”

The Heirs of Agin. Their very name filled Malliath’s nostrils with a foul scent. They were the worst of the humans, the thralls who worshipped The First Wizard, fighting for him without need of a Husk to take control of their mind and actions.

Something changed in Skara, his focus narrowing to a horned point. He had seen something. Malliath could feel his companion physically moving, his mind momentarily devoted to navigating the workshop.

“Barad-Agin was here,” The Pendain announced, conviction running through him like steel. “He worked this forge himself.”

Malliath pored over the images now being committed to Skara’s memories, their bond a doorway to all that they had ever seen or heard.

The dragon saw it as clearly as Skara did, the swage block that housed the impression of a sword. Its shape was certainly familiar, with a subtle dip about a quarter of the way up the blade, tucking the steel in like a corset. A disc-like pommel could be seen at the other end, bearing an impression of the many-legged spider—the sigil of The First Wizard.

It was there then, in that very chamber, that Barad-Agin had forged a sword of his own—Dragon Foe.

The wretch had yet to wield it as a weapon, the blade kept on his person for more ceremonious purposes, such as the time he executed Golgavex, a dragon of the most exquisite orange and purple scales.

“What is your obsession with this sword?” Gelakor asked.

Indeed, Malliath added—for Skara alone.

“It’s not an obsession,” The Pendain insisted. “More a curiosity. I spent years by his side. I observed his habits, noted his preferences—his world was my world and nothing else mattered. I can’t tell you how utterly out of character it is for him to forge a sword.”

“He forged a sword because you forged a sword,” Gelakor said, like it was a trivial matter.

Agreed, Malliath muttered.

“You forged Dawnbreaker,” Gelakor went on. “A weapon of power no less. How many have rallied around you because you held that sword in the air? Barad-Agin would do the same.”

A dark reflection, Malliath said, feeling Skara’s emotions knotting themselves in that familiar stubborn way.

“He has no need to rally—” Skara stopped himself, frustration rearing its ugly head. He took a breath and, finally, tore his eyes from the swage block.

“You don’t understand him like I do, Gelakor. Not only does he lack the need to rally, he lacks the want of it. Barad-Agin isn’t interested in rallying the masses. He doesn’t want to be worshipped. He has no need of love. Every time he opens his eyes, he sees a broken world, a realm doomed to decay and torment.

“And I’m not just talking about the people. The sky is wrong. The mountains are wrong. The trees are wrong. The very soil beneath us is wrong. Barad-Agin would reshape it all, twisting and wrenching over and over again until it makes sense to him.

“But it never will,” Skara added earnestly. “No matter what he does—what horrors he unleashes—the world will never makes sense to him. And so he will never stop breaking it.”

The Pendain closed himself off, if only for a brief moment, while he collected himself. It had become a common occurrence when discussing his time with Barad-Agin. Malliath would prefer his companion lean into him while enduring the hardship of old memories—the shame—yet Skara continued to narrow the bond, leaving his mind an island to weather its own storms.

“There’s more to Dragon Foe,” he eventually said, the bond flourishing again. “There has to be.”

“He uses it to execute us,” Gelakor pointed out. “Is it not that he seeks to turn a symbol of power against us? He mocks us, Skara. Nothing more.”

“No.” The word tore away from Skara’s lips like a growl—the dragon in him was not to be questioned.

It was a quality Malliath enjoyed in his Rider, a quality that, no doubt, played its part in bonding them, but irked the black dragon now, who wished his companion would heed the counsel of others.

“There is yet more magic to master,” Skara said, his tone settling. “Magic we need to master. It’s not enough to know some spells, or even most. We are the realm’s first and last line of defence. It’s our responsibility to know it all.”

A tense moment of silence passed between the two men before Gelakor broke it, his courage not to falter. “And this sword,” he began. “You believe it will reveal this magic to us?”

“You can only claim to be the master if there remain those beneath you—an apprentice. Barad-Agin was never training me to replace him. He desired a loyal servant capable of carrying out his wishes. There was always magic he kept to himself, lessons he held back. He must be storing this knowledge somewhere, a place I never saw as his apprentice.”

“You’re talking about Methuselah,” Gelakor replied knowingly, if sceptically. “Skara… You’re talking about whispers, legends—stories told by the men.”

Skara responded with some intensity, his words felt across their bond like the sparks of living flames. “Barad-Agin spoke of it.”

“Truly?”

“He regarded Methuselah as a… cradle of sorts. A place of beginnings. The oldest thing in all existence. He mentioned it only once, during my earliest days as an apprentice, when there were twelve of us competing with each other.”

Malliath relived the memory half a second before Skara echoed The Deceiver’s words from days long past, before the black dragon had even hatched.

“Sacrifice everything for me, sacrifice everything for magic, and you will earn the secrets of Methuselah, as I once did.”

Malliath, Brigabhor called, returning his attention to the shores of the lake. Yeseemi has caught wind of a herd of wildebeest north of here. You should hunt, old friend.

Malliath couldn’t deny the pang of hunger that shot through him. He had ignored it for the last two days and knew better than to ignore it for much longer—a hungry dragon was a dangerous thing.

A wise suggestion, he replied, his bulk shifting like a rising mountain beside the camp.

The dragon thought to reconnect with Skara and see where their conversation had taken them—with any luck, Gelakor was making his companion see sense.

It was then that not one, but a chorus of blood-curdling screams erupted across the shoreline. Malliath’s horned head swivelled to the south, his spear-like teeth bared and a growl rising in his throat.

The trap had been sprung!

From the waters they came, rank after rank of dripping-wet Husks. Every one of them had once been a man, woman, or child of Verda, an innocent life taken over by the hollowed-out forms of the bark-like Husks—parasitic creatures plundered from the Shadow Realm.

Malliath had watched it happen with his own eyes, the moment the damp bark, writhing with hungry roots, latched around a human form and dug in, taking over their mind and body, enslaving them to The Earth-breaker.

Now they charged from the dark waters with swords and shields, shrieking and spitting with their master’s wrath. They crashed into the unsuspecting campsite with murderous purpose, splitting open unarmed men with every wild swing.

The fires of the camp flared where both sides dashed over the flames or fell upon them. All too late did the ring of clashing steel toll across the shore, the army dented by the surprise attack.

Burn them all! Malliath’s roar shattered the night.

His wings struck down once, twice, and he was above the chaos. His breath came as a sun-born torrent, carving the shore in molten lines, cutting swaths through the enemy ranks.

Orvax swept in, his silver scales dazzling in firelight. He opened his jaws and the world went white-gold for an instant, then black with smoke, choking the night.

Fire. It was the only thing known to destroy a Husk, their parasitic bodies capable of taking the utmost punishment.

Munwar added his voice to the apocalyptic choir. His breath rolled forward in a rush, hot enough to warp steel. The enemy was reduced to ash in great throngs, yet still they poured out of the lake and ploughed into the army of free men.

Brigabhor stomped into the shallows of Lake Iva, his every step decimating the Husks before he snapped at them with his jaws, their bodies ground up and spat out in an exhalation of fire and fury.

Malliath thundered into the shore, his tail kicking up a tidal wave of lake water forty feet high. His roar had been known to induce paralysis in men, but the Husks possessed about as much fear as they did individuality. And so they ran towards the black dragon and into a sheet of fire so bright it drowned out the stars in molten gold.

The dragon’s flames were cut short, his throat clenched around a leg of thick and sinewy muscle. Malliath choked out his last tongues of fire and lost his footing, his great head pulled down before his entire body was dragged towards the black waters.

His purple eyes shifted and glimpsed the long tentacle that had burst from the lake. More limbs were coiling, breaching the surface, revealing a creature significantly larger than any dragon. ’Twas a beast of the Shadow Realm, conjured from darkness and tamed by The First Wizard.

Malliath raked one of his front claws over the slimy tentacle, shredding the rubbery skin to strands of gore. He felt the pull on his neck lessen, only to feel two more limbs wrap around his wing joint and back right leg.

He gave a garbled groan as the water washed over him, the lake bed gouged by his body as he was drawn in.

Malliath! Yeseemi roared as she dropped out of the sky and unleashed a jet of hungry flames licked the surface of the Iva.

The shadow beast writhed, churning the waters while it gave a shuddering moan. Still, its pull did not relent, its tentacles dragging Malliath ever deeper. The dragon managed to slice one of the limbs with his spiked tail, but the single tentacle coiled about his wing joint remained powerful enough to drag him under.

The last thing he saw, before the water swallowed him whole, was Yeseemi being ensnared by a lashing tentacle, her yellowed body yanked down into the lake at speed.

Skara! The call ripped across the bond, urgent and raw

The lake bed swelled about the black dragon, disturbed by his enormous and thrashing bulk. Through the debris, his sharp eyes began to find the rough shape of the water fiend. It was a macabre of nightmares, a cloud of shadow and dust and waiting teeth.

Skara! Malliath called again.

He felt his Rider’s presence—not near. Not moving. Caught inside Silinor, thoughts tangled around the scent of parchment and the glint of imagined power. He could feel the tethers that hooked into Skara’s mind, distracting him, tantalising him with thoughts of… more. The downfall of all men.

Skara! he bellowed, his voice a dulled roar at the bottom of the lake.

Skara wasn’t coming.

Through the wider bond, Malliath knew his kin had turned from the Husks and combined their might in an effort to slay the water fiend. Despite being able to feel their intentions and not their emotions, he knew they would be fearing for his life, as well as Yeseemi’s.

He would remind them they need not fear for The Drakalis. He was a predator first and foremost, a fact that would make him unpredictable to the water fiend, a creature familiar with prey that used all their energy trying to get away from its gnashing jaws.

With no aid and no air, Malliath ceased his attempts at clawing away and turned to meet the monster head on—horns first. How much faster he was brought in now, as if sucked into a void.

A living ram of scales, muscle, and bone, Malliath slammed into the beast, his horns displacing and shattering a handful of the fiend’s teeth, before his claws came up, forcing the jaws wider and wider until he could rummage around inside the mouth.

Be it spasming pain or instinct, the tentacle released him, and he hooked in his wings, allowing him to better fit. Now the creature was set to a fit, writhing and shrugging its great mass, moaning from somewhere deep inside its ghoulish body.

He tore and chewed, muscles burning, the taste of Shadow Realm rot coating his tongue. He had no idea of up or down, but still he hacked away at his enemy, fuelled by terrible rage—blinding rage, ravaging rage, black rage.

He hated Barad-Agin for unleashing so much evil. He hated himself for being taken by surprise. He hated the monster that thought him so weak as to be prey.

He hated Skara for abandoning him.

Somewhere in the blood and the gore and the burning in his lungs, the dragon chewed and shredded his way into a pocket of air. He didn’t hesitate.

Malliath sang in fire, each note a chord of ruin that blew through and out of the water fiend, a ragged and burning hole he soon exploded from. His wings flexed and hammered down, seeing him clear the lake entirely, his dark scales slick with the carnage he had wrought.

Beneath the dragon, the monster lay limp in the water, its tentacles strewn across the shore, only feet from where the free men of Verda fought for their lives.

A dark star streaking across the night’s sky, Malliath could feel the eyes of his kin find him. They looked upon him, awe threading their gazes as Yeseemi broke the water and found freedom.

Awe was notably absent from Malliath’s gaze, his purple eyes fixed on the stone walls of Silinor like the iron sights of a primed ballista.

In his chest, a shard of something sharp and cold lodged deep. Was it disappointment? Disdain even?

Skara had been blinded when Malliath needed him most. Was he driven by fear? Was he motivated by greed? Was it a lust for power?

Malliath could not speak to it—but he could see it.

The apprentice still sought to become the master…
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1
LEVIATHAN


Late was the hour. Too late to see the knife’s edge upon which the world now turned, positioned on an unseen axis, the shadows shifting and the waters stirring.

A slumbering god had awoken.

Broken, the seal was forever undone, sundered by sheer will and unyielding steel.

The magic of Skara Pendain didn’t hurt either, delivered by the blinding light of Dawnbreaker.

The Black Vault ground open, rupturing the cavern floor and muddying the water with great plumes of silt and grey sand. Beyond the sliver that grew between the mighty doors was a living abyss, a breathing darkness so awesomely gargantuan it had yet to take shape.

Kitrana Voden could feel it in her bones—dread.

It was the real thing, not to be mistaken for the fear one feels when facing uncertain odds or brushing with death in a bid for survival. Nor was it the dread that gnawed on the fringes in the quiet hours, when the world seemed so dark it might swallow her whole.

It was a black dread, conjured from primeval instincts that continued to linger between conscious thoughts. The Nimean knew then, floating before the doors, that she was to die. She couldn’t say how, only that it would be agonising, drawn out, and—more so—it would prevent her from entering the eternal waters of The Maiden.

The Leviathan was a living hell, a devourer of souls.

The doors came to a halt. The vault stood still. The abyss waited.

It was impossible for Kitrana to hold her breath, her skin always working to extract oxygen from the water, yet she froze all the same, her muscles taut, held in place while her raven hair gathered behind her like a cloud caught in a strong breeze.

The Merdians were equally held in place by their terror, the battle maiden forgotten. Among them was Gelka Ornst, the Merdian bright commander and personal executioner and torturer to all Nimeans. Her every waking moment was one of oppression and wickedness. Facing the shattered vault, however, the fierce Merdian killer appeared utterly confounded, her bronze skin dulled as a human might blanche.

The Merdians weren’t nearly prepared enough for the Leviathan to gain its freedom.

Prepared or not, doom had come.

The Black Vault was thrown open, the ancient doors moving at speeds they hadn’t been built for. As the debris, both stone and sable iron, were scattered across the cavern, the beast of forgotten days emerged from its cage.

The force of it tore through the cavern like an avalanche of rolling water. Kit merely glimpsed the monster before she was hurled back. Taken with her were the gathered Merdians, including Gelka astride her Karathasaur.

Chaos reigned over the cavern. Kit struck numerous objects she couldn’t identify, be they the limbs of her would-be killers or the rough hide of the female Karathasaur. There was pain either way, and enough jolting to rend Dawnbreaker from her grip.

The blade dropped through the water, the tip diving for the silt fog that carpeted the cavern floor. Kit’s instinct was to go after it with all haste, but the dread now inhabiting her bones was significantly more overpowering. She faltered, looking to the Leviathan instead.

The dark tide that it was had made a sharp right turn after breaking free of its cage. Of course—hunger was its only master. Chained to the cavern wall, the giant urgal fish, peeled, diced, and—more importantly—fresh, was a meal the ancient terror couldn’t pass up.

And there it was, in all its horrifying glory.

The leviathan stretched vast and unbroken, a column of sinew and power shaped not by nature but by the abyss itself. Its bulk rolled with the strength of oceans, tentacles unfurling in unpredictable arcs that gave it the terrible majesty of a storm without pattern. At its forefront yawned a cavernous mouth, framed by six great eyes, luminous and unblinking, their steady watchful gaze marking it as a sovereign of the deep. Here was not an accident of creation, but a dominion incarnate—an ancient will clothed in monstrous flesh.

The chain mesh that warded the urgal fish from prowling Karathasaurs gave way like wet parchment before the Leviathan’s charge. Siden-steel strands shrieked and split, coiling uselessly about the beast as it tore the barrier whole from the cavern wall. It pressed on undeterred, its mouth yawning wide—a gulf vast enough to swallow the dark.

Kit recoiled from the sight of it, the jaws peeling apart like some obscene blossom, each petal a curve of flesh bristling with ancient teeth that had waited millennia to rip and tear. In a single convulsion, the monstrous bloom clamped down upon the urgal fish, the quarry dwarfed to insignificance against the enormity of its captor. The water churned grey with dead fish as the Leviathan writhed, tearing its prey into ribbons and drowning the cavern in ruin.

But there was more to the beast.

Kitrana couldn’t quite believe her eyes, sure that she was misunderstanding the scene unfolding on the edge of the cavern. At first she believed them to be pieces of debris, strands of urgal flesh escaping that unyielding jaw.

It was not debris. Debris did not change its direction at will.

Things—scabs of Leviathan hide—were peeling away from the behemoth and swimming towards the fleeing Merdian soldiers. They were fast too, catching their prey with as much ease as they butchered them.

The Nimean was torn from the hellish sight, her body dragged down by her right arm, threatening to yank her shoulder apart. A moment was required to realise the truth of it—her arm was stuck inside the straps of Gelka’s Karathasaur.

The bright commander was guiding her reptilian mount into the depths, pursuing Dawnbreaker. Kit struggled every which way, her webbed feet pushing against the Karathasaur. As the battle maiden wormed free, Gelka Ornst reached out and snatched Skara’s blade mid-fall.

Seeing the weapon of power in a Merdian’s hand—that Merdian’s hand—was enough to rob Kitrana’s senses of the feasting Leviathan. Now there was only Gelka and the sword.

Keeping hold of the strap, Kit allowed the Karathasaur to drag her through the water, its long body curling round and up, though certainly away from the Leviathan. In the bright commander’s hand, Dawnbreaker flickered to life, the steel’s innate light stuttering. It took a focused degree of willpower to tame the blade, a willpower Kitrana Voden had honed over decades of battling against the odds, of surviving when all others would have perished.

One hand after the other, Kit pulled herself along the Karathasaur, careful to stay in Gelka’s blindspot. It was Kitrana, however, who felt blinded, her Nimean eyes struggling to adapt every time Dawnbreaker flared, banishing the near pitch black of the cavern. She could only keep her head down and continue to move towards the light, up and over the Karathasaur’s ridged hide.

She came across a bronze foot, the webbed toes sitting in a stirrup. There was no time to think—no time to doubt. The cavern was still teeming with Nimean prisoners, their survival yet to be determined.

The battle maiden snatched at the foot and launched herself into Gelka Ornst, parting her from the Karathasaur at an awkward angle that saw the Merdian bounce off her saddle. By the time Gelka had any idea what had happened, Kitrana was spinning round to spear her fist across Gelka’s bronze jaw, the Nimean’s hand perfectly flat until she knotted it in time to slam the knuckles home.

Three of the bright commander’s shark-like teeth broke free, and the water clouded with blood around her mouth. So too had her control over the Karathasaur broken, the reptilian mount bound for the cavern’s gaping entrance with all haste. Indeed, every Karathasaur had abandoned their hunt of Nimean prey and was attempting to flee the Leviathan, though the beast’s flowering head remained buried in the urgal fish, stripping it to bones.

Gelka came back at Kitrana with a thrusting jab of Dawnbreaker, the blade set alight by her fury and pain. Kit twisted her midriff, thankful for a flexible skeleton, and managed to avoid the searing edge by an inch. She could still feel the heat of it boiling the water between them. Wary of its obliterating touch, the battle maiden was quick to reach out and grip her enemy’s wrist in a vice-like hold, preventing the bright commander from turning the blade on her.

Pushed back in the wake of the racing Karathasaur, the two tumbled and floated through the water, grappling for control, feet kicking, and knees pounding. What remained of Gelka’s teeth snapped about the water, always looking to clamp onto Nimean flesh. Still, Kitrana held fast to her foe, her spine stretching to its limits, her neck flexing this way and that to evade those deadly teeth. Again and again, Dawnbreaker came dangerously close to grazing her skin, ignited with enough magic to implode her entire body.

Kit lashed out with a daring elbow, striking Gelka across the cheek and robbing the bright commander of her helm. The strike looked to have delivered a disorienting blow, the blade relinquished and left to fall, but it was no more than a Merdian tactic. Gelka coiled around, whipping a backhand across Kit’s jaw, and deftly reclaimed Dawnbreaker before it could plummet too far.

There was nothing the Nimean could do, her skill, speed, and agility incapable of avoiding the blade as it ripped up and across through the water. It was naught but luck then that she felt the sting of forged steel and not the doom of Skara’s magic, the sword still dull and unremarkable in its wielder’s grip. Only after slicing through her cuirass of crustacean carapaces and siden steel did the weapon of power come alive.

As a small cloud of blood drifted out through the gaps in her armour, Kit hurled herself into Gelka. The pair rolled over each other until the battle maiden came out on top, her powerful legs propelling them down towards the cavern floor. The Merdian struggled, desperate to bring Dawnbreaker into play, but there was no shattering Kit’s hold, just as her speed could not be slowed.

Together, they pierced the rolling cloud of silt-fog that continued to churn about the ruins below. They careened off the corner of an ancient archway and were flung in separate directions, lost to the other.

Kitrana couldn’t tell up from down until she reached out and felt the hard floor beneath her. She immediately swam into a wall, knocking her head with enough force to draw blood from a cut above her left eyebrow. Pushing off slowly from the wall, her head throbbing, the Nimean searched for any sign of her nemesis—she found only silt and the edges of hewn stone. Staying low, Kit used the floor to pull herself along, her head turning left and right, eyes scouring.

Nothing.

Where was the bright commander? Where was the bronze witch who had taken so much pleasure in torturing others? Something darted to the left, disturbing the silt and turning Kit around. The battle maiden allowed her feet to slowly drop while the rest of her rose to float in a readied stance. Gelka was out there, somewhere.

Another disturbance on the right, the grey silt whorling.

Like a shark, the Merdian was circling her prey. How long would it be before she homed in on the battle maiden? How long before she gained some control over Dawnbreaker?

As before, there was no time to think or doubt—she had to act. Kitrana moved with deliberate indelicacy, alerting her enemy.

Gelka’s position was announced before she gave pursuit, the sword igniting in her excited grip. It granted Kit just enough time to turn and face the Merdian before she exploded through the silt. And just as well, for the weapon slipped between her ribs and left arm to plunge straight through a stone wall like it wasn’t even there.

Kit didn’t hesitate. One hand grabbed the back of Gelka’s arm, preventing her from withdrawing Dawnbreaker, while her other hand clamped around the back of the Merdian’s neck, positioning her for the perfect⁠—

Crack!

The battle maiden rammed her brow into the fine slits where a nose should have been. While there was no nose to break, there were still bones and cartilage, all evolved to incorporate slight gaps for pressure change, that could be pulverised with enough force. Utterly dazed, Gelka went limp and floated back, her grip weak around Dawnbreaker’s hilt.

Kitrana leant into her rage, into the years of brutal injustice her people had endured. A quick shove parted Gelka entirely from the sword, and a sudden yank brought her back in, only Kit was sure drag her foe down at the same time. The bright commander was still partially limp when her head was beaten into Dawnbreaker’s pommel.

In the depths of that awful cavern, Kitrana Voden let loose a banshee-like cry, an expulsion of pent-up fury and wrath, of pain and heartbreak. And with her cry she thrust Gelka Ornst into that pommel again and again, the two colliding in a crashing impact of broken bones and pluming blood. All of her sharp teeth had been knocked in, mostly swallowed if not puncturing the back of her throat.

Then, at last, one final hammering dash wedged Dawnbreaker’s entire hilt through the Merdian’s mouth and out the back of her head, bleeding gums fixed about the base of the guard.

The living dread of every surviving Nimean… was dead.

Fingers over the bronze scalp, Kit pulled Gelka’s ruined head back, freeing the hilt. Without willpower to fuel it, the blade had dulled to ordinary steel, the weapon lodged in the wall. Feeling a weight lifted from within her chest—justice, however small, delivered—the battle maiden took Dawnbreaker in hand and allowed her sense of empowerment to flood the blade.

The water began to hiss, the stone smouldering around the super-heated steel until it shone burning orange. It came free like a hot knife through butter, and only a moment before Kitrana shot up, bursting through the silt fog as if she were the dawn breaking over the horizon.

She was not prepared for the sight that greeted her.

The urgal fish was all but gone, including its skeleton—a pulpy mess of white sloth being dispersed by the currents. So too were the chains steadily disappearing, the siden steel dissolving into nothingness before her very eyes. Among the disintegrating debris were many Merdians, their corpses floating without thought while their limbs were eaten away by an invisible foe. What could melt flesh and siden-steel alike?

Movement to her left dragged Kitrana’s eyes from the nightmare she had unleashed. The cavern mouth boiled with motion—wave after wave of Nimeans pouring into the tunnel, her people fleeing at last.

Relief stabbed her chest, sharp and fleeting, chased immediately by dread. The tunnel led to freedom, yes, but it was a two-day swim to open water even for the strongest of them. And the Leviathan would follow. Of course it would follow. The beast was not bound to the cavern—it was hunger incarnate, and the passage was the only road to prey and fresh hunting grounds. None would survive once it entered.

She had bought their escape, but at what cost? If she had left the monster imprisoned, the Karathasaurs would have butchered her people in the dark. Yet now… now she had traded one death for another.

Slay the Leviathan? A child’s fantasy.

Hold it at bay for two days? Beyond madness.

Lure it back into its cage? The doors were shattered, devoured by the abyss.

Her thoughts spiralled, clawing for an answer that did not exist⁠—

And then the cavern shook. The Leviathan was stirring. Its petalled lips folded shut around the last of its kill, and its vast bulk pivoted. Black eyes, fathomless and ancient, swept across the cavern. Dawnbreaker’s light caught them there, a scattering of starlight reflected in the endless night of its gaze.

The battle maiden froze. It had seen her.

Did it recall the weapon of power? Did it remember facing Skara Pendain in eons past, when he wielded that very blade, the same blade that….

Kitrana forced her eyes from the abyssal gaze to the sword blazing in her hands. Every maiden of the Swordsworn had been raised on the legends of Skara, but Kit knew now how time had twisted them. Lies, distortions, half-truths… yet through them ran a single thread, one truth she could cling to.

And in the cold flood of fear, she heard it. The words of the legend, rising from memory like a voice breaking through drowning silence. The answer—perhaps the only answer.

But her mind was soon quietened—the Leviathan’s maw was opening. Blackness yawned wide, a cavern within a cavern, ready to swallow sword, maiden, and legend alike.

The light of ages would be devoured.

And Kitrana Voden’s tale would end in darkness.


2
THE FOOL WHO WOULD BE KING


Pain was a sovereign all of its own—deliberate, patient, indifferent. Some men could bend it into purpose, sharpen it until it served them. Pain did not care. Pain decided when a man could sleep.

For Baelon Vos, that mercy was denied. The pain bit and would not let go, a white-hot maw wrapped around the bloody stump where his right hand had been.

His eyes snapped open to the dome above Valgala’s throne room. Smoke coiled like black silk through the ribs of the ceiling, drifting on notes of burning feathers. The stone kings carved into the dome watched with cracked features, their hewn arms trying and failing to bear the ruin. Pillars leaned as if bowing; masonry lay like broken teeth across the floor.

Baelon!

A voice strained through the haze. Distant. Familiar.

Baelon!

The second call came sharper, cut with urgency, and it landed in him like a bell struck through fog. The sound trembled, dampened by smoke and blood and something lodged behind his skull.

His head throbbed. His cheek stung. His ear buzzed with a tiny, insect scream.

Drop. Drop.

Hot blood crawled down the side of his face, pooled in the hollow of his ear. The voice in his mind would not be denied.

Get out of there! it pressed, every syllable elongated until it echoed off invisible walls inside his mind.

The Dragonlord tried to lift his right hand to his face—the motion a reflex—but there were no fingers to close around the bleeding. Only a raw column of flesh, ragged and red where bone met air. He stared, incredulous, as if the sight could not possibly be true.

And yet he felt them, the ghostly tug of digits that no longer existed. Phantom fingers twitched and flexed, phantom nails scraped the air. They curled, they waggled, they sought purchase on blood-wet skin. The sensation was maddeningly intimate—a traitorous memory of limbs.

Baelon blinked, and hard, to try and ground himself, if only to make sense of the world around him. Winter’s cold light threw the throne room into alternating slats of brilliance and shadow. The carved kings continued to watch from their cold heights, their faces fractured into a thousand small judgments. Around him the air tasted of iron and ash.

How long had he been on his back? Moments stretched like torn rope. The voice kept coming, closer now, breaking through the pain with a thread of command and pleading.

Baelon! it said, and this time there was no distance in it—only fire and the feel of claws gripping the back of his mind.

He tried to answer. Sound caught in his throat. His mouth tasted of copper; his tongue felt heavy as stone. The phantom fingers tightened, and for a terrible instant he imagined they were trying to hold him in place—to stop him from moving, from falling, from accepting what had been taken.

Then his jaw clenched. He pushed through the pain like a man forcing open an iron door. He would not sleep. He would not let the darkness take him. The throne room spun, the carved kings leaned down like judges keen to see whether a legend would rise or rot.

Baelon let the voice pull him up. Pain screamed. He stood anyway, staring at his bloody stump. It couldn’t be.

Yet there was no denying what his eyes reported—the same eyes that had seen nine-hundred years of life and never once been wrong. But how⁠—

Vander…

His mind, ancient and strong, recalled events. Vander, his own Rider, had stepped forwards in defence of The Dark One and cut off his hand, marring his face and ear in the same stroke. At the same time, Skara had reclaimed the axe, leaving the Dragonlord weaponless, his own silvyr sword plunged into Oaken’s skull—where it remained.

Baelon! the voice growled, infuriated now.

Kalaghan…

The dragon was reaching out to him, desperately trying to get both of them to safety. It wasn’t needed, Baelon decided. He would rise from that very spot and with Rengyr and Raya at his back. Together, they would easily best Vander and send Skara back into the pages of history.

Get out of there, Kalaghan said again.

Baelon clamped his jaw shut and fought through the pain, its hooks determined to drag him down. Using his left hand, the Dragonlord rolled over and propped himself up, struggling to heave his weight upon unsteady legs. How much blood had he lost? Baelon groaned through the question—it was irrelevant. Nothing would stop him. Nothing.

His back cracked from base to neck, the blood on his face changing direction as it ran down to his chin. An extra moment was required before the throne room came into focus, the two blurry images aligning behind his eyes. His head was throbbing, a result of the spell Skara had used to launch him across the chamber.

Herragax was staring at him, her blue reptilian eyes narrowing from behind the throne. Beneath her lingering jaw, the throne itself. There he sat, Skara Pendain, the First Rider, the Eikor, the Talakin, the Great Shadow—The Dark One.

The throne was his, King Edris’s crown gripped effortlessly between the finger and thumb of his hideous red arm, the scales drinking in the torchlight just as Herragax’s did.

Shame, guilt, disgust, pity… These were just a few of the emotions that stirred in Baelon Vos, threatening to steer him away from the seething hatred that coiled about his every muscle. There would be time to reflect on his missteps—on his naivety.

He looked to Vander, the fool that had been taken in by honeyed words. Whatever the cause of Herragax’s black limb, Baelon was certain that Skara was not aiding it. Hells, he was likely the source of it.

Vander was yet to notice Baelon had found his feet again, his attention entirely arrested by Skara. Vander waved his hand in front of The Dark One’s face. Nothing. Skara was caught in a distant, trance-like, stare that made his eyes water.

Now, Baelon! Kalaghan blurted. While he’s distracted!

The Dragonlord felt his pride take the blow. As if he needed Skara to be distracted. Even with one hand, he could wipe them all out. Baelon stepped forwards and the chamber shifted, causing him to stagger and gain Vander’s attention. He blinked hard, bringing the blond Rider into focus once more.

Baelon sneered. “You treacherous son of a⁠—”

“Kill him!” Vander screamed, pointing his sword at the Dragonlord—the very sword that dripped with Baelon’s blood.

There was movement on the fringes of the chamber. As impossible as it seemed, Raya and Rengyr responded to Vander’s order, if hesitantly. What had transpired in the few minutes he had lost consciousness? Their allegiance had shifted, and to Vander of all people, the most pathetic of their order. He now stood taller, of course, elevated by Skara.

“What are you doing?” Baelon spat, looking frantically from Raya to Rengyr. “You obey me! I am the Dragonlord!”

Raya adopted a notch of confidence Rengyr was yet to find. “You were beaten,” she pointed out, glancing at Vander. “There is a new Dragonlord now.”

Baelon stood a little straighter, his bloody wrist held fast to his chest. “Do I look beaten to you?”

“Enough!” Vander barked, a single dry command that cracked the air. “Kill him and be done with it. His time is over.”

Baelon’s eyes skittered for the sword that had been the body of his authority. Habit reached for the weight; habit found only absence. The blade lay buried in the Aegre’s skull where Skara had driven it home—a declaration made for Joran alone.

Rengyr, uncertain, stepped back. His blade drooped like a question mark.

Raya spared her comrade a look that was all thin, bright contempt, then raised her sword. Doubt had lived in her like a second shadow for years—a whisper that Baelon’s station was soft, that the Dragonlord was a story with frayed edges. Now the whisper had sharpened into a roar, a chance to prove the rumour true, to seize glory from a broken hand and make it hers.

How long before she went on to slay Vander, the title of Dragonlord hers to claim? Her ambition was commendable, if obvious.

Much like her swing.

And yet…

Baelon met it poorly, his timing off. The first strike caught the edge of his scaled vambrace and chopped through leather and flesh, a hammering blow that lifted his boots clear of the marble. For a heartbeat he was airborne and wrong.

Raya came like retribution—relentless, merciless. Her sword thundered down while he scrambled across a floor littered with ruin and old blood. He raised the vambrace again and again, each impact jarring through muscle to bone, each strike a ledger that drew down his reserves.

She could have ended it then. A slight change of angle, a feint left then back to the heart—that was all it would take. She did not. Raya wanted the spectacle, to grind the Dragonlord into submission, to see the legend humbled before she took the crown.

Baelon, even through grit and pain, knew the truth—Raya had the confidence and the cunning for command more than most Riders. She was fitter to wear the mantle than Vander, puppet that he was. Still—not him.

Propped on a single elbow, breath like a wounded bell, he reached with the phantom memory of fingers. He imagined flexing and opening his palm; his eyes reported only absence. Raya saw the bloody stump and smiled with a victory she had yet to claim.

Baelon gathered something that had lain dormant inside him—not finesse, not ritual, but raw, ragged will. The power he loosed was violent and immediate, braided to outrage and a claim that still sat in his ribs. It spat from his arm like a flare.

Fire.

The blast took Raya by surprise. Heat roared across her face before flesh could think to harden air; she blinked against the white-burn light, staggered back as flame licked mail and singed leather. For a moment she was a silhouette in a furnace, blinded and pushed upon her heels.

Baelon felt the verdict of it in his wrist—a new spike of agony—and then the quick, strange relief as the fire seared the wound shut. The cauterised stump smoked; the pain radiated like a bell that would not stop ringing.

Raya shot through the flames, her boot coming up under his jaw. Her foot sent him flat onto the marble, where he joined the corpse of Galahart, the spymaster, having met his end at the point of a silvyr sword. Blood flooded his mouth, bitter and close. He choked and swallowed.

When his senses threaded back, Raya stood over him. The blade hovered, point aimed like the final law. His cuirass, cracked and dented, would not hold against that arc of silvyr and Rider strength.

“This is how all Dragonlords die,” she said, voice even as a decree.

Her arms drew back. The blade cocked for a clean, quick end—straight through the heart. He thought of mistakes, of bargains misread, of hands trusted, of the things his command had cost. The world leaned in to watch whether this would be the last breath of a legend or the moment a broken man remembered how to stand.

The choice was taken from both of them.

The throne room exploded, five of the colossal pillars torn asunder and hurled across the chamber at speed. The wave of debris slammed into Raya, removing her as a threat in the blink of an eye, her fate her own.

Rengyr had been late to raise a shield, his head clipped by a chunk of stone that sent him skidding across the marble.

Clarity came in scraps, masked by dust, smoke, and the cold light of winter’s day, but in those glimmers Baelon saw scales. Honey in colour and flecked with silver and bronze, they were wonderfully familiar.

Herragax choked on her own shrieks of surprise when she was dragged out of the throne room. Her claws and horns gouged everything on the way out, though not nearly as much as Kalaghan’s claws and teeth gauged the red dragon’s hide.

The two behemoths fell away from the high tower, entangled in an exchange of animal savagery that smeared the white walls in blood. Vander was left standing in the gaping jagged hole, shouting his dragon’s name in vane while Baelon rose to his feet once again.

It was impossible to feel another man’s hatred from afar—and yet Vander turned, slow and trembling, as if Baelon’s fury had reached out and tapped him on the shoulder.

Their eyes met across the ruin.

Without his dragon at his back, without Skara to command him, Vander was not a lord, not a Rider—only a boy shivering in the shadow of a wrathful father.

The fool’s throat bobbed. He forced breath past the lump choking him, lifted his sword with a rattle of silvyr, and braced himself. But it was a child’s shield. Wounded or not, Baelon Vos would break him like stalks of wheat in a storm.

Vengeance seared Baelon’s lips. He could taste it, sharp as iron, hot as ash. It made him hungry, gave his stride new strength. He advanced with purpose, and with every step, Vander shrank backward, closer, closer to the edge of the tower.

Baelon paused only once—his boot pressing against Oaken’s lifeless head as he wrenched free his silvyr sword. The weapon sang as it came loose, as familiar to him as his own breath, second only to Kalaghan himself.

“I’m going to gut you,” he rasped, voice raw as broken stone. Navigating corpses, blood-slick marble, and the jagged scatter of debris, he bellowed, “Do you hear me, boy? I’ll kill you slow!”

Between them, Skara stirred from his waking trance. His body jolted like a drowning man breaking the surface. His eyes streamed with tears, wide, bewildered, and unchained as he realised where he sat—on the throne of Erador.

Baelon staggered at the sight. He could feel it, the magic coiled around Skara like a cloak, his very skin humming with it. The Dark One was awake, and dangerous.

Jump! Kalaghan’s roar filled his mind and the air alike, rattling the tower.

Baelon was already moving back, though he hadn’t chosen to. His hand gripped his sword tighter, but his gut knew truth—there would be no fight. Not as he was. It would be an execution.

The Dark One began to rise, and with the crown of Erador in his dragon hand.

Jump! Kalaghan thundered again.

The Dragonlord was already running—staggering. Sheathing his sword, he ascended what remained of the benches and pushed himself from one pillar to the next until he was on the lip of the tower.

Valgala burned beneath him.

The city lay drowned in fire and snow, its pale walls streaked with soot, its smoke rising to mingle with the falling ash. Even from that terrible height, the screams carried up to him—a chorus of despair.

Baelon looked back. His eyes found Skara’s between shattered pillars. For one suspended moment, they regarded each other. No vows. No threats. Just a silent truth, carved deeper than words.

Neither of them would ever stop.

And then, as Joran had done, Baelon Vos leaped from the throne room into empty air.

At the base of the tower, Herragax lay sprawled across the crossroads, wings twitching, head rising from the rubble where Kalaghan had abandoned her.

Kalaghan himself stormed into view, four claws raking the tower wall as he climbed, scaling the curve with terrible grace. He twisted, presenting Baelon’s saddle perfectly as his rider plummeted past.

But Baelon had only one hand. His grip failed. Fingers slapped helplessly against leather. His body clipped Kalaghan’s wing joint, sending a shock through his skull that drowned every other pain for one blinding instant.

The burn in his stump, the cut across his cheek, the drumbeat in his skull—all gone beneath that single violent jolt.

Kalaghan dove again, wings folding, a predator stooping with flawless precision.

The Dragonlord knew nothing of what happened next. His mind sank into numb oblivion, even as the burning streets of Valgala rushed up to meet him.


3
THE LIGHT OF AGES


The Leviathan’s form resembled a mistake made flesh, a swollen cord of meat that had grown without reason or pattern, its many tentacles writhing like severed nerves given hateful purpose. It was less a creature than a blasphemy of design.

Hell itself yawned in that gargantuan jaw, its fanged petals peeled back to engulf the battle maiden.

Kitrana froze. How many times had she wondered what her final thought would be? How many times had death brushed her cheek, only to leave her alive with nothing but some banal half-thought echoing in her head?

Now she floated before Death’s herald, and still—nothing. No memories flashing. No swelling of old emotions. Just silence.

And then⁠—

A voice.

Whose? Her mother’s? Her father’s? A sister of the swordsworn? Impossible. She had never heard their voices, their words always relayed via hand-signs and gestures.

It was her own. A younger Kitrana’s voice, echoing from the dry years she had wandered Verda’s surface alone in search of Dawnbreaker. When silence had pressed too heavy, she would whisper old tales to herself, keeping the dark at bay. And there she was, in that pressing dark once more, her only light—only hope—in the searing gleam of her blade. With it stirred one of those stories—Skara’s defiance at the dawn of legends.

In the blackest night there came the bright of day,

The Maiden-born Skara rose in radiant array.

With dawn in hand he faced the tide-bringer’s rage,

And with song in steel he led the beast to its cage.

The words rose unbidden, keeping her steady as the Leviathan swelled ever larger, eclipsing the cavern. Its presence stung her skin—acid in the water, as though the sea itself rebelled against its existence.

No spear could wound, no chain could bind,

But the sword sang deep in the Leviathan’s mind.

Those final words brought with them revelation, distracting her from the pain that began to bite into her flesh, burning with almost malicious intent. Keeping her eyes on Dawnbreaker, Kit opened her mouth and poised her lips.

Like the Merdians, every Nimean could sing, their ability varying depending on training if not natural talent. Kitrana Voden had never boasted of either, her skillset limited to true grit and great hunches.

With some urgency, the latter informed her that there might be a way to survive the next few seconds.

The sound ripped raw from her, her vocal membranes thrumming faster than any human’s throat could aspire. At first it was only noise, stuttering, desperate. But Dawnbreaker responded, the blade struck by the vibrations.

The sword flared, liquid light rippling outward like molten dawn. Droplets of radiance scattered, silk-bright globes dancing through the dark water. She sang louder, harder—her voice breaking but unyielding—and the light swelled, driving back the burning acid.

Dawnbreaker drank from her will. It wanted her soul, her conviction. Without it, the blade was nothing but steel. With it, it longed to outshine the sun.

Still, the Leviathan came. Its jaws unfolded, its abyss stretching wide enough to swallow her whole.

Weaving different notes and melodies into her song, the liquid light moved this way and that, swaying with the warbling tune. It was all Kitrana could focus on, lest she become aware of the curving teeth that would end her story.

It wasn’t working.

Her song, even amplified by Dawnbreaker, wasn’t enough to tame the Leviathan.

She was to die.

Her people would soon suffer the same fate. And what next? Would the beast hunt down the elusive Adakii? Would it go on to wipe out the Jinn and the Kells? How long would the Merdians really last while the abyss incarnate roamed the seas?

The Leviathan would empty the oceans…

Cornered, out of options, and desperate to ensure the survival of her people, the battle maiden did the only thing left to her.

She gripped Dawnbreaker’s hilt with all her strength, squeezing until it hurt.

There was no time to make peace with Death—she would meet The Hag’s judgement as Kitrana Voden, Leviathan Slayer.

Kitrana screamed. Not a melody. Not a song. A battlecry. A roar of will, of fury, of defiance.

She charged, hurtling through the water like a spear.

Dawnbreaker blazing, her voice forcing light into the dark waters, every fibre of her being poured into one suicidal thrust.

And the unimaginable happened.

The Leviathan shuddered.

The cavern seemed to quake as its jaws snapped shut. Trumpet-like echoes reverberated through its bulk, a sound so vast it rattled the bones of every creature in The Black Vault. The swarm of Scabs broke from their feasting and returned to their master, burrowing back into its flesh, and the acid ceased to seep from its dark hide.

The tide-bringer stilled.

Kitrana hovered, skin aflame with pain. She was alive. Against all reason—alive.

Then the beast… mirrored her.

When she gasped, it gaped. When she shut her mouth, its jaws closed.

She stared, disbelieving. Dawnbreaker hummed in her grip. Tentatively, she moved the blade left, then right—and the Leviathan’s monstrous head obeyed.

A stupefying hush fell over the cavern.

Looking at Dawnbreaker again, Kit began to understand—finally—what Skara must have been experiencing when he faced the beast. It wasn’t a melody of control or a soothing tone exaggerated by the power of the sword.

It was a particular type of rage, a black fury reserved for one’s final moments when it was possible to embrace death as the only outcome. In the moment, Kit had felt emptied out of life, her entire existence given over to a single action, and her last at that. It was true, unabashed, conviction.

Was that what it took? Was that the level of willpower required to tame a Leviathan? It was so raw—exhausting, even.

But there it was, floating in the cavern, ignorant to its own hunger. Surprise and unexpected joy washed over the battle maiden.

From the cavern mouth came the weight of hundreds of eyes—her surviving people, watching. Surely, they had braced themselves to die with her. Surely, they had prayed she would slay the beast in her last breath. None of them could have imagined this.

Turning back, Kitrana steadied herself, will still coursing into Dawnbreaker. Singing softly, she dipped the blade. Slowly, impossibly, the Leviathan sank, its weight crashing into the seabed with an explosion of silt. There it stayed, mercifully docile.

Kitrana could only watch it for a time, dazed by the miracle—by the power of Dawnbreaker.

Seemingly content to lie and wait, Kit dared to swim away from the beast, wondering just how long her will would linger in its mind after she ceased to use the sword.

There was only one way to find out.

Approaching the Nimean survivors, Kit was glad to say there were too many for her to count, though that number still paled compared to their number before the Merdians invaded Nimala.

Sheathing Dawnbreaker over one shoulder, the battle maiden spared the Leviathan an extra glance before meeting the wide eyes of her people.

“Who are you?” one of the younger Nimeans asked, his hands working through the language of Nimala.

It was odd to think that so many of them didn’t know who she was or that she had spent years raiding tombs and ancient sites on the surface before she suffered with them in the tunnels behind her. They had no idea how long she had been fighting to free them from the grip of the Merdians, the horrors she had seen—the people she had killed.

But their freedom didn’t come at such a price.

“She is the one.”

The words rippled through the water like a tremor, spoken not by a youth but by a Nimean elder—her eyes deep-set and knowing. Kitrana recognised her. The same elder she had dragged free from the ruins, the same who had driven a trident through a Merdian’s chest

“For my son,” she had signed at the time, avenging him.

“The one?” a younger male asked.

The question spread among the gathered Nimeans like a current, a tide impossible to resist.

“No—” Kitrana began, but her protest was swept aside, drowned beneath the weight of a hundred eyes turning toward the elder.

“She is Skara reborn.”

The words landed like a stone cast into still water. A hush fell, broken only by the distant pulse of the Leviathan’s beating heart, a thunderous drum and a living reminder of what had just been done.

Kitrana felt the chill of the legend pressing in on her. It was one of the more obscure tales surrounding those ancient times and adopted by the Jinn more than the other races beneath the waves. Ironically, if tragically, it had proved to be one of the more accurate myths pertaining to Skara Pendain.

She wanted to scoff, to cast the thought aside—but the Leviathan’s presence behind her gave their faith an edge she could not ignore.

“I am not Skara,” she said, her hands cleaving like steel. “I am Kitrana Voden. A battle maiden of the Swordsworn. My order was erased by the Dread Queen, as all else was. I returned for⁠—”

“She is Skara reborn!”

The signing flared, hands moving in unison, faster, more desperate, as though the water itself urged them on. Two became three, three became a dozen.

Kit shook her head, a human denial and utterly meaningless in the deep. But the crowd saw only signs, omens, truth made flesh.

“She wields Skara’s blade!” one cried, their hands cutting sharp arcs.

“She brought the pieces together!” another pointed out, their gesture bursting with conviction.

“The sword was reforged by a dwarf named Grarfath,” Kitrana informed them, hoping a dose of hard facts would dampen their beliefs.

“A what?” came the chorus of signing, confusion for the briefest moment breaking their tide.

Kitrana’s fingers flexed, but she caught herself. Explanations would only fuel the myth—and where to begin describing a dwarf?

“We cannot linger,” she said instead, the angle of her hands delivering the urgency she wished to instil. “Atlas will send supply caravans, and⁠—”

“Only one has tamed the Leviathan,” the elder cut across her, rising above the others, drifting higher in the water. Her silhouette haloed by the faint glow of bioluminescent algae growing up the walls, she pointed to the shadowed titan moving in the depths. “Only one.”

The survivors began to move—first a few, then more. Elders of bent spine but unbroken spirit glided toward Kitrana, hands outstretched as if reaching for salvation itself.

Kit recoiled instinctively, but they pressed closer, their webbed fingers brushing her hair, the battered plates of her armour, hovering just above Dawnbreaker without daring to touch. Reverence shone in every gesture.

Then the younger ones followed, urged on by whispers, by hands guiding them forward. They came wide-eyed, trembling, offering signs of prayer to the Water Maiden, fingers moving in silent hymns.

The water around her throbbed with awe and desperation, a worship she had never asked for. She searched the sea of faces, desperate for anchor, and found the elder again—watching from afar.

Her eyes were calm. Certain.

“Only one,” she said again.

And this time, the words sounded less like belief and more like prophecy.

Shifting uncomfortably amidst the swelling crowd, Kitrana noticed an another Nimean floating apart from the others—a young male. He must have been a child when the Merdians brought him to The Black Vault, all those years ago. He was staring into the abyss that lay beyond the cavern entrance, imagining, perhaps, what the world looked like outside of the only hell he had ever known.

Kitrana swam over the masses, ignoring the hands that reached in the hope of being blessed by her touch. She approached him, the disturbed water snatching at his attention. His mane of wild black hair stormed around in his wake, where he laid emerald eyes on the battle maiden—old eyes, eyes that had seen too much suffering already.

A notable scar ran from his jaw to his right ear, a wound he could have received in his childhood, when the Merdians imprisoned them all. He could easily have received it from Gelka Ornst during his time in the tunnels.

“What is your name?” she asked.

He hesitated, his gaze flitting from the distant Leviathan, to Dawnbreaker poking over her shoulder and, finally, to the battle maiden herself.

“Aeris,” he answered.

Kitrana offered him the glimmer of a smile, a warm gesture he was clearly unaccustomed to. “That’s a strong name. You must have been very young when they brought you here.”

Aeris gave no reply. If anything, he appeared confused as to why she was talking to him in the first place.

“You are a survivor,” she told him earnestly.

Aeris tilted his head to the right, a Nimean affirmative.

Kit feared he didn’t understand what she was really trying to say to him. “I’m going to take you back to the ocean,” she said instead.

“I dream to leave,” he replied, his speech broken by years of only being able to speak briefly and in secret. “Even dreams not take me from place.”

“Dreams are but the start of things. It’s what we do out here that really matters.”

Kitrana turned to float side by side with the young Nimean, where she waited to ensure all eyes were upon her.

“Aeris is leaving The Black Vault,” she signed. “Who’s with him?”

Even malnourished, the Nimean survivors surged forwards, though the elders and the wounded among them were that much clearer to see. They would struggle to make the journey through the tunnel and into open water.

Something moved above them and Kit looked up, fearing an attack of some kind. Indeed, it was one of the straggling Karathasaurs making their escape while they still could, ignorant to the Nimeans while the Leviathan rested nearby.

As always, the Karathasaur was accompanied by its usual entourage of remoras, smaller fish who benefited from the scraps of food that came their way whenever the larger beast shredded its prey.

It was then, of course, a most outrageous idea came to mind.


4
CONSOLIDATION


You took everything from me!

The voice that thundered through Skara’s skull was ancient—a cathedral of wrath, a crown of dominion, the very marrow of vengeance made flesh.

EVERYTHING!

The word was sundering, a cataclysm of hatred that rattled Skara’s bones and split the silence like a storm tearing the sky apart.

I am coming for you, Pendain.

The voice slithered and roared, both serpent and tempest.

There is no shadow deep enough to hide in. No host mighty enough to shield you. No sorcery fierce enough to stay my claws. This time, Pendain… this time I will unmake you. I will strip you of all you cling to. I will take—everything.

Skara’s grip on himself faltered. The sanctuary of ruin trembled, warped, and collapsed inward like a dying star. With a ragged cry, he wrenched his consciousness free, tearing himself out of that hellish echo.

The world returned in a violent lurch. Stone, air, and flesh pressed in, yet all seemed distorted, as though time itself staggered. Skara gasped, disoriented, the real world a blur of shattering fragments around him.

He was looking at a man, tall, broad-shouldered beneath pauldrons of honeyed dragon scales. He was wounded, bleeding down one half of his face.

Baelon Vos.

The name came to Skara as he watched the Dragonlord leap from the edge of the tower. A few more seconds were required before he remembered the man was his enemy.

A slab of masonry fell from its place in the ceiling and shattered in the heart of the throne room, snapping The Dark One back into the present—into the real.

Valgala’s throne room was a battlefield unto itself, the floor entirely hidden beneath bodies, blood, and debris, among which was an enormous dead Aegre.

Amidst the rubble, Rengyr and Raya were picking themselves up having likely been beaten by the one-handed Baelon.

Vander was notably absent any wounds.

A weight in his hand pulled Skara’s attention down. The crown of Erador rested in his grip of red dragon scales. It was his. The crown. The throne. The realm.

But there was no joy in the victory, nor even a sliver of satisfaction. The world had just ended and had yet to catch up.

That voice…

It lingered in his mind, lacing into the grey matter, scratching the inside of his skull. He hadn’t heard it for so long.

“Malliath,” he uttered, the name catching in his throat. It was like naming his soul.

“What should we do?” Vander asked, though his question might have been voiced from a hundred leagues away for all the impact it had on Skara.

“Where did he go?” Raya was rising unsteadily to her feet, one hand covering a gash on the back of her head.

“He jumped!” Vander growled.

It was all just noise. Skara heard every word, but they were, every one of them, insignificant compared to those voiced by the black dragon.

I will take—everything.

The statement clung to him like a second skin, a declaration of war stamped into his very bones.

“How?” Skara asked, his question bursting hopelessly into the ether.

How had this come to be? How could Malliath have found a way out of the Shadow Realm? It was a savage world of monsters and animalistic brutality. There was no magic down there, no way to breach the veil and return.

Hells, he should have been ripped to pieces, devoured, and excreted by any number of colossal fiends—he had been trapped down there for millennia!

“HOW!” he bellowed, jolting the trio of Riders.

Vander hesitated. “He was…”

“We can hunt him down,” Raya interjected more confidently, though she was just as mistaken as Vander with regards to what actually enraged Skara.

“Yes,” Vander added, standing a little straighter. “We’ll hunt Baelon down. After all, there can’t be two Dragonlords,” he added, and with a pointed look for Raya alone.

The Dark One ignored them, stalking down the marble steps to stand amongst the carnage. Only moments ago, he had watched it all get dragged away by the storms that racked the ethereal sanctuary he had once built with Malliath. Only moments ago, he had stood before the hulking dragon, his hot breath as real as the bitter wind that blew through the throne room.

Skara let loose an anguished roar in the heart of the chamber. “Now?” he cried. “He returns now?” He barked a hollow laugh. “Of course he does! He has always lived and breathed to shatter my moments of triumph. The wretch!” he shrieked, drawing troubled expressions from the trio.

“It’s not possible,” he muttered over and over, turning this way and that—panic setting in. “It’s not possible.” He stopped pacing. “It’s not…”

It hadn’t been real. Of course. It hadn’t been real! It was just another layer of his fractured mind splintering, echoes of the past breaching the walls of his conciseness, twisting into reality.

Malliath hadn’t returned. He wasn’t even trapped inside the Shadow Realm anymore—he was dead. Food for something more terrible than him.

Yes…

That felt right.

He needed to draw on strength from Herragax, to use her innate power and will to dominate his unravelling mind and take control of the memories weighing him down.

But she was gone.

“Where is Herragax?” he demanded, his bout of madness swept aside by cold, hard logic.

Vander took a moment to adjust. “She…” He turned to peer out of the gaping wound behind the throne, where the pillars had been obliterated.

The dragon wasn’t dead—Skara knew that much. He could feel her life through the scales that fused with his flesh, reaching up his neck to touch his jaw now.

The pain that accompanied the transformation was also intensifying. More and more he could feel his insides squirming, breaking, demanding his attention. More and more he had to push through, his focus requiring that much more of his strength.

Herragax was wounded. Her own pain was a distant horn in the back of his mind, blaring for attention. Skara had no sympathy for the dragon, his emotions limited to disappointment.

Storming up the steps again, he navigated the throne and made for the jagged lip that overlooked the capital city. He was no more than three steps from the edge when Malliath climbed up and over, his gargantuan head ramming its way through the remaining pillars.

Skara fell backwards and scrambled away on his elbows, his gaze never straying from the black dragon. Giant purple eyes stared back at him as every advancing step shook the tower.

Pressed against the back of the throne, The Dark One had nowhere left to flee, the crown abandoned several feet away until Malliath’s foot stomped it into the stone.

“You’re not… real.”

Malliath lowered his horned head, bathing Skara in a hot and humid air. He said nothing. Instead, those purple eyes wandered to scrutinise the chamber, if only briefly before they landed on Skara once more with the weight of eons.

I know where you are.

It took no more than a blink to banish the sight of the dragon. In his wake there was no trace that he had ever set foot inside the chamber, the crown unblemished upon the marble and the pillars no more damaged than they were before.

Yet Skara remained pressed against the cold stone of the throne, sweat dripping down his temples.

The truth of it yawned like a chasm in his gut.

Defying the impossible. Upending the laws of nature. Flying in the face of insurmountable odds.

The Drakalis was truly back.

Malliath was breathing Verda air once again. He had returned. What twist of fate should bring him back then, as the world was pivoting? To challenge him? To test him? To bring him down?

Was he to face his oldest friend and foe one last time, if only to prove he was worthy to rule it all?

That wasn’t a fight he desired—it wasn’t even a fight he was certain he would win. Malliath was the dragon of dragons, and he could only imagine what the Shadow Realm had made of him.

The scraping of metal dragged him back into the moment, his gaze now following the crown as it was picked up by Vander. The Rider was watching him intently.

“He’s here,” Skara whispered.

Quite confused, Vander glanced back at the open world. “He jumped. Baelon jumped. Kalaghan caught him.”

“They’re flying west,” Rengyr reported, his words bouncing off the pillars between them.

The Dark One picked himself up, sure that he could still feel the cold prickle on his skin as those purple eyes bore down on him. He wiped away the sweat and stared at the hole through which Malliath had entered. Would the dragon come again if he made for the edge?

Skara caught himself. He recognised that feeling, that debilitating emotion that took the hearts of lesser men.

Fear.

There was no place for it in his life. And yet he felt it all the same. Like ice sliding through his veins.

Conquering it, Skara strode to the very edge of the tower and looked down, ready to face whatever greeted him. The world was absent Malliath, though it was littered with plenty of dragons, and all of them wounded or dead.

At the base of the tower, Herragax was slowly rising from the rubble, her black leg weaker than ever.

Further south, Raya’s dragon—Ithira—staggered through whole buildings, her blue wings partially shredded by Kedradi war machines.

Between the two, washed up on the shores of the lake, was Karsak, a yellow dragon bonded to Rengyr.

West of the city, beyond the walls, lay a green dragon—Nersandi. Her Rider, Col-vok, might have been with her, but the distance was too great for Skara’s eyes to pierce.

The only dragon still flying, if barely, was the larger Parthagon, his silver scales reminding Skara of the ancient Orvax, Gelakor’s dragon. He looked to have taken a severe beating from the white dragon, Garganafan. Now there was a behemoth to rival Malliath.

Garganafan’s work could also be seen further north of where Sharuuq, a bulky dragon of brown scales, lay dead on the powdered field, his blood having burned the snow.

Sharuuq was not the only fatality among their kin. Strewn across the western wall, Yillir was comparable to a pin-cushion, a body riddled with silvyr-tipped bolts. And closer to the tower, the violet Melanda lay deathly still, a bolt protruding from her chest. Who could speak of their Riders’ fates—and who cared? Without their dragons they were of no use to Skara.

That left him with five dragons at his disposal. An important number to note when considering the unthinkable had happened, that somewhere on Verda’s earth The Drakalis was plotting his overdue revenge.

Skara swallowed down the bile that tried to lurch into his mouth. He still couldn’t believe it, yet the feel of Malliath’s breath on his skin lingered almost as much as the promise he had made.

I will take—everything.

“Skara?” came the question laden with concern, and from the precious, soft lips of Vander.

The Dark One ignored it for a moment, lost to the sight of his once immortal companion. He had put the dragon—the traitor—behind him.

All at once, five dragons didn’t feel like enough. He wanted his children by his side, his Golems. They alone had possessed the power to deal with the likes of Malliath.

His human hand was trembling.

“Skara?” Vander asked again.

The Dark One clenched his fist, taking control of the tremor. “Your Grace,” he hissed.

Vander appeared all the more confused.

“You will refer to me as Your Grace.” Skara snatched the crown from the Rider’s hand. “I am king of Erador, after all.”

Turning from the view, The Dark One marched back into the chamber and tossed the crown onto the seat of the throne. He was doing his utmost to appear in control and not like a man who had just seen a ghost.

“Valgala has fallen,” he declared. “Today is the first day of Erador’s future. The realm has a new king. Your order has a new Dragonlord. But this is only the beginning. There is still…”

I will take—everything.

Skara could feel his focus drifting.

“There is still much to do,” he eventually continued, his voice lacking conviction. “I have no desire to sit in another man’s throne, nor wear his crown. To that end, I have no need of Valgala. The city is a testament to all that has come before me. We will raze it to the ground.”

“What of the people?” Vander asked.

“Many have already fled south with the Kedradi,” Rengyr replied.

“But not all,” Vander pointed out. “What are we to do with those still inside the walls?”

“The city burns,” Skara reminded them bluntly, his gaze still distant. “Let the whole world see the flames.”

“And what of Baelon?” Raya questioned.

“Your Grace,” Vander interjected, a note of steel in his voice—at last. “You are speaking to the king of Erador now.”

The new king of Erador, however, was momentarily distracted, his gaze having landed on one of the corpses that littered the throne room. He stepped over the royal guard and crouched beside the man he knew to have been Galahart—the spymaster. The secret keeper of Erador. What lovely little morsels of information he must have been privy to in life. That’s not to say he wasn’t still keeping them in death…

Skara reached out and lightly gripped the man’s cold wrist. Powered by a seed from the Realm of Magic, the vambrace strapped around his forearm allowed The Dark One to peer inside the memories that clung to the spymaster. With brutal efficiency, he was able to weed out the useless and mundane events that lingered therein—until he found exactly what he needed.

At last, hope was rekindled in his heart.

“I thought we didn’t bow to the king,” Raya was saying as he stood once more. “It was those same vows that robbed us of Riders and dragons alike. It’s why Baelon challenged Rhaymion—why the order split.”

“She raises a good point,” Skara said, one hand held up to stop Vander from replying. “The pact between the throne and the Riders has long since soured. Of course it has—you were taken for granted. Every king of Erador has seen you as an extension of their sword, their shield. There hasn’t been a king that wouldn’t see one of you die before all else.”

“And you’re different, are you?” Raya asked sceptically, gesturing at him with her bloody sword.

Skara liked her.

“I started your order,” he reminded her. “No one understands the value of the Dragon Riders better than I do. Your immortality and power shouldn’t be used to fight for the masses. It should be used to rule them. Imagine a world divided into regions, each a dominion of a dragon and their Rider. You rule. You keep the peace. For all time.”

Raya’s suspicion lingered, and rightly so. “But we would still report to you—bow to you.”

“Every body needs a head,” Skara argued. “It might take centuries, but when one of you decides their region should be larger, its resources greater, war would rear its ugly head. The realm could not survive such in-fighting. Better to have a figurehead, someone to mediate potential friction. In reality, you would have total reign over your land and its people, be they humans or Andarens.”

“And when you die?” came the repost.

“Raya,” Vander said sternly.

“He’s mortal, yes? The plan he proposes only works for—what? Decades? How long before some king down the line causes trouble and starts a war of his own? How long before we’re treated like servants again?”

“My mortality is of no concern to you,” Skara stated succinctly. “You have but to trust in my considerable knowledge and power, both of which I will use to carve the realm into something that can be ruled.”

The Dark One was compelled to turn and look at the gaping hole behind the throne, sure that Malliath would be found standing there, his breath clouding the air. There was naught but a smoke-filled sky to greet him there, the black dragon no more than a malevolent presence in the recesses of his mind.

That presence would only grow if he was truly returned from the Shadow Realm. Their bond would steadily snap back, the cords coiling and tightening between them, hastened by proximity. It wouldn’t be long before continuous conscious effort was required to keep Malliath out.

Skara flexed his dragon hand, his attention returning to those around him. “That journey,” he continued, “begins with the sword. I need Dragon Foe,” he stated, looking to Vander, whom he had already told as much.

“It will be done⁠—”

“I don’t think our conversation is over,” Raya interrupted, no regard for Vander’s new station. “We agreed to Baelon’s vision for the future, a realm under the leadership of a single Rider. What you’re proposing is⁠—”

With frightening speed, Skara summoned his axe, the weapon of power materialising in his grip from thin air. With equal speed, it flew from his hand, the blade burying itself in the marble between Raya’s feet before she could even react.

A sharp grin sliced across Skara’s face. “Are they listening?” he asked, aware that the Riders, both present and absent, could use their dragon’s telepathic abilities to create a communal discussion. Indeed, he could feel something to that affect in the back of his mind, where his connection to Herragax was anchored.

“I hope so, because I’m in no mood to repeat myself.” Skara opened his human hand, and the axe returned to him without ever moving. “I am taking this world. That is my birthright. I am going to enforce everlasting peace. That is my responsibility. I have offered all of you a place in that new world. Position, title, land, significance. You are free to reject it. You are free to stand against me. But know this,” he added, stepping threateningly close to Raya, “I will not be confined by mortality. I was born to live forever, and so I will. Make yourself my enemy—here, now—and I will see to it that you survive this pivotal and violent moment in history. You will survive, and your immortal life will be mine—my plaything.” He stepped even closer, his lips almost pressed to her ear. “Death is not a reward I’m interested in granting my enemies.”

Like a snake, The Dark One snapped back and made a point to turn his back on Raya, offering her the chance—the only chance—to reject his offer. In truth, he was confident Vander would step in to protect him, as he had against Baelon.

Raya didn’t move.

“Very good,” Skara remarked. He made to walk away and paused to regard Vander. “Kneel,” he demanded.

The blond Rider blinked, daring to glance at Raya, before sinking to one knee.

Skara was sure to look from Rengyr to Raya in turn, his expectant gaze enough to see both of them mimic their Dragonlord. With his axe, The Dark One touched the blade to Vander’s shoulders, one after the other—a ceremony as old as time, though not older than Skara.

“You bested Baelon Vos in combat. The title of Dragonlord is yours by right. But you bow to me, The Pendain.” It was a title he had shrugged off long before Gelakor drove that very same axe through his chest, but it felt appropriate given those he was subjugating. “You will all rise not as Dragon Riders, an order that has failed you again and again, but as something stronger, unbreakable, incorruptible. You will rise as Knights of the Realm—my realm.”

I will take—everything.

Skara clenched his jaw and tilted his head until the muscles in his neck protested, the pain granting him some measure of control.

“Your oaths remain, but when the dust settles you will each reign as pillars of the realm. Now… rise, my loyal knights.”

As one, the trio rose to their feet, notably unsure about their place in the world. They needed direction—action.

“I need Dragon Foe. Joran has it. You will bring it to me with or without the boy’s arm attached.”

The Dark One held out his hand, fingers flexing, claws twitching. The nearest body, that of the spymaster’s, didn’t move, but the blood that had poured out of his wounds began to snake across the floor. It separated into individual pools, worming their way around each other until an image became clear in the heart of the throne room.

“Do not be fooled,” he warned. “This is what you’re looking for.”

The knights, as they now were, came closer to see the object of their lord’s desire. By their collective expression, they had never seen the many-legged spider before.

“This ancient sigil sits upon the pommel of Dragon Foe.” Skara closed the gap between him and Vander. “That sword is the key to healing The Rot that would take Herragax from you.”

His eyes glazed, Vander bowed his head. “It will be yours, Your Grace. I will see to it myself.”

“No,” Skara was quick to respond. “Send Rengyr and Garek—Karsak and Parthagon will be needed if they are to face Garganafan again. Have my new army accompany them. Why should their fun end here?”

“What of me?” Raya asked.

Skara paused, his eyes boring into her.

“Your Grace,” she added.

“Your dragon cannot fly,” he told her plainly, audibly disappointed. “Nor can Nersandi by the look of her. You and Col-vok will stay here and see to the blaze.” Skara paused to run his obsidian claws through the Aegre’s feathered head. “Be quick about it,” he ordered, his words aimed at Raya. “When your dragon’s wings are suitably healed, you are to take up the hunt.”

A hint of confusion flashed across Raya’s face. “And what are we hunting?”

“Just you,” Skara corrected. “Col-vok and his dragon are to join the others and retrieve the sword when they are able.”

It was clear by her expression that Raya was yet to acclimatise to the new pecking order. “And my quarry… Your Grace?”

“Baelon Vos, of course.” Skara quite enjoyed the notch of trepidation that pulsed through the finer facial muscles beneath her skin. “You will prove your loyalty to the new Dragonlord, yes?”

Raya’s jaw clenched before relaxing enough to respond. “He’s as good as dead, Your Grace.”

“Excellent,” The Dark One purred. “I shall construct diviners for us all. Be ready to receive orders in the field.”

“What about me, Your Grace?” Vander enquired.

Skara stared at him for a moment, though he wasn’t really looking at the new Dragonlord. He saw right through the man, to times ancient and forgotten by all but himself, to a time when Malliath had been his closest companion.

I know where you are, the dragon had said.

“I can’t stay here,” The Dark One uttered, the words barely leaving his lips. “We have a hunt of our own,” he said with more confidence. “After all, what good is a key without the lock?”

Skara turned away, his gaze cast to the open sky beyond the throne room. It was out there, somewhere. The legend. The myth. The origin. Barad-Agin’s very first sanctum, his secret library, his hidden laboratory where he learned to birth new spells—to birth magic itself. It was the misuse, if not misunderstanding, of those spells that had caused Skara’s spell to go awry. Now, the red scales of Herragax were slowly taking over his entire body, torturing him. It wouldn’t be long before he was something else entirely, a monster of the sort Barad-Agin had become in the end.

He needed the source material, the mechanics with which The First Wizard had mastered his craft—dominated it. He wouldn’t need the necklace and its ability to jump from body to body if he could create new magic, a power that could keep him alive for eternity.

This time, Pendain… this time I will unmake you.

Malliath’s words sent a shiver through his spine, reminding The Dark One of the new piece on the board—the ancient piece. More than anything, he needed Barad-Agin’s secrets to help him destroy the black dragon once and for all.

He had only to find it.

Methuselah…


5
SURVIVORS


The wind hit like a blade. It ripped across the Eros peaks, shrieking through the stone with the ragged wail of broken flutes. The sun was going down fast, spilling its last blood across the sky, staining the ridges in bruised pink and fading gold. It was raw, brutal beauty, a far cry from anything in the Shadow Realm.

Yet Daijen Saeth was unmoved, blind to the majesty that unfolded before him.

The Vahlken sat in the snow, elbows resting on his knees. He should have been frozen solid, but even without his fur cloak or cuirass of Weaver silk, Daijen sat comfortably in the frigid cold, his bare chest and arms unaware of the plummeting temperatures. Such was the blood of Handuin’s magic.

Beside him, her feathers ruffled by the whipping winds, Valyra hardly stirred, her beak flat to the rocky outcropping, big amber eyes set to a distant stare.

They could both feel it, the slithering tendrils and barbed vines, the fungal cords and bloated mushrooms. The Shadow Realm crept over their skin, weaving through flesh and muscle, as if they were still imprisoned in The Sorrow Vaults.

More than once, Daijen had to look at his chalky white skin, be it his arm or chest, so his eyes might convince him he was free of Barad-Agin’s twisted alchemy.

It didn’t matter. Even absent the fungal mesh that had tried to steal their essence, the memory was all too fresh, too vivid. It didn’t help that the wounds hadn’t healed yet, leaving his body traced by the barbs and puncture marks. Time would erase it all, though the memories would be crystallised inside his Vahlken mind until his last breath.

Daijen clenched his jaw and sucked in a breath through his nose. Besides the fact that he could still detect the rotten stench of the Shadow Realm, he despaired that there would be no forgetting The Blood-drinker. Every slimy crease and crevice of his disgusting form was stuck inside Daijen’s head.

Nausea slammed into the Vahlken like a battering ram. He lurched forwards, his abdomen convulsing as his hands sank into the snow. There was no stopping the vomit that spouted forth, splattering up his bare arms.

It was black.

The sight and stench of it only forced more out of him, but now it came out in corded strands that tasted like rot on his tongue. They began to choke him, lodging in his throat. The Vahlken grabbed the vines, bundling them together in both fists, and yanked them out with a fresh wave of black goo.

Groaning, Daijen spat again and again to rid himself of the stinging taste left in his mouth. Resting to one side, he watched the small mushrooms and obtuse growths pulse and writhe in the snow.

Was there more still inside?

Was it in his blood too?

The thought of it was almost enough to make him retch again. He looked at Valyra, who had given him little more than a glance, and wondered if she had the same filth brewing inside her gut.

Indeed, it would be a long time before either of them could shrug off their experiences in that spore-ridden hell, but what they had gone through—what they had survived—was as much of a blow as the revelations discovered there.

“You already know what’s happening here,” Barad-Agin had said to him, “you just don’t want to face the truth of it.”

Daijen watched it happen all over again, the scene taking place before his icy blue eyes with all the tangible realism of the setting sun.

Taken from the memories forever embedded in Ahnir’s bone, the Vahlken watched some poor unnamed soul succumb to Skara Pendain’s machinations. The human man drank of Ahnir’s unusual blood, the viscous liquid laced with The Dark One’s magic, and suffer the consequences.

The transformation was agonising by the pitch of his screams. It was also absolute. His human mind emptied of all it was, and the man rose not a man at all. That moment had been the birth of the very first Andaren—the children of The Dark One. Breeding farms had seen to their expansion and, ultimately, what was now an empire of rich history—if mostly falsified by the Skaramangians.

There were no gods. The Andarens were not part of some divine plan for Verda. They were no more than a failsafe for Skara, a race of exquisite beings he might replace the human population with should the latter prove unruly.

“A new intelligent species,” The Dark One had said, marvelling at his latest creation, “one I can mould from their very beginning into the perfect race.”

Daijen’s shoulders sagged, his chin dropping into his chest while the wind threw his flowing white hair to one side.

“We’re no better than the Golems,” he muttered to himself, thinking of Ahnir and his three unnatural brothers.

As a Vahlken, he was something else again. His physiology—that of Skara’s design—had been reconfigured into something more by Handuin, whose magic had been taken from the grimoire etched into Ahnir’s bones. Ultimately, there was no escaping Skara’s signature, his will—if not his name—flowing through Daijen’s Vahlken blood.

His thoughts had been set to a slippery slope, leading him to another who shared in that same blood.

Ilithranda.

It opened a pit in his stomach, an abyss far deeper than the one created by the revelations found in Ahnir’s bones. He had failed her. His promise had been clear—he would return in time for the birth of her child.

That was seventeen years ago.

The time dilation between realms meant that mere days in the Hollow King’s domain transcribed to years in Verda. Years.

Where was Ilithranda now?

Was she safe?

Had she been forced to live in seclusion with a half-blood child?

Were Androma and Tovun still with her?

Had she borne a son or daughter?

Each question branched a thousand more, every syllable weighing him down like an anchor. He needed answers like he needed air.

The tears that broke away from his diamond-like eyes froze before they reached his nose. Yet his blood was hot, boiling with the injustice he had suffered.

And why?

The mountain answered with violence.

Stone split, snow erupted skyward, and the slope expelled fury into the fading light. Through the blizzard of ice and mist unfurled wings vast enough to eclipse the sky, each beat scattering avalanches down The Eros Mountains. A serpentine neck, as long as a warship’s mast, writhed from the storm. Then came the head—scaled and terrible, its crown of jagged horns like blackened spears driven into the heavens.

The roar that followed shook reality itself. It tore through Daijen’s chest and rattled his marrow, a thunderous vow of ruin that shook loose the peaks. Valleys below vanished beneath cascades of ice, and even the ancient stones groaned as if in dread.

Malliath.

Daijen staggered, clambering to Valyra’s outcrop for a clearer view. What he beheld there froze the breath in his lungs. The dragon was majesty carved in shadow, an immortal terror returned from banishment. Yet his grandeur was scarred—black scales dulled and cracked, pitted with centuries of wounds. Fungal growths clung to him like a parasite’s shroud, pale mushrooms sprouting where roots had wormed between his armoured plates. Sickly vines coiled about his ribs and tail, trailing spore-laden blossoms that pulsed faintly with their own alien life.

He was magnificent. He was broken.

And his wrath promised the end of kingdoms.

Daijen was more concerned by what he couldn’t see.

Without the spore cloud, the inner-workings of Malliath’s mind remained firmly trapped inside his large skull. That included the psychotic personality that had been formed and split away from his consciousness, a direct side-effect of exposure to Barad-Agin’s spores.

“Echo Sickness,” The Earth-breaker had called it.

Daijen had seen it first-hand, its presence manifesting in the spore cloud, an encouraging voice of unspeakable violence in Malliath’s ear. It was a side of the dragon that hated everything—hungered for everything. It despised the ones who had inflicted pain upon him with as much vigour as it hated the tools they used.

More magic! the spectre had barked in the depths of the Sorrow Vaults. It punctuates the realms like a spear to the gut! Burn it all! And that damned tree!

The Vahlken couldn’t speak to any tree, chalking it up to demented madness, but Malliath’s hate of magic had been clearly understood. Skara’s magic had flung him into the Shadow Realm, and Barad-Agin’s magic had brought him naught but pain while he was trapped there.

He’s choked on magic for so long he’s forgotten what he is! Malliath’s ghostly apparition had declared in the Sorrow Vaults, speaking to its physical twin. I’d rip his throat out myself if I could.

Looking at the dragon now, a sentinel of scales and fury given wings, there was no doubt in Daijen’s mind that Malliath knew what he was.

The Vahlken could only hope it would be enough—Malliath was the weapon that had cost him seventeen years. Thinking of Ilithranda, they seemed the most important seventeen years of his long life thus far.

When the mountain finally settled, Daijen made to descend the outcrop and approach the dragon. Valyra raised her head and issued a warning growl from deep in her throat.

Daijen doubled back and ran a hand over her feathered head before gripping one of the small horns that sprouted from her crown. “Easy, old friend. We must learn to trust him, or this was all for nothing.”

Trust should have been easy to come by given all that had transpired during their escape from the Shadow Realm—including the arduous work Daijen had completed removing the fungal mass from the dragon’s interior glands, allowing him to regain his fiery breath.

Stomp on it! Malliath’s spectre had bellowed in the hollows beneath The Bleeding Bough, referring to Daijen. I want to lick the bits off my foot!

The memory kept Daijen’s feet on the outcrop. How much influence did the echo still have? Barad-Agin had spoken of the sickness like it was a permanent affliction, so there was no reason to suspect it had diminished just because they were breathing Verda’s clean air. The only real difference was the lack of spores, their misty presence allowing the alter-ego to physically manifest.

Daijen stared hard at the dragon, wondering if—even now—the echo was hurling abuse at Malliath, spouting insults, goading him into action, and demanding that he burn the world.

But it was all trapped inside Malliath’s mind now—his own personal hell that would never abandon him.

Fear could not be discarded—but it could be conquered.

“No one wants to look in the shadows,” the Vahlken muttered. “We alone must tread where others dare not. We alone must bring the light.”

How many times had The Valtorak’s words renewed his strength? How many times had they fostered his belief that he was walking the right path? That he alone knew the devastation Skara was destined to bring about?

Having met Barad-Agin, it was easy to forget about Skara and his minions, those that had worked tirelessly for eons to see him found, returned to his former glory.

But the Hollow King was behind him now, if still under his skin. Verda still faced the same threat it had seventeen years ago—The Dark One. His return had been seen by the poor souls committed to death during the Ankala. The realm wasn’t ready for that—it wasn’t ready for any kind of evil spawned by Barad-Agin, be it his monsters or apprentices.

Daijen would be ready. Whether they knew it or not, the Vahlken order had been preparing to clash with Skara Pendain since its inception at the hands of Handuin, who had seen something of the magic The Dark One might command.

Crouching by the lip of the jagged rock, the Vahlken narrowed his eyes on the black dragon. Unlike those who had preceded him, Daijen had found a weapon—perhaps the only weapon—that could stand up to that kind of twisted power.

Following the natural steps in the mountains jagged rock, Daijen made his way down, noting—at one point—that what he believed to be a peak of sharp stone was, in fact, a segment of Malliath’s buried tail.

Having climbed over it, his hands careful not to grip any part of the dragon that had fungal growths sprouting from it, the Vahlken was finally side by side with the colossal creature.

Malliath didn’t move his head or acknowledge the Andaren’s presence in any way. His large purple eyes remained fixed on the west, drinking in the orange and gold that cut a fine line across the horizon.

“You must have missed it,” Daijen began, his first words to Malliath since they had passed through the Amon-Agin’s portal inside The Ironbark. “The sun,” he added, in case there was any confusion.

Malliath remained eerily still, saliva oozing down the side of his jaw.

Daijen half turned to glance back up at Valyra—the Aegre was on all four of her taloned feet, ready.

“We can’t stay here much longer,” he went on, stating the obvious. “You both need to hunt. I need…” Daijen trailed off as he looked down at his half naked body. “Everything,” he said simply.

What would The Valtorak have said if he could see him now? What admonishment would Kastiek have given him? His cloak of victory, taken from a bear he had killed with naught but his hands, was a badge of station hard earned. It was likely unrecognisable now, writhing with fungal matter and vines on the Shadow Realm’s wretched ground.

And his cuirass, a masterpiece of Weaver craftsmanship. Every piece of armour they forged took pain-staking time, the silk harvested from spiders who had undergone the same mutations as the eagles who now flourished as Aegres. Those same arachnids made the job that much more dangerous. How many Weavers had died over the centuries, the shepherds eaten by their own flock?

It had been stripped of him in his numb slumber, discarded by hollowborn servants when they deposited him in the Sorrow Vaults. It would forever linger in the Shadow Realm, another reminder to its unfortunate inhabitants that a Vahlken had torn through their world.

Added to the loss, his arsenal had been reduced to his slaiken blade alone. His atori short-sword, scimitar, shogue, and vials of axium were entirely lost to him.

“It’s been seventeen years since I entered the Shadow Realm,” he said, yet to gain Malliath’s attention. “I don’t know what’s happened since then. When I left, the Skaramangians were still searching for the Golems—their skeletons, at least. And they were no closer to Skara’s return⁠—”

A low, yet powerful, rumble resonated throughout Malliath’s chest, resulting in a rippling growl through his spear-like teeth.

Daijen could feel it coming.

The Vahlken dropped into a crouch, ducked his head, and covered his pointed ears.

Malliath did as he would.

Vengeance and grief were born in flame, a single breath that shed the memory of chains in fire and fury.

Daijen dared to tilt his head and look upon it with mortal eyes. There was something different in Malliath’s breath, besides the fact that he produced significantly more flames than any other dragon the Vahlken had witnessed.

In his fire was prophecy, a promise of endings writ in ash. Not for the first time, Daijen feared he had a weapon he couldn’t wield.

Malliath’s jaws snapped shut, the fire died on the cold winds, and his wings beat the air as they lifted high. Daijen was almost thrown back by the compression of air that cleared the dragon from the mountain stone.

Looking up through the snowfall, the Vahlken watched Malliath top the tallest peak, where he abruptly turned, his horned head pointing east, into the night.

“Wait!” Daijen called after him, hands cupped around his mouth. “Where are you going?”

The dragon had already disappeared over the mountain, propelling Daijen into a rapid ascent of his own. He sprang from rock to rock as if he was an initiate climbing the sheer face of Ka’vairn again—Kastiek on his heels.

Her talons clicking against the stone, Valyra was ready, her amber eyes fixed on the twilight sky. Daijen hunkered down, head low, as the Aegre launched into pursuit.

Damned if the dragon wasn’t already a dark smudge against the fading sky. Daijen sucked in powerful breaths and encouraged Valyra to climb higher, where the air was thinner and the resistance weaker. The Aegre’s speed increased, but it still wasn’t enough to bring them alongside Malliath.

What could have spurred him on with such vigour?

When any and all trace of the day had relented to the reign of night, and a crescent moon hooked into the sky, Malliath disappeared entirely into the east. Valyra kept going. Her sight was magnitudes beyond even Daijen’s mutated vision, and she was not to give up on her quarry.

Even Aegres have their limits, however, her mettle inevitably clashing against the impenetrable wall of hunger. And how long had it been since she had her fill? It had been days for them, hungry days in a realm that offered little in the way of healthy sustenance.

Still, Daijen’s heart sank with all the speed of Valyra’s descent. He had gone through hell, sacrificed so much, and for what? A weapon he couldn’t control? He couldn’t even communicate with the dragon anymore. And even if he could, what was he to do with Malliath? Where was he to point this new weapon?

Briefly, if vividly, he imagined a rather dramatic arrival in Aran’saur, Malliath’s shadow eclipsing Andara’s capital city. With the dragon at his back, the Vahlken could clear out the Skaramangians posing as clerics and cleanse the city, handing back control to Emperor Qeledred. But it was not to be—his grand plan had fallen flat before it could even begin.

And there was no saying where Malliath was going or what had called him east with such sudden urgency. There was every chance his echo sickness had something to do with it, a wild card in a deck that hadn’t be so much shuffled as thrown in the air.

The first rays of dawn’s reassuring light were diluting the dark sky when Valyra finally landed on an unknown shore. She nearly collapsed after a short jog, her joints beginning to buckle. Daijen was quick to jump out of his saddle, though his added weight was hardly a burden to the Aegre.

“Easy, girl,” he said soothingly, running a hand over the brown feathers of her neck.

Valyra responded with a half-hearted squawk and dropped where she stood. Starved for days, her body invaded by Barad-Agin’s parasitic spores and fungal matter, and a night’s pursuit with all the speed her wings could muster. She was exhausted. Daijen was struck by a pang of guilt—he should have put her first, Malliath be damned.

“Rest, old friend,” he bade, retrieving all six foot of his slaiken blade, the silvyr dancing with a thousand diamonds in the last of the moon’s pale light. “I’ll do the hunting this time.”

The Vahlken halted mid-stride, his eyes having spotted something in the midst of his companion’s feathers. He buried the blade in the ground and used his hands to part the brown feathers.

Black and sinewy, a single vine of fugal matter was protruding from the side of Valyra’s neck. The end had already bloomed into a small mushroom, and from its base smaller roots were in the process of worming across the Aegre’s skin.

His anger and concern flaring in one melting pot, Daijen braced a hand against Valyra and used the other to grasp the vine, beneath the mushroom head. Slowly, carefully, he began to drag it out.

Valyra moaned, a single twitch rippling across her body. Daijen took a breath and tried again, his strength enough to yank it out inch by inch. By the time he had removed it all from beneath her flesh, he was holding three feet of previously unseen roots.

No lack of disgust on his face, the Vahlken discarded it across the shore—he would burn it later, just as Aphrandhor had done on Carstane, after Daijen’s blade and armour had been coated in Hollowborn blood.

He could only hope that was the last of it…


6
A SHORT REPRIEVE


Joran stood frozen, scarcely believing his feet had carried him back to that place.

How much life had passed since he had last stood there? How much of it had been torn away? Tragedy layered upon tragedy, each one carving deeper than the last, until the past felt like something belonging to another person entirely.

Yet there he was.

Violet eyes drifted across the familiar façade of the tavern, tracing lines worn smooth by time. At last, his gaze lifted to the sign hanging above the door, its letters dulled by age and smoke.

The Brass Giant.

The door exploded outward.

A man stumbled into the street—half thrown, half fleeing—blood streaming from a broken nose, one eye already swelling shut. He barely kept his footing before he staggered into Joran, who inadvertently aided the man in keeping his balance.

“And don’t come back, you hear?” the doorman roared after him, shaking a cut knuckle.

For a heartbeat, the world slipped.

Joran’s breath caught as the shape in the doorway blurred into another man entirely. He saw Gallien, scowling, rubbing a sore hand as he dragged trouble from the tavern. The memory struck with cruel clarity. The last time Joran had been there, he and his father had worked The Brass Giant’s kitchen together, heat and laughter and honest exhaustion binding them side by side.

The illusion shattered as the door closed.

This doorman was broader, harder, burdened with a task far heavier than Gallien’s had ever been. The Brass Giant—and all of Warth—had been swallowed whole. Kedradi soldiers filled the streets alongside thousands of refugees who had fled Valgala’s fall. They spilled into alleys and doorways, into every room that would take them, and beyond the town’s walls, where a desperate sprawl of tents and fires pressed outward like a wound.

The capital’s fall had been recounted to those of Warth, their councillors commanded to send out raven messengers with the king’s seal, carrying orders and dread to every corner of Erador.

As the tavern door swung shut, Joran caught sight of a face inside—one he knew.

Memory tightened its grip.

Before he could stop himself, Joran moved. He threaded through the crowded street and pushed into The Brass Giant. The smell hit him first—smoke, sweat, spilled ale. It was just as he remembered, only louder, fuller, stretched to the brink.

And then the room shifted.

His presence rippled outward from the doorway, a silent shockwave. Conversations faltered. Heads turned. Warth natives, Valgalan survivors, even a handful of Kedradi warriors fell quiet, their eyes fixing on him.

On the half-blood.

Joran stood there, framed by the door, caught between what he had been and what he had become, feeling the weight of every gaze—and the absence of the one he wanted most.

For a time, Joran had forgotten how different he looked to humans, his appearance meaningless to the likes of Kassanda Grey or any of the Dragon Riders. To the ordinary person, he was blatantly of Andaren heritage, as seen in his white hair, violet eyes, and pointed ears. His skin alone, flushed and pink, was all that spoke of his human blood, a fact that had allowed him to blend in alongside Gallien all those years—with a scarf or a hat concealing his ears and hair.

He stood tall now, his hair resting upon his shoulders—pauldrons of dark purple scales—pointed ears poking between the matted strands, and his violet gaze sweeping over the patrons rather than fixed to the floor.

That familiar face barrelled his way through the onlookers, his round frame eclipsing the bar behind him.

“No, no, no,” Old Hux blurted, shaking his jowls. “Your kind…” The sweating tavern owner paused, recognition in his eyes. “Joran?” He blinked. “Aye, it is you! I’ve a good mind to throw you a beating myself. You an’ your pa just up and walked out that night—not a word. I lost good coin!”

Joran remembered that particular night very differently. He glanced to his right, where he had first met The Green Leaf and Cob. He had served them in their booth, unaware that they had come looking for him.

The evening had only soured from then on. Thugs—murderers—sent by the Padoshi of Thedaria had come for Gallien and found the sharp end of Cob’s arrows. The new companions had then been hounded by Slait and his band of Skaramangian assassins.

That seemed a lifetime ago now.

I should rip off his roof, Morgwyn seethed in the back of Joran’s mind. See how much coin he loses then.

He’s just ignorant, not evil, Joran replied across their bond, making the distinction.

Which is why he will lose his roof instead of his life, the dragon replied darkly.

Joran tried not to chuckle.

“You hearing me, boy?” Old Hux tilted his head as much as his thick neck would allow, so he might catch Joran’s distant gaze. “We don’t serve your kind here.”

Joran frowned. “My kind?” he queried, thinking he was referring to Dragon Riders, though the truth of that had obviously bypassed Old Hux.

“Half-bloods,” he answered bluntly.

“Freaks,” another called out from the crowd.

One man, still seated behind Old Hux, even leaned forward and spat on the floor.

Joran was about to point out that his heritage hadn’t bothered Old Hux when the tavern owner was letting him work in the kitchen, while only paying for Gallien’s work, when every one of the Kedradi abruptly stood up, scraping their chairs across the floor.

The sudden movement was enough to shift the tavern’s attention away from Joran, who was also drawn to scrutinise the southern warriors. Like Cob, their complexions were warm and dark, catching the firelight, only to be contrasted by the yellow war paint that ran as a single strip across their eyes. Tall and broad-shouldered, they wore their weapons of Draven bone with pride, each carrying themselves like they were accustomed to command.

“Who among you survived the fires of Valgala?” one of the Kedradi asked.

At least a dozen made themselves known one way or another.

“Then you owe this man your lives,” the warrior told them. “I was beside Queen Hurelia when Joran Pendain put himself between us and the enemy.”

Joran thought back to the siege and decided the Kedradi was referring to Gondrith. The crazed Dragon Rider was mad with grief, his veins filled with fire and vengeance for the loss of Yillir.

“Were it not for him,” the Kedradi continued, “we might all have perished inside those walls, our queen included. So call him a freak if you will, but I would have you stand boldly and make your claim.”

With a challenging glare, the warrior’s dark eyes wandered over the patrons, daring them to utter a word against Joran. He thrust his tankard into Old Hux’s bulbous chest with enough force to slosh the drink therein, drenching his shirt.

“We follow your leave, Master Pendain.”

It took Joran an extra second to realise the Kedradi had been referring to him.

Master Pendain…

Dragon Rider or not, it wasn’t a title he felt he had earned yet, especially since he had arrived at the siege in step with Baelon, and ahead of the traitor army.

Your actions will always speak louder than all else, Morgwyn reminded him.

Inhaling a lungful of confidence, Joran met Old Hux’s concerned expression and turned on his heel. One after the other, the Kedradi followed him outside into Warth’s cool winter breeze.

With all the swagger he could muster, Old Hux threw the tavern door wide and shook his fist into the night.

“An’ don’t you come back—the lot of you!”

It should have been his moment. It wasn’t.

The darkness above seemed to ripple, fold—and then fall. Morgwyn dropped out of the night, a bat of ungodly proportions until his reptilian features revealed his true nature.

He struck the roof of The Brass Giant with a violence that shook the street. The impact sent Old Hux sprawling, his proud exit reduced to a clumsy stumble. Tiles exploded off the rafters, gutters tore free and crashed into the mud, and the very bones of the tavern groaned as if in pain.

The chimney alone remained—straight, defiant.

Until Morgwyn flexed a single wing.

The chimney shattered, bricks scattering like dice across the remaining shingles. One rogue stone punched through a tavern window in a shower of glass.

Old Hux lifted his head—and froze. The dragon’s eyes found him, vast and merciless, weighing him the way a butcher weighs a cut of meat. In that gaze, he was not a man at all. Just prey.

“I would be on your way,” Joran said lightly, stepping into the ruin of silence. “My friend here hasn’t eaten in days.”

The grin that split his face was wolfish, the sort Gallien himself might have worn.

Old Hux looked at him with unabashed bewilderment, his world racked by revelation. “You’re… You’re a… Dragon Rider?”

Joran’s smile grew all the more as he turned away—he managed two more steps before he met a wall of white dragon scales, only they were bound to armour rather than hide.

Arms folded, Kassanda Grey did not look impressed.

“There are fewer than a handful of people in all of Warth who could bring you harm,” she said sternly. “I am to take it that words alone have prompted such a brash reaction.”

Joran made to speak, to at least explain what had been said, but Kassanda was that much faster.

“Find your commander,” she instructed the Kedradi entourage, her voice clipped.

They bowed their head and moved along, pausing to offer Joran a nod. Their behaviour towards him was entirely new to the young Rider, and most welcome.

Behind them, Morgwyn launched back into the night, his dark scales making him near-impossible to track.

“This will not happen again,” Kassanda said to him privately.

“I know.”

“I was referring to my patience. You no longer have the luxury of being a seventeen-year-old boy. From here on out, I expect both of you to behave as your station requires and not as thin-skinned adolescents.”

Joran tried to respond only to be cut off—again.

“We are guests here. Warth will be lucky if it recovers from this intrusion before the winter is out, and that’s if we haven’t brought damnation down upon them—our enemy will soon be on our heels.”

Sensing no end to her admonishment, Joran shut his mouth and bowed his head in submission. What else could he do? The fact that he had been welcomed back in was more than he felt he deserved. Kassanda had received naught but sharp words from him, and all before he chose Baelon’s path over hers.

What a fool he had been.

He was embarrassed by his own naivety.

Kassanda had not been the only one to forgive him, though a few mere days had past since reuniting with Androma, Grarfath, and Yamnomora—there was still time for them to turn around and demand a more meaningful apology.

His shame and guilt kept his eyes on the ground a moment longer, where they could linger, hooked into his bones like heavy chains.

“I will do better, Master,” he vowed.

“I am not your master anymore,” Kassanda replied, returning his gaze to hers. “I am something far worse…” The Rider leaned in. “I am your peer. I will be judging you more harshly from here on out. Do not disappoint me.”

“Yes, Mast—” Joran caught himself. “I will do my best, Kassanda.”

“We are dragons among men,” she said, her tone finally softening, “but that does not mean we are all tooth and claw. Master or not, be sure to observe me. See how a Dragon Rider conducts themselves. Your best means nothing if you don’t know the standard you’re being held to.”

Joran bowed his head in acknowledgment.

“There ye are!” came the distinct voice of a burley dwarf.

Yamnomora pushed her way through the ever-moving crowds, stepping over those who had simply made camp in the middle of the street, and rushed the final steps to join them.

“It’s happenin’!” she blurted with excitement. “Come on!”

Kassanda was already set to a stride, the only one among them whose presence alone shifted the crowds, like a stone parting the waters. They cut through the town, heading east, until they could see the trees of The Morn Wood between the buildings—dark shadows in the light of the moon. There, on the edge of the town, was a small, abandoned stables, its roof partially collapsed around rotten timbres.

Black smoke was rising through the hole in the roof while Androma and Grarfath remained outside, a bucket of water each. And they were not the only ones. The event had garnered a small crowd of onlookers, though most were Kedradi.

Joran noticed Grarfath and Yamnomora beside him, the two holding hands. Had they always been together? It irked him that he didn’t know enough about the pair to say as much—a matter he would remedy if they all survived long enough.

Joran stepped forwards only to be stopped by Kassanda’s arm.

“Wait,” she whispered into the hush that had settled over the area.

Step by laboured step they heard him. Joran wanted to dash for the broken doorway and meet his friend—to aid him—but this was to be his moment alone.

It was not the heroic entrance he deserved, his body a tapestry of wounds inflicted by Skara, but the Kedradi ranger still managed to hold himself up on the threshold, if somewhat hunched and sweating from exhaustion.

Valarius Cobenian Thayne—Cob to his friends.

He managed a smile despite his split lip and bruised jaw. It was with considerably more pain, however, that he straightened up, revealing a bundle of singed cloth nestled in his arms.

While everyone else leaned forward, eyes narrowing in anticipation, Joran saw as his mother once had, with the sight of an eagle. And what a vision they discovered within the folds of that charred cloth.

Burnt orange scales, silky smooth yet tougher than steel, lined the hatchling’s body, seen in the fine neck and slender tail that flicked around Cob’s elbow. A small reptilian head rose from the shadows, absent the telltale horns of their kind.

But the eyes…

A green so rich not even nature could have achieved their splendour. And how large they seemed, set into an infant skull, gleaming emeralds that drank in the world for the first time.

Through his ongoing pain, Cob raised her in his hands with swelling pride, his bloodshot eyes glazing with tears.

The ranger said something, but his voice was so dry and brittle that not even Joran’s ears picked out the word.

“Her name,” he said, trying again, “is… Thessaleia.”

There came a pause in the wake of her name, in which Joran was filled with elation for the first time since Morgwyn had hatched. Then came the whispers. Suspicion. Unease. Even fear.

Word had spread since the siege that Valarius Thayne had been among them all along, that he had brought his curse to the battlefield. Joran had heard it said that Cob’s presence had doomed their campaign from the start. Others spoke of witnessing his prowess and bravery, but it was always overshadowed by the curse.

They had gathered now, pressed by that fear and suspicion to see if the rumours were true, that the cursed prince had bonded with a dragon. More than once, Joran heard musings of what a cursed dragon might look like.

Kassanda broke away from the onlookers and approached Cob, her sandy cloak picked up in the breeze behind her. Androma replaced her bucket of water for her staff and accompanied her former comrade with Grarfath and Yamnomora in tow.

Joran was quickly by their side, moving so fast he nearly rammed into the stables.

You need to practice, Morgwyn encouraged him from afar, lest your Vahlken abilities be your undoing.

Joran put his companion’s wisdom to one side, for now, and clapped an affectionate hand on Cob’s shoulder. The ranger winced, and the young Rider apologised, his word drowned out by a hiss from Thessaleia.

“Easy,” Cob bade, running a finger down the back of her head.

“She senses your pain,” Androma said, clinging to her staff with both hands.

Surely it was Androma who was suffering, Joran thought. Being present for the birth of a dragon must dredge memories of her own bonding, with Maegar. Her presence spoke to a well of strength Joran simply could not fathom.

“Thessaleia,” Kassanda voiced, testing the name on her lips and gaining the hatchling’s attention. “You are most exquisite. Welcome to the order,” she added, the Rider’s gaze flitting from Thessaleia to Cob.

“You did it then,” Androma commented knowingly. “You broke the curse of House Thayne.”

Confusion, revelation—bewilderment even. Joran saw it all cross the ranger’s face, torn as it was by The Dark One’s new claws.

“The song,” Cob muttered, his attention shifting to Joran. “You sang while tending to my wounds. What song was that? I’d never heard it before.”

Joran was suddenly conscious of the eyes on him. “It’s just something that came with my bond to Morgwyn,” he answered casually. “A song his mother knew.”

“A ballad?” Androma probed.

“Perhaps,” the young Rider replied with a shrug, aware of the curse that plagued his friend but wholly unaware of the song’s importance.

“You stood up to The Dark One,” Androma went on, addressing Cob. “When, if ever, has any from your bloodline done as much? And to have The Last Ballad of Hope sung over you, by a Dragon Rider no less. I would say fate has played its hand.”

Cob blinked. “Could it be?” he asked himself, gripped by disbelief.

Androma tilted her head towards Kassanda and nodded at the gathered crowd. “It will mean nothing coming from me.”

Kassanda nodded solemnly. In one smooth motion, the Rider drew her silvyr blade and plunged it into the ground in the heart of the semicircle that surrounded them—now she had their attention.

“Take this day into Kedradi history!” she proclaimed. “Valarius Cobenian Thayne, prince in-exile, is exiled no more!” The Rider turned to look at him. “Nor is he a prince. From this day forth, the son who broke the curse of House Thayne rises a Dragon Rider! His ties to the throne are severed! His allegiance is to his oaths alone!”

Kassanda claimed her sword from the dirt and swivelled to face Cob. “If you would keep to these oaths—kneel.”

Cob didn’t move immediately, his sight wandering over the many onlookers before landing back on Kassanda. He was thinking. Joran decided that was a good thing. Their oaths were not to be taken lightly, nor the family ties he would be severing in the process.

The ranger attempted to kneel and found help in Yamnomora and Joran, who each supported an arm and assisted in lowering him to one knee while he kept Thessaleia in his hands.

He had made his choice.

Kassanda touched the edge of her sword to Cob’s left shoulder. “You will meet your duty with unwavering valour.” She then touched the blade to his right shoulder. “You will conduct yourself with unyielding honour.” The sword was then lightly pressed to his chest, over his heart. “And you will serve the realm with unending sacrifice.”

Joran heard every word, but Kassanda’s voice was echoed by Baelon’s.

“With unwavering conviction,” the Dragonlord had said, “you will come to command unyielding authority. From then on, you will enjoy unending victory.”

Joran could see how hollow the creed was now—all too late, of course.

Kassanda sheathed her sword. “Rise, Dragon Rider.”

Joran and Yamnomora aided him once more while the ranger held Thessaleia close. He needed rest, but Joran remembered well those first few hours with Morgwyn. It was intoxicating. Cob would forego sleep in favour of marvelling at his new companion.

“It’s true then?” a new voice interrupted.

After a moment’s recognition, the Kedradi warriors gathered around the stables genuflected with heads bowed. Queen Hurelia had arrived.

Despite the obvious injuries she had earned during the defence of Valgala, the Kedradi sovereign still succeeded in appearing regal before the crowd, the royal guard at her back.

“Truly?” Hurelia began again, voice tentative. “The curse has been… broken?”

“Dragons are creatures of magic, Your Grace,” Kassanda answered. “They do not bond to curses.”

The queen blinked, and fresh tears broke away from her dark eyes. “And this?” she eventually managed, looking at the hatchling.

Cob did his best to stand up straight and with his own strength. “This is Thessaleia,” he introduced proudly.

“You have bonded to a dragon,” Hurelia uttered in disbelief, a soundless gasp of awe bringing something close to joy in her expression.

“It doesn’t feel real yet,” Cob commented.

Joran smiled. “It takes a while.”

As dark as the world had become in the last few days, Joran saw a glimpse of hope in Queen Hurelia, a most infectious feeling that had, thus far, eluded the young Rider.

Brother and sister came together in an embrace, their foreheads pressing into the other’s as much as Cob’s wounds would allow.

“You did it,” she whispered. “You saved him.”

Joran glanced at Androma, who had told him of Cob’s infant nephew, Aurelian. Surely it was her son the queen referred to, who now had a curse-free life ahead of him, the first in many generations of male heirs in the Thayne bloodline.

And all from standing up to The Dark One—further proof, in Joran’s opinion, that he had made a wise decision parting ways with Baelon, who had allied with the wretch.

If only that wretch didn’t look like his father.

“Wait,” Cob said, pulling away from his sister. “How’s Thedonus? Is he well?”

The queen’s mood immediately soured. “He lives, with thanks to the Dragon Riders and their treatments. Without them, I think his burns might have…” She faltered, unable to voice the grim reality of what could have been. “He’s resting, as you should, brother.”

Joran turned away from brother and sister, giving them a moment alone to discuss Thedonus’s condition in private. “Shouldn’t I kneel for the same ceremony?” he asked Kassanda, feeling the hooks of Baelon’s creed digging into his soul.

“There is no ceremony,” Kassanda told him. “That was just for the people. Now word will spread that the curse is broken, and the order of Dragon Riders is still for the people.” She turned to face him. “You found your oaths on the battlefield, Joran. That will do.”

The young Rider nodded along, recalling the mercy he had shown to Gondrith, running his mother’s atori short-sword through his chest. He had done so with the oaths of their order on his lips, hoping Gondrith might remember them in his final moments, if only so he could be reunited with his dragon, Yillir, on the eternal shores.

It wasn’t the triumphant moment he had imagined for himself, his hands covered in another man’s blood. But Kassanda was right—it would do.

His armour clattering and red cloak trailing in his wake, one of the higher-ranking homeguard emerged from the onlookers.

“Captain Hawkins!” Yamnomora cheered, a rare smile on her stubbly face. “Look at ye, up an’ abou’! This one ’ere saved me life atop the walls,” she added, thumbing at the soldier.

His right arm in a grubby sling and what looked like a wad of bandages beneath his cuirass, Captain Hawkins mirrored the dwarf’s smile. “I am certainly glad to be on my feet again.”

The homeguard caught himself when he laid eyes on Queen Hurelia, his chin rising a notch. “Your Grace,” he addressed respectfully. “King Edris requests your presence in the governor’s office, along with yours, Master Grey, Master Pendain.”

So ended their little moment of joy in dark times.

Back to war.


7
NOT FORGOTTEN


It was rage forged in sound—a raw and ragged thing—that tore from Baelon Vos’s frozen lips and shattered the silence of the cliffs.

He fell to his knees in the snow, head thrown back, and roared again—his voice a storm of pain and fury, emptying every shred of hate left inside him into the biting air.

He had awoken on the desolate precipice mere hours ago, the world greeting him with nothing but agony. It burned through his skull, his cheek, his ear—most of all his wrist, where a blackened stump now marked the place of his right hand.

Yet even that pain was nothing beside the deeper torment—the jagged hooks of failure sunk deep into his soul. He had failed, utterly and magnificently, as only a Dragonlord could. The knowledge festered, igniting fresh bursts of rage until he could hardly breathe through it.

How he longed for someone to blame—for flesh and blood to bear the weight of his fury, to suffer as he now suffered.

Everything was gone. The Riders. His title. His command. The dream of Verda’s future—gone, shattered, burning to ash in his memory. All that remained now was a single name, a curse on his tongue.

Skara Pendain.

The Dark One.

A pulse of heat thundered through the bond. Kalaghan stirred, his wrath a living echo of Baelon’s own. The dragon’s answering roar rolled across the mountains, a promise of annihilation—one that needed no words.

Together, man and beast swore vengeance.

We should return to Valgala, Kalaghan suggested, seething. They wouldn’t expect that. Nersandi and Ithira are wounded.

Baelon couldn’t respond for a moment, his thoughts rising like a tidal wave that refused to come crashing down. “No,” he rasped.

Kalaghan growled, dissatisfied, if not insulted, by his meagre response. I will not flee from the likes of Herragax.

Baelon took a breath, forcing himself to engage with anything but his anger. Do not confuse Herragax for her Rider, he said, speaking across their bond now. Vander might be a witless fool, but his dragon is most capable.

You doubt the strength of my bite! Kalaghan fumed, his anger pressing in on Baelon like a maelstrom. You were the one who lost to the witless fool! You let Vander take a piece of you! Now Skara sits on the throne while the order we built is little more than his puppet!

Baelon staggered to his feet, every motion a negotiation with pain, and turned to face his companion.

Kalaghan loomed before him—a ruin of might and scale. Great raking gouges carved across his midsection, flaying flesh to reveal the raw shimmer of muscle and tendon beneath. The wounds steamed in the cold, each breath sending up a hiss of blood and vapour.

Scales that had once caught the light like molten amber were now darkened—slick with red, streaked with soot, or simply gone, leaving patches of exposed hide glistening like wet stone. The vast wings that had carried them through countless storms hung in tatters, membranes shredded and punched through with the unmistakable marks of teeth and claws.

His talons—those instruments of dominion—were chipped and broken, crusted with blackened blood. Even the proud horn between his eyes, sharp and regal as a king’s crown, had been split, a jagged reminder of the battle’s savagery.

A massive bite mark had crushed into the side of his jaw, the teeth having pierced through scale and sinew alike. Baelon knew the wound pulsed faintly with every breath—a rhythmic throb of stubborn life.

Baelon’s mind flickered, unbidden, to the moment it was given. He could see it through his companion’s eyes—Kalaghan and Herragax, two mountains of flesh and fury, locked together as they plummeted from the royal tower. The blurred world of fire and falling stone. The scream of wind. The crash of impact.

Kalaghan had won that duel. The proof stood before him now—not unbroken, but unbowed.

And Baelon felt the sting of it deep within his chest. Pride, grief, and the cold knowledge that such a victory was, ultimately, hollow.

You know I doubt nothing, old friend, he said, wincing as a jolt of pain ran up his wounded arm. Herragax is a victory you would surely claim. But Parthagon and Karsak would stand with her now. Strategy will always beat brawn. They must be outmanoeuvred, not met head on.

The latter is not a problem for me, Kalaghan assured, his temper still flaring—he was angry at Baelon.

Indeed, he agreed, eyeing the great horn that cut the air. But I cannot say the same, he admitted, glancing at his absent hand. I can beat any one of our fellow Riders, but together? They would be the end of me. Baelon was left shaking his head, dwelling on such a battle.

Kalaghan tilted his enormous head. You do not long for such a fight, he deduced, frustrated by the fact.

Baelon looked up to meet the dragon’s gaze, a dark oath rising in him. I will cut off Raya’s head while you eat Ithira’s heart. And Vander… A moment was required to find any words that might come close to describing the way he felt about the coward.

I will make him watch as you slowly rip Herragax’s wings from her body. Through his tears, he will endure the sight of her being pulled apart piece by piece. Then, and only then, when Herragax is a cold corpse, will I grant him death. And it will not be swift.

This pleased Kalaghan, his rage abating somewhat.

As for the others, Baelon went on, holding his wounded arm close to his chest. They are following the creed, bowing to the new Dragonlord. I would have them bow to me once more. I see no reason to waste so much immortality.

Kalaghan huffed, exhaling a jet of hot steam from his nostrils. I say we slaughter them all and start again.

It might come to that, Baelon said acceptingly. Until then, we are an army of two; our focus must narrow accordingly, ensuring all our efforts go in one direction.

Kalaghan squinted his emerald eyes, questioningly.

We must cut the head off the snake, he declared.

You speak of The Dark One.

Whether we are to regain control over the order or wipe it clean, we must begin with Skara. The spell that binds him to Herragax has given him control over Vander. He will wield them to ruinous ends, no doubt. Verda will be made to suffer needlessly.

Yes, Kalaghan agreed hungrily, picking up the thread. We need not abandon our plan for the realm.

But The Dark One must be removed from power, Baelon specified.

All the more reason to return to Valgala. I will bring the tower down with him inside.

Skara Pendain is no ordinary foe, Baelon admitted, if reluctantly. He thought of the hand he had regrown, the flesh taken from Herragax somehow. He is in possession of magic we haven’t even dreamed of. We have to come at him sideways—blindside him.

Baelon’s thoughts wandered then, his mind concocting a future in which he regrew his own hand.

Kalaghan snorted, cutting through his reverie. Do not be led astray, Baelon. You cannot allow yourself to be tainted by the wretch’s dark magic. You saw him. He has lost control of the spell. Soon, his entire body will succumb to the transformation.

Baelon agreed, even if it meant accepting the permanent loss of his hand. His only hope lies in the necklace, he said, imagining The Dark One’s soul escaping his doom as, indeed, he had for untold millennia.

The necklace…

The idea of it lingered. The last weapon of power, the only one unaccounted for.

Baelon thought back to the many nights Joran had sat beside him, around the campfire in the frozen north. The boy had shared everything with him, recounting his time trapped in the depths of Azad-guul while they waited for the Skaramangian Elden to arrive. It was all thirdhand, of course, Joran’s tale that of Gallien’s and told to him by Androma and the wizard, Aphrandhor.

What did he say? Baelon asked across their bond, an unspoken invitation to bind their two memories all the more. Gallien Drakalis… He wasn’t the first splintered personality to inhabit that body. Before he was Gallien, he was⁠—

Bragen Pendain, Kalaghan interjected.

Yes, Baelon drawled. Bragen Pendain. Another personality caging The Dark One. He was captured by the Jainus and sent to Taraktor.

Joran spoke of an escape, Kalaghan recalled perfectly, triggered by Skara’s innate magic.

Baelon imagined combining such a thing with the savage techniques employed by the jailers at Taraktor. It would surely break through the weight of all the lives that crowded his fractured mind, and all the real Skara needed was a sliver, a gap in which he might be unleashed.

After his escape, Baelon went on, recounting Joran’s protracted story, Bragen found his way to Castor Hold, by which time he had forgotten his painful past—again. A new personality emerged, the pieces likely sewn together from hundreds of different lives.

Gallien Drakalis, Kalaghan confirmed.

But Gallien had memories, Baelon said, his tone suggesting it might have been a question.

The result of a damaged mind, the dragon deduced. He believed Bragen was his father. He has probably made the same assumption a hundred times before, his current life always believing he was, in some way, related to the previous one. In all likelihood, he never truly retained the memory of using the necklace to jump from one body to the next—he simply knew the necklace was sacred to him, whatever life he was inhabiting.

The mountain winds whipped across the cliff, tearing at Baelon’s already frayed cloak. It stung the end of his right arm with freezing bolts of pain.

Irrelevant, Baelon snapped, his emotions and tone guided by his agony. The only thing Gallien Drakalis did of any import was keep Joran alive. What did he say of Bragen? Before the Jainus.

Kalaghan’s crystalline memory required no time at all to recall Joran’s words. As Bragen Pendain, he stole the vambrace from the Jainus stronghold in The Silver Trees of Akmar. They hunted him down and committed him to Taraktor.

And the necklace? Baelon pressed, his pain getting in the way of his memories. The Jainus recovered the vambrace, yes, but what of the necklace?

The dragon raised his ravaged head a notch higher—he didn’t appreciate the way he was being spoken to.

Civility can wait, Baelon barked. We have work to do.

Kalaghan sighed, steaming the air once more, before lowering his head. Bragen concealed the necklace before the Jainus could capture him, he said, returning to the work.

Baelon turned away from his oldest and closest companion, his wandering taking him to the very edge of the cliff, where cloud and mist met in a singular wall of impenetrable fog.

He hid the necklace, Baelon mused, a mirthless chuckle breaking his lips. He doesn’t know where it is. He turned to face Kalaghan. Skara. He doesn’t know where he hid the necklace. Dredged from the depths of countless lives, he cannot look back and see his own footsteps.

He would not have risked such a spell if he did, Kalaghan agreed, thinking of The Dark One’s red arm.

That’s it, Baelon hissed across their bond. That’s how we blindside him. We must possess that which matters most to him.

You’re talking about a grain of sand on the beach, Kalaghan pointed out. Even with the memories locked inside his own head, The Dark One cannot find the necklace. How are we to pick up that trail?

Baelon began to pace, his mind set to a task that even his pain couldn’t get in front of.

Like you said, the necklace would have been sacred to him, to every life he inhabited. It was the one thing that moved through the eons with him. He wouldn’t part with it until absolutely necessary, when he knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he was going to be captured.

Both Rider and dragon turned to face each other.

Where did they capture him? they asked simultaneously.

Baelon stepped back to the edge of the precipice, his eyes flickering before narrowing toward the distant south. He lifted his left hand, fingers trembling—alive—and exhaled his will into the world.

Power surged from within him. It rose from marrow and muscle, threading through blood and breath until the very air trembled at his command.

The mist obeyed.

It shuddered, then began to coil and twist, drawn aside by an unseen current. Slowly, the veil parted, and the world emerged, vast and terrible in its frozen splendour.

The Spine of Erador clawed its way into the southern sky, its jagged crowns glittering beneath the newborn sun.

Baelon dared to step even closer to the cliff’s lip, the wind howling up from the abyss.

And there, at the mountains’ base, stood a tower of sable stone, black as spilled ink against the snow. It rose like a judgment, a single mark of defiance against the pale world and a testament to the power of Erador’s premier wizards.

The Tower of Jain.

Baelon’s lips curled into the ghost of a smile.

Our hunt begins with the hunters.

Then his legs gave out.

Baelon grunted as he struck the ground, supported by his only hand. There had been plenty of warning, his muscles crying out in exhaustion, his stomach panting with hunger, and his very blood in need of water. It made him feel weak—to be brought down by mere fatigue.

Five hundred years has passed since your battle with Synallis the Red, Kalaghan said, his horned head looming high, yet still I recall the aftermath. There are consequences to losing so much blood. You can but rest. Eat from the supplies in your saddle.

No, Baelon protested through gritted teeth. We must push on.

The Tower of Jain will still be there in a few days, the dragon assured, though his own disappointment was audible. You cannot face the Jainus as you are, he went on, preventing his companion from arguing further.

I’m the Dragonlord, Baelon stated, struggling to find any strength in his legs.

Wounded is what you are, Kalaghan told him bluntly. You must present yourself to the Jainus as strong, in control. They cannot know that The Dark One has assumed the throne.

Baelon let himself fall flat on his back, his head cushioned by snow while he gazed up at his reptilian companion. He agreed, if reluctantly.

Then he passed out.
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“We can’t stay here.”

The statement found home somewhere in Kassanda’s mind, but the Dragon Rider was distracted, her thoughts still with Cob and the newly hatched Thessaleia.

A new dragon.

A new Rider.

It should have been a time of celebration—a moment of quiet reflection at the very least. To be born in war, however, as Joran and Morgwyn had been, was to be born in a time of necessity. As it was, practicality was necessary.

To that end, the statement just spoken aloud was rather poignant. It had also been said by the king of Erador.

Sensing the vacuum left in the wake of his words, Kassanda took a breath and returned her senses to the room. It was a grand chamber as far as any in Warth were concerned, the office of their governor who reported directly to the Blood Lord of Hemon, the nearest city.

In truth, Kassanda found the room almost too comfortable for a seat of power. It was warmer than she expected—thick with the scent of spiced wine, old leather, and the faint, musky tang of the beasts whose heads adorned the walls. A dozen glassy eyes stared down at her, the most imposing belonging to a Rakenbak—a hulking, bear-like brute with a crown of bony spines frozen mid-roar, as though its death had not yet quieted it.

Between the trophies hung heavy tapestries, their scenes of conquest dulled by smoke and time. One hung dangerously close to the hearth, its frayed edge curling toward the flames that blazed against the western wall. The air shimmered with heat; the fire’s sap-sweet smoke mingled with something metallic—polish, perhaps, or blood long scrubbed from the floorboards.

Rugs were piled thick beneath her boots, muffling sound, and the armchairs loomed like sentinels around the governor’s desk—a monstrous thing buried beneath maps, glass curios, and bits of gold filigree.

As for the governor himself, Hodan Lorsk sat slouched in the corner, swallowed by his own comforts, looking less a ruler than another relic of the room. His eyes wandered, waiting for his king’s command, as if even his will had been hung and mounted there long ago.

“Master Grey?” There was a look of irritation to go with Edris Etragon’s expectant expression.

“I agree,” Queen Hurelia replied, half a second before Kassanda could say as much. “The Kedradi will continue south, to Qalanqath. Our own borders need seeing to—before the Great Shadow comes to our lands.”

“You’re retreating?” King Edris questioned, rounding the governor’s desk.

“Returning,” Hurelia corrected. “We left our home to secure yours, King Edris. My heart breaks for the loss you have suffered, but we are in no position to reclaim the capital from here.”

“We shouldn’t even be here,” Edris grumbled, throwing a hand out at the poor governor. “We should have gone to Hemon.”

Kassanda let the complaint slip since they had already exchanged bouts on that very subject. Fleeing to Hemon simply hadn’t been an option in the wake of the siege. Every survivor, the Kedradi included, were already on The Long Reach, a road that cut directly south of Valgala. To reach Hemon, thousands would have had to traverse wild lands to The Garden Road while under threat of dragons.

“You are welcome to join us, Your Grace,” Queen Hurelia said, extending an invitation she absolutely didn’t have to. “New Nithrael will do all she can to support your people.”

Kassanda then glimpsed something of the soldier in Erador’s king, a flash of the man who had spearheaded campaigns against Andaren forces and even endured time as their prisoner.

He didn’t want to retreat.

“I cannot abandon Valgala to that fiend,” he argued. “I won’t. If Erador is to survive this, I must be seen fighting for her.”

The Kedradi queen adopted a sympathetic demeanour. “All due respect, Your Grace, but you alone cannot overcome this evil.”

“He is not alone,” Kassanda reminded the queen.

“The skies have been absent Garganafan for some days now,” Hurelia pointed out. “Can he even fly?”

Kassanda hesitated. She could feel her companion, his presence so close—so real—it felt like he was standing beside her. In fact, the dragon was slumbering on the outskirts of Warth. He had shown remarkable strength escorting the masses from north to south, but he had rained a bloody trail the entire way. By the time they settled in Warth, Garganafan had practically crashed into the earth and succumbed to immediate sleep.

“He just needs rest,” Kassanda assured them. “Like everyone else,” she added, looking pointedly at the king.

He had been injured during the battle in the throne room. In truth, he had been lucky to have survived at all, but no one had said as much out loud. Since then, Kassanda was convinced the king had acquired no more than a couple hours of sleep.

Hurelia did not look convinced. “A wounded dragon. A young dragon. A newly-born dragon. Even with the homeguard at your command, you cannot reclaim Valgala, Edris.”

“I don’t accept your limitations,” the king fired back, obviously riled by her use of his name.

“They are not my limitations. They are merely facts. What’s left of your army is in Castor Hold, if they’re not still floating around The Drifting Sea. The only force capable of standing up to the traitors of Harendun is under my command, and they are going home.”

“I must reach Elderhall,” King Edris then declared. “I have family there—my wife is there right now. From Elderhall I can muster⁠—”

“What can you muster there?” Queen Hurelia interrupted. “Fishermen? Sailors? Dockworkers? Your throne has been taken by the Great Shadow. A trained army now guards it. And how many Dragon Riders does he command? More than you, I’d wager.”

“I HAVE TO TRY!” Edris bellowed, slapping one hand onto the governor’s desk.

The outburst clouded the room with tension, as if it had just become difficult to breathe.

“Erador cannot be at war on two fronts,” the king eventually said. “If the Andarens get wind of this before we can deal with The Dark One, they will take advantage of the chaos and invade. So...” He took a long breath. “I will go to Elderhall. Governor Lorsk has already sent ravens to all but Valgala, so I will be expected. Joran and Morgwyn can take me,” he added, glancing at his secret son. “Kassanda, you and Garganafan must go to Caster Hold and rally the men.”

“This is nonsense,” Hurelia announced bluntly.

Edris scowled, his anger a guiding star the realm couldn’t afford. “You are still addressing the king of the very land you are standing upon. You will show respect, Queen Hurelia.”

“Why bother?” Hurelia countered defiantly. “You won’t be the king for much longer—not with that plan.”

“How dare⁠—”

“By the time you have achieved any one of those goals,” the queen ploughed on, “the Great Shadow will have left Valgala a burning husk and moved on to Freygard or Hemon or Elderhall. You won’t be able to coordinate an attack on a moving target. With Baelon Vos at his side, they will move like locusts, conquering city after city until all have bowed to Skara Pendain.”

However hard it was to accept, the king clearly felt the blow of a hard truth in that. His shoulders sagged, and his chin dropped into his chest while one white-knuckled fist pressed into the surface of the desk.

“So we run then?” he uttered hopelessly. “Is that the extent of it? Run and hide and hope he forgets about us all in the desert.”

“You don’t hunt down a Draven by tracking it across the sands,” Hurelia replied. “You set a trap and have it come to you.”

King Edris raised his head and turned a suspicious gaze on the Kedradi queen. “You’re suggesting…” He straightened up. “You would set the trap in New Nithrael? That would put your people at risk.”

“They’re already at risk, but... there might be a way to mitigate that,” she added, reluctant to share her thoughts on the matter. “I am suggesting we give the enemy a target that will allow us to fight on our terms this time.”

The king had a spark of life about him now. “You would invite everything you just witnessed upon New Nithrael?”

“The Kedradi have been preparing for Eradoran invasion since we left the shores of Kanofell, Your Grace. Let them come.”

Edris began to pace, his exhausted mind working furiously. “You gave Kedradi blood for my city. I will do the same for you.” He was already scribbling on a strip of parchment. “I will have the fleet move down the coast. They can dock at Broadcastle and join us in New Nithrael.”

“No,” Hurelia blurted, her dark eyes scanning the desk. She found what she was looking for on the wall behind the desk. “Have them sail here, to the tip of the Moonfen Peninsula.”

Kassanda scrutinised the peninsula in question, noting how it was the closest jut of land to Kanofell. In ancient times, there may well have been no water between the two.

“Trust me,” the queen said in response to the king’s questioning look of doubt.

“Your Grace?” came the shaky voice of Governor Hodan Lorsk. “What of us? What of Warth?”

“You cannot stay here,” Kassanda told him firmly. “The enemy will burn this town to the ground chasing us south.”

“Hemon, then?” Edris queried.

“The journey would be too treacherous for so many.”

“They are welcome to join us in Qalanqath,” Hurelia mentioned again.

Kassanda nodded at the map beside the queen. “Allisander. It’s a big city—maybe not big enough for everyone, but it’ll have to do. Once we’ve rounded Lake Talon, the survivors from Valgala, along with the people of Warth, can break away and make for Allisander. The rest of us will continue to Qalanqath.”

King Edris finished scribing and thrust the parchment into Governor Lorsk’s hand. “See the ravens tasked accordingly. And have another go ahead to warn Allisander.”

“I will see it done, Your Grace.”

With Hodan’s departure, Edris turned back to Queen Hurelia. “You are sure of this?” he asked, his ire clearly dampened by a glimmer of retribution.

The queen looked to truly consider her answer. “We would not have war, but we will not cower from it either.”

Edris softened, nodding in agreement. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

Joran’s hand snapped to Kassanda, his fingers coiling about her scaled vambrace.

“What is it?” she asked gravely, recognising the alarm in his expression.

“Morgwyn,” he said, speaking for the first time. “He’s scouting the northern perimeter.” Joran’s eyes darted left and right as he received information from the dragon. “They’re coming.”

King Edris stormed across the room. “How many?”

Joran’s eyes twitched. “All of them.”

Those three words struck a chord of fear, a tolling bell that rang down the line of her bond, rousing Garganafan with urgency.

“They have abandoned Valgala faster than anticipated,” Hurelia remarked. She also took the time to offer a single hand gesture to one of her royal guards—who then dashed from the room.

“Dragons?” Kassanda dared to ask.

Joran tilted his head, listening.

King Edris darted to the door and shouted to an any and all in his service, “The enemy is upon us! Evacuate the town! Get everyone out! We’re heading south!”

“Parthagon and Karsak,” Joran reported grimly.

I can take them, Garganafan declared, his voice possessing about as much strength as his weary muscles.

Parthagon is a stubborn brute, and Karsak is an opportunist—he will seek to divide your focus by targeting the people.

I can take them, he said again, his voice more growl than anything else.

You’re taking the king and queen—on foot. Stay with the people.

Kassanda didn’t wait for a reply. “I need you both to come with me,” she said sternly, looking to Edris and Hurelia. “Now.”

Warth had fallen into pandemonium. Fear moved like the wind, blowing through one street after another. Wounded Valgalans and terrified Warthenians collided in every narrow space, jostling and shoving in a bid to reach the southern road.

Adding to the chaos, Kedradi Drogals clambered up walls and over rooftops where they didn’t cut through the streets and alleys, knocking people over. Their red reptilian hides were matte black under a starry sky, their presence heard more than seen.

Barging their way through it all were a pair of dwarves.

“What’s goin’ on?” Yamnomora shouted over the din. “Are they ’ere?”

Joran paused to help a young man back to his feet. “Morgwyn has spotted them north of here—we don’t have long.”

The ground was shaking, the earth taking a beating with every one of Garganafan’s stomping feet. His bulk could be seen in the east, a moving mountain of shadow against the dark.

He was moving south—good.

I’m sending the king and queen to the south, Kassanda told him through their bond. Meet them there.

Garganafan acknowledged her without words, the feeling indescribable as it lodged in the back of her mind. Had he been a human, it would have sounded like a resentful grunt.

Kassanda turned to the royal guards protecting Hurelia and the homeguard who had been assigned to King Edris by Captain Hawkins. The latter were an inferior fighting force who, in Kassanda’s opinion, were unfit to protect her king—but needs must.

“Find Garganafan,” she barked, pointing in his direction. “He will take you south.”

“Thaddeus!” the queen blurted.

The king-consort was being carried through the tangle of mobs on a stretcher, an additional royal guard at each side. He was barely conscious, his right arm lathered in balms and bandages, much like his face.

“Get him out of here,” Kassanda urged. “Go—now!”

King Edris delayed them a moment longer, one hand gripped to Joran’s scaled pauldron. They shared a look that spoke of much left unsaid between them, as well as a note of fear in Edris’s eyes—a father’s fear.

“Your Grace,” Kassanda cajoled. “Lead your people out of here.”

Seeing the back of them, the Rider turned to Joran. “That’s a complication for later,” she said to him, a meaningless comment as far as the dwarves were concerned. “Reunite with Morgwyn,” she commanded, quickly moving on. “I want a wall of fire between them and Warth.”

“A wall of fire?” he echoed incredulously.

How easy it was to forget his inexperience.

“Dragon fire lasts for days,” she explained, moving aside before a team of horses and carts could mow her down. “Give them something to walk around, anything that slows them down. Do not engage with Parthagon or Karsak. Light the fire—head south.”

Joran nodded his understanding and slipped through the rushing mob. Yamnomora had a desperate question on her lips but Kassanda held up a hand, her eyes still tracking Joran as he fought his way against the tide.

She had to be sure he was out of earshot, and she had no idea how powerful his hearing was anymore.

“Find Cob,” she said, her instruction for Yamnomora alone. “He’s still wounded and Thessaleia isn’t even an hour old—get them out of here.”

Yamnomora was nodding along, but her enthusiasm faded as understanding kicked in. “What are you doing?” she asked, looking from smith to Rider.

Kassanda looked around. “We need to find Slait,” she said reluctantly.

Yamnomora scowled. “What do ye need that kud for?”

The Dragon Rider ignored the question and looked Grarfath directly in the eyes. “I also need the Hammerhold.”

The smith offered a wicked grin and hefted the hammer. “I’m all yours.”
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Against the black of night, the burst of blue light tore open the darkness—a searing beacon that turned the world stark and sharp. To a dragon’s eyes, it was no mere flash but a newborn sun clawing its way into the heavens.

Kassanda was still fighting the nausea, her stomach heaving, vision swimming in afterimages of light, when the sky thundered. Two vast shapes descended—Parthagon and Karsak—wings striking the air like war drums. Grarfath had already hefted The Anther again, its carved head gleaming cold and wet with snow and soil, ready to drive it home and carry them back to Warth.

Then the ground quaked. The very bones of the earth groaned beneath Parthagon’s landing. Snow leapt in all directions, and the tremor rolled on as Karsak followed, a storm of wind and scales.

Both dragons bore the ruin of Garganafan’s fury. Parthagon’s once-pristine silver hide was shredded, scales peeled back like torn armour, dark blood crusted between the plates. The great ridge of his neck bore the imprint of a dragon’s jaws—deep gouges that would match perfectly with Garganafan’s teeth. Karsak, yellow and bright, was scarcely better. His wings were in tatters, webbing slashed through by claws sharp enough to shear through steel. His chest bore four long furrows where Garganafan’s claws had raked across his heart.

Together, they stood as broken monuments to the battle’s savagery—scarred, defiant, and terrible to behold.

“What are we doin’ ’ere,” Grarfath muttered, his knuckles blanching around The Anther.

“Buying time,” Kassanda whispered.

With significantly less of an impact, Garek and Rengyr leapt down from their saddles—swords drawn.

“Kassanda…” The dwarven smith was quite entitled to the trepidation that infiltrated his voice; the warriors before them cut an intimidating silhouette.

“Be ready,” she said.

“If it’s surrender you offer,” Garek called out on approach, “we will accept the lives of those cowering in Warth, including Edris of Blood Etragon. But,” he emphasised, his leather glove squeaking as he gripped his sword even tighter, “your life is forfeit, Kassanda Grey. You are to be executed alongside Garganafan.”

“Baelon wants us dead, and he didn’t come himself?” Kassanda replied, a cocky grin on her face. “Maybe the Dragonlord knows how this ends…”

Garek and Rengyr shared a brief look, an exchange Kassanda couldn’t read—but something was wrong.

Rengyr stood a little taller, though he was still a head shorter than the towering Garek. “Baelon Vos has been defeated. The new Dragonlord has ordered your execution, and we will see it done.”

Kassanda had only to lift her blade from its scabbard, revealing no more than an inch of silvyr, to give Rengyr pause. She had a century on him, and he knew it.

Karsak didn’t see it that way, the yellow dragon issuing a threatening growl as he raised his head. The decades between them didn’t mean anything to the likes of a twenty-ton dragon, who could bathe her in enough fire to shatter any shield and reduce her to ash.

Kassanda did her best not to blink.

“Defeated?” she echoed incredulously. The last she had seen of him, Baelon was very much alive and surrounded by allies.

Except for one…

He was ally to none.

“Skara,” she breathed, imagining that final moment when The Dark One struck Baelon down—an inevitability.

“Vander,” Rengyr corrected, still poised to attack—he was stalling, waiting for his courage to catch up with his intentions.

There was also every chance he had been embarrassed to admit as much.

Kassanda nearly laughed, her sword dropping back into place. “Vander? Vander defeated Baelon in combat?” Now she truly laughed, putting the pair on edge. “You can’t be serious? Vander beats Baelon, and now you have to bow to him?” It was almost as funny as it was unbelievable.

Garek was not a man to suffer humiliation. Fury burned in his chest as he stepped forward, sword raised high for a single, decisive strike⁠—

Then light erupted behind Kassanda.

The sun seemed to rise in an instant—an impossible, furious dawn that swept the horizon from east to west in a golden storm. Garek halted mid-swing, eyes wide, his blade catching the glare.

But it was no dawn.

Morgwyn’s fire rolled across the land, devouring field and forest alike, until it rose into a living wall of flame. He wheeled through the inferno, back and forth, weaving a barrier of burning air, sealing off the south in defiant fire.

“You think we can’t put out a little fire?” Rengyr sneered, though it was more like a field of fire now.

“I think they can,” Kassanda replied, eyeing the dragons at their back. “And I think it’ll slow you down. By the time the path is clear, the men in your wake will need somewhere to rest, and Warth will take their fancy. Press them on or abandon them in pursuit of us, and Garganafan will answer your challenge.”

Parthagon let loose a rumbling growl.

“You think we would be here if we feared Garganafan?” Garek questioned.

“He’s wounded,” Rengyr commented, looking to the south.

“Yes,” Kassanda admitted. “Like all of us. But a wounded Garganafan is still Garganafan. So put out the fires, give your men the rest they need, and we will have our war another day.”

Garek tensed his jaw, though it did little to hide his arrogant smile. “We’ll take our chances,” he said, his sword coming up again.

“I thought you might,” Kassanda remarked, her empty hand whipping out in Garek’s direction.

The spell struck him dead centre, a compact concentration of air that put his scale mail to the test. While Parthagon’s silver scales would certainly stand up to the blast, Garek himself could not.

As he was launched back, lifted from his feet, Grarfath performed his role admirably, bringing The Anther down in one smooth and thunderous motion.

Two bubbles of space blended together in an instant, mixing their location with a patch of street in the middle of Warth. Again, the nausea rose up in the back of Kassanda’s throat, attacking her sense of balance, but she was able to recover faster than the last time.

The same could not be said of their guest.

Rengyr doubled over and immediately emptied his guts. He plunged his sword into the ground in a bid to stay on his feet, his eyes bulging and bloodshot. He looked around wildly in disbelief.

His surprise was tenfold when he noticed the wall of Vahlken muscle towering over him.

Slait offered his usual grin, the one that spoke of his delight where bloodshed was concerned.

Rengyr mustered the resolve to straighten up, swinging his silvyr bade at the same time. Slait stepped into the swing, one hand snatching his wrist while the other grabbed him around the throat. Up, round, and down—Rengyr’s trajectory landed him on his back, hard.

The zealot’s boot came up, and Kassanda feared he would slam it into Rengyr’s face, upending their plan, but he hammered it onto the Rider’s wrist, breaking the bones and robbing Rengyr’s grip of the sword.

Kassanda moved in, dropping to a crouch by Rengyr’s side, a dagger pressed to his exposed neck. “I know you can hear me, Karsak,” she began, speaking to the dragon through his Rider’s ears. “I think you’ll agree now, our war can wait for another day. Rengyr is going to accompany us to Qalanqath—you’re going to follow. If you, or any of those in your company, do anything but follow, he dies. Slait will see to it personally,” she added, so the dragon could imagine something of the horror Rengyr would endure in his final moments.

She didn’t care for any response, her fist striking the side of Rengyr’s head with just enough force to knock him out.

“Now what?” the dwarf asked.

Kassanda looked south. “Now we run.”
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CAST ADRIFT


Elation and dread rarely shared the same breath, yet they warred together in Kitrana Voden’s chest—opposites colliding, unresolved, like a storm trapped beneath her ribs.

And how could one hope to master their emotions while riding a Leviathan?

Like every Nimean survivor pulled from the depths of The Black Vault, Kitrana gripped one of the siden-steel chains snared around the behemoth’s vast form. The links had tangled there when the creature gorged itself on urgal fish, and now they were all that stood between her people and the crushing pull of the deep.

Her position lay between and just behind the Leviathan’s eyes—a cluster of four dark orbs set deep at the base of its petalled maw. From there, she watched Dawnbreaker’s light ripple across their silky obsidian domes, reflections sliding and breaking with the Leviathan’s every movement.

She raised her voice.

Her song spilled forth, steadied by will and fear alike. Dawnbreaker answered, its magic amplifying the melody, drinking in the vibrations until they thrummed through her bones. Kitrana sank with it—downward, inward—slipping past the immensity of flesh and into the Leviathan’s monstrous mind.

Convincing the survivors to cling to the chains had taken time. Most would not approach the beast, not even while it slept among the broken ruins of their prison. Terror had rooted deep after years in The Black Vault.

It was the elders who had tipped the balance, their voices carrying the weight of memory and survival. And Aeris—the young Nimean who scarcely remembered open water—had sealed it. He had swum forward first, hands closing around cold steel, defying the fear that gripped the others.

With the elders’ wisdom and Aeris’s courage, the Nimeans had moved as one.

The Black Vault lay behind them within a day, the long, suffocating tunnel finally surrendered to darkness.

Elation bloomed then, fragile and fierce, as the ocean, vast, living, and gloriously endless, opened before them. Kitrana felt it swell in her chest. This had been her dream, clawed for through despair and exhaustion—to free her people from that buried hell. So often it had seemed impossible, the weight of reality pressing her down, threatening to drown hope entirely.

And yet—there she was. Her people tasted open water for the first time in years. The moment might have remained perfect, had Kitrana not felt the gaze upon her.

A set of sable eyes stared from the Leviathan’s flesh, no more than a few feet from where she braced herself. Unblinking. Watchful.

The Scabs—as she had come to think of them—lurked within shallow hollows across the creature’s hide. They had remained dormant, silent, nestled deep as the Nimeans climbed aboard. But now they were awake. Watching.

For now.

Like Kit, Aeris moved to rest on the other side of the chain, where he could relax somewhat and let the tension pull him along rather than relying on the strength in his hands and arms.

Kitrana hesitated with her question. “Do you have any family with us?”

A sense of numbness overcame his expression. “Merdians,” he simply signed—explanation enough.

“I’m sorry,” she replied, wondering if she had seen a younger Aeris all those years ago, when the Merdians had ambushed them when first she met Princess Helaina.

“What we do now?” he signed, quickly changing the subject.

Kitrana followed the movements of his fingers and hands, each combined with a facial expression. It was not exactly the language she remembered. The Nimean language was graceful, flowing, sometimes resembling a dance, with each gesture carrying layered meanings. A single motion could be a word, an emotion, or a memory reference.

It seemed their years of imprisonment had forced them to develop new ways of talking to each other. The result was similar to the colloquial short-hand used when a person only had one hand available. It was faster, but the syntax was clumsy, missing words deemed sacrificial if time was a factor.

“What do we do now?” she replied, echoing his question but taking the time to emphasis the missing word—she didn’t want the language of Nimala to be diluted.

Aeris’s eyes pinched as he scrutinised her fingers, but he repeated his question with the new word.

“What do you know of our world?” Kit asked him, nodding at the curtain of sea that surrounded them on all sides.

“Merdians are bad. Nimeans good. Nimala gone.”

Kit offered another chorus, keeping the Leviathan on track, before giving Aeris her full attention. “The Merdians are bad,” she agreed. “They are ruled by the Dread Queen Yilda. It was upon her command that Nimala was sacked and our people forced into The Black Vault. But we were not the first to get caught in their current of wrath. The Dread Queen sought out the Fangoras first—have you head of them?”

Aeris tilted his head to the left—a Nimean denial.

“They were coral artists and reef builders,” Kitrana explained, a wistful smile cutting into one cheek. “They bred vast coral fields that exploded with life during the spawning season. They put on feasts that fed thousands, including our own people. Their coral spires can still be seen here and there—what’s left of them. The Merdians wiped them out.”

Kitrana gave herself a moment to breathe more life into her song, the vibrations eliciting more liquid light from Dawnbreaker.

“They not fight back?” Aeris asked.

“There was no fighting back. The invasion was as fast as it was unprovoked. They say the Dread Queen has tamed a deep dragon.”

Aeris frowned, confused.

“A monster,” she answered simply, gesturing at the creature beneath them. “The Adakii fought back,” she continued. “Fortunately, they were wise enough to foresee their doom. Rather than waste resources defending their home, the Adakii abandoned all they knew and began a new life amidst the currents. They are nomads now, wanderers.”

The Leviathan changed course, though only subtly. Kit doubled her efforts for a short time, singing her will into its mind. Something had caught its attention, forcing her to sing all the more until it slowly corrected its path.

“Do you remember Princess Helaina?” Kit asked him.

Aeris tilted his head to the right, though the acknowledgement was accompanied by a sorrowful expression—he did remember her then. They had all been forced to witness her execution, before Kitrana had escaped through the dwarven mountain. The last of Nimala’s royal house, paraded through the currents of Atlas, a trophy of the Dread Queen, before being sent back to The Black Vault, where her death might rob the prisoners of all hope.

“The princess told me the Jinn and the Kells formed an alliance after the Merdians invaded Nimala. You’ve heard of them?”

Again, Aeris tilted in the affirmative. “Warriors,” he signed. “For years, elders spoke of them. They not come for us.”

“The Jinn are warriors,” Kit confirmed. “Also smiths and priests, if I recall. The Kells are definitely not warriors. I can see why they would reach out to the Jinn for an alliance. The Kells worship the ocean itself, like an ever-present god that gives and takes away, I suppose. They see themselves as keepers of the currents.”

“They help us?” Aeris asked.

“We can help each other,” Kit specified.

Again, the Leviathan’s impressive bulk began to veer off course, the beast taken by its instincts and less by the battle maiden’s will. Kit poured her conviction and grit into the next verse, her powerful voice impacting Dawnbreaker in a display of liquid golden light.

One by one, its tentacles found their rhythm again, flowing endlessly behind the behemoth.

“Why Jinn help us?”

Kitrana let her throat relax for a moment and turned to Aeris. “Why would the Jinn help us?” She made sure to slow down her fingers when emphasising the missing word.

“No one wants to live in the shadow of the Merdians,” the battle maiden went on. “Nor the threat of constant invasion. The Kells have little to contribute in a war, but they would welcome any culture into their midst if it meant they could preserve something of the ocean’s offspring. The Jinn… The Jinn will help us because we have something they want—something they need.”

Her gaze locked on Dawnbreaker, its blinding brilliance mirrored in the vast, glassy orbs of the Leviathan’s bulbous eyes.

Aeris scowled, the scar above his brow folding into shadow. “You give them the sword—for protection?”

Kit raised a hand to answer—but the chain at her back snapped her into motion instead. The world inverted. She flipped head over heels, yanked along the Leviathan’s hide. Aeris spun with her, hurled like rag doll. Cries of surprise and fear fractured into foam as all the Nimeans lost their grip, bodies pitching into the open sea, vanishing behind the spearing colossus.

The Leviathan swerved violently, forsaking the intended path, drawn by a hunger older than memory. Something in the abyss had beckoned—and now it obeyed. Whatever the prey, its fate was sealed.

Kitrana’s exhaustion was undeniable, her strength spent. Her fingers slipped along the chain, useless. Only one option remained—again. She raised the sword of Skara.

Siden steel links met Dawnbreaker’s fire and surrendered without a notch of resistance, the metal dissolving like wax in a forge. Together, she and Aeris slipped back at speed, the blade carving a path through tether after tether until the sprawling net of chains collapsed in tatters. One by one, the Nimeans were ripped free, cast into open water, tumbling helplessly as the chains spiralled into the dark.

Kitrana righted herself, and watched as the Leviathan, no longer bound to her will, surged into the churned water—ancient and terrible, unleashed once more upon the sea.

Chaos was allowed its moment. The water was muddied by fresh blood where people had been injured by the chains, while others curled up in pain, arms or legs potentially broken. It took longer than Kit would have liked to learn that no lives had been lost, but she was thankful all the same.

“What happened?” the familiar elder asked, her right cheek already swelling from one impact or another.

Kitrana looked at Dawnbreaker in her hand, its light fading.

“You need rest,” the elder insisted.

The battle maiden looked around, the hopelessness of their new situation reflected in her demeanour. “Rest will have to wait,” she signed, sheathing Dawnbreaker over her right shoulder. “Where are we?”

The elder looked down, where the peaks of a few underwater cliffs poked through the curtain of shadow. “If you still wish to lead us to this alliance, we must seek out the currents.”

“That’s where I was going,” Kitrana replied, gesturing at the notably absent Leviathan. “I think…” she added with some doubt. It had been a long time since she had sought out the eternal currents that acted as major roads beneath the sea.

“The answer lies down there.” The elder was looking at the abyss that simmered beneath their feet.

Given her new status as some kind of reincarnated saviour, the Nimean population naturally followed Kit into the depths, though she noted Aeris remained closer than the others.

The elder turned back, the hint of a smile on her face. “Over here,” she bade.

Kitrana could feel it in her bones before she saw it, a subtle vibration that hummed through the water, between the canyon rock. As one, the Nimeans tracked the feeling, their sensitive skin capable of detecting the difference in pitch.

After a laborious swim that sent every fish into hiding, the canyon finally opened up to reveal the source of the vibrations.

The elder turned to her. “The Singing Stones.”

A jagged ridge of black basalt pillars rose from the seafloor, each tall and narrow, their shape reminding Kit of the organ pipes favoured by the human priests of the Gilded.

The pillars were clustered together in uneven rows, stretching in all directions for miles, offering their songs for all the sea to hear.

“Two of the four primordial currents run through the Singing Stones,” the elder explained.

Kit knew as much, though she couldn’t remember which two they were.

The elder swam out to the nearest pillar, her fingers tracing the grooves etched into the basalt. “The Kells believe the stones mark the place where the Ocean Mother first sang the Spiralflow into being.” She gestured at a patch of water speeding through the pillars to the left. “They send offerings of pearl dust into the currents that pass by their home, Nautyss. The dust should be visible here…”

Kitrana followed the elder’s gaze and, like everyone else, discovered no such thing in the Spiralflow. “If there is no pearl dust in the current⁠—”

“Then the Kells are not to be found in Nautyss,” the elder finished.

“They’re in Cyndralith,” Kit deduced.

Aeris frowned in his questioning way.

“The Jinn homeland,” Kitrana explained. “It makes sense. What good is an alliance if all the strength is elsewhere? They must have relocated to Cyndralith, which means we need to reach the lava fields.”

The elder drifted to her right and gestured at a different cluster of pillars. “The Forgewake,” she declared. “A straight path to the lava fields and, from there, Cyndralith.”

Kitrana was about to push on when the elder placed a hand in her chest, halting the next leg of the journey.

“We must all rest, you included. The Forgewake will spit us out if we aren’t strong enough to swim with it.”

Kit wanted to argue her point, reminding the elder that they would be vulnerable until they were behind the Jinn’s defences, but the battle maiden felt as weary as everyone else looked. And the canyon at their back would, at least, provide some shelter, as well as a hunting ground for food.

She nodded in the Nimean way, and the elder went about spreading the word. Kitrana was left floating before the Singing Stones, her mind dredging up memories of the last time her people had sought shelter—when the Merdians had sprung their ambush.

It was enough to keep her awake longer than she would have liked, preventing her from immediately enjoying the trance-like state all Nimeans entered during their resting hours. Perhaps it was those same memories that woke her up ahead of schedule.

Aeris wasn’t far away, as usual. The young Nimean was asleep, his body as still as the rock around him, his eyes permanently open. Kitrana was more surprised to find the elder seated beside her, staring out at the Singing Stones.

Kit tapped her arm. “Have you slept?” she signed.

“I don’t need as much sleep as I used to,” the elder replied, perched on the edge of a shelf.

“What is your name?” the battle maiden enquired.

“Serenya,” she answered. “I was in the tunnel beneath yours. I heard the rumours that a battle maiden was among us, but I didn’t believe it. Not until you escaped, at least.”

Those hard years came back to Kit with vivid brutality. Endless days of digging through solid rock with the Merdian lash at their back. She had only known those who shared her tunnel, the same Gelka Ornst had put to death in the wake of her escape. That knowledge alone was a weighted grief that occupied its own part of her heart.

It was nothing compared to the grief seen in Serenya’s eyes. The loss of her son, no matter how long ago it had been, looked to sting as much now as it did then. From what Kitrana had seen of Serenya in the ruins of The Black Vault, when she killed the Merdian guard, her grief was an open door as far as her rage was concerned.

Good, Kit thought. They would all need a bit of that rage if they were to survive the Dread Queen.

“Do you think everyone will be rested enough?” Kitrana asked, not wishing to dwell on their imprisonment.

“No,” Serenya said bluntly, with one hand.

“But you said⁠—”

“Those of us who won’t survive,” the elder interjected, “needed the rest so they might have the strength to go on after they’re left behind.”

Kit moved forwards, animated now. “We’re all going to Cyndralith,” she stated.

“The Forgewake does not take prisoners. Any who cannot keep to the current are ejected.”

The battle maiden wanted to flatten any such conversation, but she saw the truth of it as she looked around. There were too many injured or infirm among them. They would require the strength of others to keep them in the powerful current, endangering more of the survivors. They couldn’t afford the loss.

“Where… where will you go?”

Serenya frowned, insulted. “I am going to Cyndralith. If they will not join me in fighting the Merdians, the very least they can do is equip me. Their obsidian blades will do nicely.”

There was that rage.

“What about the others?”

Serenya shrugged with cold indifference. “They have survived worse than freedom in the open sea. They will survive, or they won’t. My concerns lie with the Merdians and ensuring they do not survive.”

Kitrana let herself straighten up and float away, if only a few feet. She looked down on what Nimeans she could see, her mind a storm of contradicting emotions.

“For more years than I can count, the only thing I’ve thought about is saving our people, freeing them from the Merdians. All I’ve wanted is a second chance for us—all of us. I can’t have come this far only to let them go, even if it’s just some of them. We are all that’s left. We must stick together.”

“Then stay with them,” Serenya suggested. “But give me the blade of Skara. I alone will take the fight to the Merdians. I will make the Dread Queen choke on it before sending her to The Hag.”

Kitrana slowly sank back to the elder’s level. “I thought I was Skara reborn,” she said suspiciously, seeing another side to her fellow Nimean.

“I said what had to be said,” Serenya responded, her expression ever the same. “We needed to get out of that wretched place, and they needed a leader.”

There was no doubt in Kit’s mind—she had underestimated the woman.

The battle maiden was on the verge of doubling down, prepared to remind Serenya that they would all be needed if they were to survive extinction, when the vibrations coming off the Singing Stones changed in pitch.

It was intense, a pressure against their skin—enough to rouse every sleeping Nimean.

It was naught but a clouded shadow, approaching from above the basalt pillars, through one of the ancient currents.

“Merdians!” came the exaggerated signs.

Kitrana feared as much, one hand reaching for Dawnbreaker. But something gnawed at her. If it were truly the Merdians, they wouldn’t know they were coming until they were on them.

The battle maiden lowered her hand.

And waited.

She was right. It was not the Merdians.
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A SON OF HANDUIN


The hunt was on.

Daijen had stalked every manner of beast across a lifetime spent in blood and wilderness. He had even tracked Skaramangians whose very existence was rumour and shadow. He knew the patience a true hunt demanded.

And still, his patience was wearing thin.

Malliath was the largest dragon he had ever laid eyes upon—a flying mountain of jagged scale and wrath. A creature of that size should have been impossible to lose. Valyra, tireless and relentless, should have closed the distance easily, especially given that a dragon so vast needed prodigious meals, hours to gorge, hours more to sink into sluggish digestion.

Yet somehow, impossibly, he remained ahead.

When they crossed the Borin Gulf, the proof of his passing lay plain upon the shore. A whale’s carcass had been torn open and left to rot, its bulk reduced to ruin. Blood soaked the sand and bled into the shallows, staining the surf a dull, rusted red.

Further along the coast, Daijen spotted the wide inlet feeding the Larik River. It was an artery of commerce and life—the city of Tal Seth lay only a mile upstream, and the gulf beyond teemed with trade routes threading between towns, cities, and the distant capital of Aran’saur.

Malliath had flown straight through it all.

An Aegre in the sky was never subtle. The moment Valyra’s silhouette crossed the sun, the gulf erupted in motion. Sails shifted. Crews scrambled. Andaren sailors pointed skyward, awe and fear rippling from ship to ship like a sudden squall.

Daijen leaned into the myth.

He brought Valyra down upon the shore, where a patchwork sprawl of camps hugged the coastline. He was met as he expected—with bowed heads, cautious reverence, and a palpable edge of dread. Valyra’s presence ensured that fear lingered sharp and honest.

Supplies were offered freely. Food, water, gear. One sailor pressed a leather poncho into his hands—too small, stretched tight across his shoulders, but welcome all the same. It spared the crowd the sight of too many scars.

He questioned all he could and discovered that Malliath, unmistakable in his enormity, had been seen. He had not lingered, not turned aside—only continued his relentless flight eastward.

The sailors assumed what any Andaren would—that the Vahlken was driving the monster from Andara’s skies, chasing it into exile. Daijen did not correct them. He let the story stand while he gathered what he needed.

Then Valyra was airborne once more.

The coast fell away beneath them, the gulf shrinking to a ribbon of blue and red, and far ahead—still unseen, still untouchable—the hunt continued.

For near on a week thereafter, the two cut a line of their own across Andara’s heartland and—eventually—the southern curve of The Orsindil Mountains. Beyond was the familiar Sin’duil, a vast forest that connected the mountains to The Drifting Sea—where his armour had been crafted by the Weavers many years past.

It was also on fire.

Valyra swooped round and low, carving a path that revealed the fire in its entirety. While a ring of trees had been set alight, their branches reduced to smoking kindling, it was the ruins of Kharis Vhay that had been significantly bombarded. Daijen had once camped inside those very ruins, with Ilithranda. How different it was now, the stone melting, sloughy and thick like molten lava.

Dragon fire.

Beside the ruins, Daijen spotted a large groove in the earth. He approximated it to be the same size as Malliath if he was lying down. But why there? Why Kharis Vhay?

Seeing no sign that the dragon lingered in the area, Daijen had Valyra set down—her wings needed the rest. Just outside the ring of fire that encapsulated the ruins, they were still caught in the drifting smoke, a dark fog that closed the forest in as the last light of the sun clung to the sky with an orange hook.

Daijen was not so foolish as to wander through The Sin’duil without a weapon in hand. Since his slaiken blade was all that remained of his arsenal, the Vahlken made his way towards the ruins with six foot of lightweight silvyr to guide him. Hardly heavier than the hilt itself, the curved sword could be swung at frightening speed in the right hands—his hands. And such speed would be needed, he knew, should they run into those that reigned over the forest.

Kharis Vhay was too hot for the pair to get any closer, the air thick and heavy with the toll of Malliath’s wrath. Daijen had hoped to glean something of a timescale, helping him deduce how far behind they were, but dragon fire burned for days with supernatural ferocity. The dirt inside the Malliath-sized groove was cold, so he hadn’t recently taken flight.

A day old, he guessed. It was possible the dragon had departed at dawn that very day.

But why the fire? Had his wrath bubbled over? Had his echo demanded destruction? It was so hard to say given all that Malliath had endured at the hands of Barad-Agin.

Valyra exploded to life behind him, rearing up on her back legs, her front talons raking at the air while her wings flared threateningly at her sides. Daijen pivoted, his knees bracing into a battle stance drilled into him by Kastiek. Sharp though his eyes were, the Vahlken didn’t see it right away, the Sin’duil predator poised high in one of the blackened trees, its body and legs blending in with the deformed trunk and bony branches.

But Valyra hadn’t missed it. The Aegre squawked aggressively, the sound of it closer to a barking roar. She hammered down on her front legs and gouged the earth with talons that could peel back dragon scales. Regardless, the threat she posed was not enough to keep the monster in the tree.

It descended with dreadful poise—slow, deliberate, and unnervingly graceful—until its eight bladed legs sank into the earth with a wet crunch. In that instant, Daijen was hurled back into the reeking throne room of Nyxdrasil, that pit of nightmares, where Barad-Agin had once been lowered from the choking shadows on a living cord of fungal flesh. He remembered the slick glisten of that vine, the quiver of its pulse, and the thing it carried—The First Wizard, entombed within his monstrous carapace of chitin and rot. In that moment, Barad-Agin had not seemed a man at all, but the shape of evil itself, a horror born from every nightmare ever whispered in the dark.

Daijen thrust the memory aside and focused on the giant spider. Comparable to a horse, it was truly massive and incredibly dangerous, but it was less than half of Valyra’s size and notably absent a silvyr-tipped, armour-plated beak. So where was it getting its courage from? Mutated by the same magic that bore Aegres from eagles, the spider should have possessed enough intellect to know it was outmatched, yet there it was, advancing with measured steps.

The answer came from the shadows, where dark shapes took form in the smoky gloom. A dozen more, at least. Spiders weren’t pack animals, but their inflated intelligence had clearly gleaned a superior hunting method given the right numbers.

Daijen assessed the gap between him and Valyra, taking into account the time it would take her to launch above the forest. He was fast. The Aegre was fast. But damned if the Sin’duil spiders weren’t as swift as the wind. He saw little choice in the matter—the forest likely teeming with them. Defeat one wave and they would only be forced to fend off the next.

With the same magic pumping through his veins, Daijen propelled himself from one powerful leg to the next, closing the gap between them in little more than a heartbeat. One leap and a twist of his hips and he would be in his saddle, ready for the spine-bending take off.

He didn’t make it.

With all the speed of The Anther, a yellow-backed spider traversed forty feet in a single jump. Taken immediately from his feet, the Vahlken hit the ground at a skid, pressed on by his attacker’s momentum. He abandoned the slaiken blade in favour of gripping each of the mandible fangs that came for his chest. While the spider’s legs pushed him through the dirt, towards the ruins, all Daijen could do was keep those fangs at bay, the sharp tips scraping his poncho.

Between their wrestling forms, he glimpsed the rest of the mutated horde close the net on Valyra. One got no closer than ten feet, where a formidable wing sprang into the air, batting it into the forest. Another found themselves in her beak, where it was quickly segmented into many parts while one of its kin was torn asunder by talons. But there were so many. They jumped from the shadows, swarming the Aegre.

Daijen lost sight of her, the spider on top of him scrambling furiously to drive its fangs home. Fearing that he too was only moments away from being swarmed, the Vahlken employed the strength his breed was known for. The spider hissed desperately, its entire face enflamed by pain as he began to prise the two mandible fangs apart, overstretching the hideous mouth within. As flesh started to tear, the creature pulled back more than it advanced.

Up and over came his feet, hammering into its underbelly. The spider was flung over his head and into the fires that licked at Kharis Vhay. It managed to dash away for ten to twenty feet before the flames brought it down.

Never to waste a second in combat, Daijen was already charging towards Valyra when the next spider came for him. He barrelled over its leaping attack before going on to roll across the ground, skimming the underside of a second spider’s pouncing strike. He came up with a slaiken blade in hand.

It whistled with a pitch not quite steel, slicing through spider after spider like they were naught but air. With every cleaving strike they were split into two uneven halves, the stench of their rancid blood staining the air. Valyra had become erratic, rolling across the ground in a bid to crush the ones crawling over her body. She thrashed left and right, every snap of her beak spelling the end of another spider. Between them, they amassed a graveyard of arachnids.

Whether it was the blood in the air or the vibrations that rippled across the ground, more spiders were drawn to the fiery ruins. They shot out of The Sin’duil, mandibles clicking with excitement.

“Valyra!” he cried, hoping to call her closer.

A flick of the wrist and a plunging hammer stroke impaled one of the smaller spiders coming for his legs. A secondary flick sliced it down the middle and carried on into the next oncoming spider, flipping it end over end in a spray of gore.

“Valyra!” he yelled again, the distance only growing between them as the Aegre became steadily more entangled in webs.

With all the haste they had advanced, the spiders scattered, abandoning their prey. Fearing some new method of attack, Daijen watched them vanish into the smoke and trees, his slaiken blade held before him in two hands, always ready.

“Chet, Chet!” came a familiar call from the north. “Chet, Chet!”

It was accompanied by a constant rattle, drawing Daijen’s attention to the bulbous staff being swung round and round, wielded by none other than a Weaver. A female, he guessed, but he couldn’t say for sure at such a distance, their face concealed by a silver mask of etched patterns. Their perfectly white hair and silvery pale hands certainly revealed them to be an Andaren at least.

If all of that couldn’t identify them as a Weaver, then their mount made it very clear.

The spider was much larger than anything that had attacked them, coming close to rivalling Valyra. Oily black and prickled with tough hairs, it made its way across the clearing without any fear of the Aegre. Its bloated body was lined with straps and harnesses that allowed the Weaver’s saddle to maintain some stability on a creature that was mostly rounded.

“Easy,” Daijen urged, holding out the slaiken blade so it formed a barrier between Aegre and spider—it would prove nothing at all if Valyra decided she wanted it dead.

The spider came to a stop, and the Weaver looked down on them, head tilting. “Daijen Saeth,” a woman’s voice proclaimed, muffled by her mask.

The Vahlken’s brow pinched in recognition. “Soveana?”

She had been one of three Weavers who had forged his armour and atori blade. Daijen glanced around, looking for any sign of Melios or Abel—she was alone.

“I am pleased to see you bonded with an Aegre,” Soveana commented, her eyes landing on Valyra through the narrow slits in her mask.

Daijen caught himself, his mind working to shift from the intensity of battle to the niceties of small talk—a jarring sensation. “Soveana,” he began, grounding the situation with his grave tone. “We are in pursuit of a⁠—”

“Dragon,” the Weaver interjected knowingly. “It was here, as you can see. I believe it was hungry.”

“Hungry?”

“Yes, it must have spotted the yellow-backs from above,” she explained, her tone oddly flat given that they were talking about a dragon hunting over Andaren soil. “It landed yesterday, not long after midday, when the brood was moving through here. It devoured the females and burned everything else.”

“When did he—it—leave?”

“Before the dawn.”

Daijen sighed. They were a whole day behind Malliath, whose wings could carry him across the world at speeds Valyra simply couldn’t match.

“Which way did it go?” the Vahlken asked, confident he already knew the answer.

“East, over the waters.”

Looking over the tops of the trees, where the smoke was thinnest, he gazed at the first stars dotting the new night’s sky in the east. Malliath was heading for Erador then. But why? He had barely taken in the Verda air before beginning his journey.

“Your armour,” Soveana remarked. “It is… lacking.”

Daijen became immediately self-conscious of the torn poncho, the leather smeared with dark spider blood. His arms were also bare, absent his vambraces and similarly covered in spider blood.

“Forgive me,” the Vahlken replied. “I know the lengths you go to when procuring the silk, the dangers you face. My life has been saved many times over by the armour you crafted, and more enemies than I can count have fallen to the atori blade you forged.” The latter was a lie—Daijen could recall every single person he had ever slain, from the smell of them to the look on their face when they died. “Alas, I have been stripped of them. They remain in the hands of my enemy.”

Soveana gave no emotional reaction whatsoever. “You will come with me,” she stated, already turning the monstrous spider by its reins.

Daijen glanced to the east. “I cannot—the hunt beckons.”

“No Vahlken has ever left The Sin’duil without the Weavers’ armour. You will come with me.” Soveana was already turned around, the spider making for the trees. “Your Aegre cannot accompany us,” she added without looking back. “So much flesh will prove too tempting.”

Daijen could only sigh—again.

[image: ]


The entrance to the Weavers’ cavern was exactly as he remembered it—covered with spiders. They remained poised, clinging to the walls in wait.

Soveana climbed down from her eight-legged mount, rattling staff in hand. “Chet, Chet!” she hissed, releasing the large spider. It scurried off towards the entrance, its presence enough to scatter a dozen others.

The Weaver looked over one shoulder, at Daijen, and tapped her back.

“Do not show them your back,” Abel had said all those years ago. “Not once. Not even for a second.”

The Vahlken obliged and positioned himself back-to-back with Soveana. Their first few steps were clumsy, his longer stride catching her heels, but he soon learned her gait and kept to her speed.

Inside the cavern, the Weaver retrieved a flaming torch from its fixing in the wall, the heat and light enough to give them a wide berth. It did, however, reveal hundreds of previously unseen eyes, orbs of sable black watching their every step. It was just as unnerving as the first time he had navigated the narrow passages.

Indeed, those passageways became all the narrower, until both were forced to finish the journey by walking sideways. It was a necessary precaution to take when establishing living quarters amongst spiders so large they could fit one’s head in their mouth. To that end, it was something of a relief when Soveana closed the door behind them, bolting it shut.

How strange it was to be back in that place, the Weavers’ humble abode—like stepping into memory, as he did in his sleep. The cold floors were still haphazardly covered in old rugs, the jagged walls decorated with dusty tapestries, and the small kitchen and eating area possessed the same tools and food supplies.

Three large cauldrons of iron dominated the heart of the cave, each producing a bright hue that bathed the tapestries in purple. Years on, Daijen actually recognised most of the alchemical tools, devices, and ingredients strewn across the workstation. Of course, he had no idea how they worked together to produce silk of the Weavers.

Despite all that was familiar, there was something different. Daijen’s investigative mind narrowed it down to the number of food supplies, dirty utensils, and the one and only unkempt bed. Soveana was alone.

“Where are Abel and Melios?” Daijen enquired lightly.

Soveana didn’t answer straight away, taking the time, instead, to remove her cloak and place her staff against the wall. “Melios was tracking a female,” she explained, speaking of the largest and most dangerous spiders whose silk was the most desirable. “He became stuck after it discovered him. There was no way out of the alcove for him and no way in for the female. Abel went to retrieve him. I… I wanted to accompany him, but Abel forbade it. Should we all perish, there would be no one to pass on our techniques.”

A moment of silence grew between them while Soveana swallowed the obvious lump in her throat.

“Neither of them returned,” she went on. “That was… six years ago. Perhaps more. I do not keep track of the seasons very well.”

“I’m very sorry,” Daijen replied earnestly, understanding now why Soveana had such a flat tone—she hadn’t spoken to anyone in years. “There have been no apprentices?” he asked.

“The emperor was to send a new apprentice every forty-five years. I believe he is many years overdue.”

Daijen also considered the potential that the emperor had sent someone, and they had simply died in the forest, their innards sucked dry by a spider the size of a dog.

“We have likely been forgotten here, in the wilds,” Soveana posed, and without any trace of insult in her tone. “The war goes on, yes? Emperor Qeledred cannot be expected to keep us in mind.”

Mention of the war brought a thousand questions to the tip of Daijen’s tongue. He asked not a one, of course. Soveana had been just as isolated as the Amon-Agin in the Ironbark, unaware of what was going on out there.

“You are here now,” the Weaver said, as if beginning again. “I can perform my duty, as is expected of our pact. You are in need of a new cuirass and vambraces by the looks of it. Unfortunately, I do not keep atori blades.”

It was a keen sting to feel the loss of his short-sword, a weapon he had wielded for so long, given to him by The Valtorak and Kastiek. Another thing the Shadow Ream had taken from him.

“It is honour enough that I should receive new armour. Do you have the pieces?” he asked, aware that he had been wearing the cuirass and vambraces the first time he had visited the Weavers.

“I have enough parts lying around—we always keep spares for practice and replacements.” Soveana was already moving about the workstation, looking inside crates and counting out ingredients.

Daijen simply stood there, looking over her expectantly.

Soveana paused, looking up at him. “You may claim a bunk,” she said, gesturing to one of the empty alcoves, where Melios or Abel had once slept.

Sleep was all too tempting—he was a little over four days without now, and he could feel the fatigue behind his eyes more than anything. “I would prefer to assist you in any way I can,” he replied, eager to be on with his hunt.

“I will not require your assistance,” the Weaver told him. “I have the silk I need, and your measurements will not be required for a few days at least.”

Daijen was half a step towards the nearest bunk when Soveana’s words struck him like the spider. “Days?” he echoed incredulously. “No… Forgive me, Soveana, I thought—hoped—you had pieces already assembled. I don’t have days to wait. I have to track down that dragon as soon as possible.”

Soveana looked to the cauldrons and back. “Apologies, Daijen Saeth, but alone I cannot weave so much in so little time. On my own, a full cuirass and vambraces will require three weeks, perhaps more.”

Daijen saw his dream of possessing new armour fly away with all the speed of Malliath. “You need not apologise,” he told her softly. “Your craft is more than worth the wait. How many Vahlken have survived near death because of your dedication? I am only sorry I lost such a gift and sorry I do not have the time. I hope others come to learn the way of the Weaver.”

“How are you to fight without armour?” Soveana questioned, her voice steeped in emotion for the first time. “Vahlken are pitted against Dragon Riders—you are the front line of the war. Surely you are better to wait now and prepare, if only so you might survive battle and fight another day.”

“You are quite right,” he agreed. “But Valyra and I have gone through hell trying to find that dragon. Were we to stay for a month, we would likely never find it again. The blood of Handuin will have to suffice,” the Vahlken added, offering the Weaver a reassuring smile.

Daijen made to leave, forgetting that he couldn’t go anywhere beyond that chamber without another person at his back.

“Wait,” Soveana called.

The Weaver stood very still for a moment, head bowed in thought—deep contemplation if Daijen had to guess. She looked torn, in need of counsel, but had none but him to consult.

“Is everything all right?”

Her silver mask came up, eyes shadowed within. “The blood of Handuin would suffice,” she agreed, “but you need not rely on his blood alone.”

The Weaver strode across the room to an alcove crammed with boxes and supplies. In the middle of it all was a tall object, concealed by the tarpaulin draped over it.

Daijen knew exactly what lay beneath, his breath catching as he made sense of her intentions. “Soveana…” There was a warning in his voice, though not born of fear but deep respect for the concealed objects.

Without delay, Soveana pulled back the dusty tarpaulin and revealed the wooden mannequin. Daijen stopped in his tracks and beheld the armour of Handuin himself. The cuirass had served as the template for all Vahlken, and so it closely resembled the one taken from him in the Shadow Realm.

Both the chest piece and pauldrons were of tanned leather, darkened by time, their surfaces crosshatched with the ghosts of a hundred battles. Along the deepest scars, the wounds of old blades had peeled the leather back to reveal threads of bronze Weavers’ silk glinting faintly beneath—an artistry hidden until violence uncovered it. The vambraces matched, each bearing the unmistakable, uneven dents of a weapon turned aside in desperate moments. Across the whole ensemble ran an intricate lattice of etching—part legend, part craftsmanship—its lines fractured and faded wherever steel had kissed leather.

To a warrior’s eye, it was not merely armour; it was a relic of endurance—a beautiful ruin.

“It wasn’t meant to collect dust,” Soveana said. “It was forged for a Vahlken.”

Daijen ran his fingers down the cuirass, feeling the grooves and slits. Even damaged, armour that bore silk of the Weavers was still more durable than anything worn by an Andaren soldier.

Rummaging through her supplies, Soveana produced a pair of knee pads, thigh guards, and even a pair of fingerless gloves. “I can make the necessary adjustments to ensure a better fit,” she informed him.

“I can’t,” he blurted, shaking his head.

“You must,” the Weaver replied bluntly. “And that’s not all,” she added, something else just occurring to her.

Daijen was still staring at the armour while Soveana worked the locks on a long box fitted into a small alcove in the wall. It was the scent of oil and old straw that pulled at the Vahlken’s attention, turning him to the Weaver’s work.

“It has been the routine duty of every Weaver to care for this. I see now that we have been preserving it for such a time as this.”

There, resting in her outstretched hands, lay an Andaren scimitar—long and lean, its edge curving with a predatory grace. The tip angled ever so slightly, as though fashioned to find the narrow spaces between armour and bone. Torchlight slid along the blade’s surface, flashing in Daijen’s icy blue eyes like a secret shared between steel and soul.

Forged without a guard, the weapon flowed seamlessly from blade to hilt, each line deliberate, unbroken. The handle, ridged from edge to pommel, was banded in bronze grips threaded with Weavers’ silk that shimmered faintly, gold accents catching the flicker of flame. From the pommel, a single talon jutted—wrapped tight in that same silk, a cruel flourish against any foe.

Daijen could not recall the moment he’d taken it from Soveana. Only that it was his now, the weapon alive in his grasp, its weight and balance whispering through his arm like rediscovered memory.

Soveana donned her leather apron, its pouches brimming with tools both a tailor and a blacksmith might recognise. “Let’s get to work.”
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Against the odds, the Weaver’s remarkable skills had Daijen reunited with Valyra as the east was ignited with a new dawn. On the shores of Andara, with The Sin’duil behind them, the Vahlken stood ready to depart with gratitude in his heart.

“Thank you,” he said again—the same two words he had repeated over and over again since they departed the cavern.

“I preferred the armour we made for you,” Soveana replied honestly. “But this will most certainly do,” she added, a smile heard in her voice.

Daijen straightened his back, feeling the weight of his layered pauldrons as they moved atop Handuin’s cuirass. Holding one hand up, he clenched his fist, stretching the leather of the fingerless gloves while examining—marvelling—at the vambraces. None of it was his own, but it went a long way to making him feel whole again. Added to that, the weight on his hip made him feel like an Aegre with new talons.

He was a Vahlken once more.

“I have something else for you,” Soveana said, reaching into the sack slung over her back.

“I could not possibly take more,” Daijen replied.

The Weaver produced a thick bundle of black cloth that, when unravelled, was revealed to be a hooded cloak. Yet it seemed more than that. Daijen’s sharp eyes detected the twinkle of bronze in the yawning light. Indeed, the entire cloak was speckled with the same effect.

Soveana presented it to him as she had the scimitar. “It is no cloak of victory,” she admitted, speaking of his lost bear pelt. “But it will offer some comfort on cold nights. Or in cold skies,” she added, glancing at Valyra.

Daijen accepted the cloak, scrutinising the subtle glimmer of bronze. “Is that…”

“Silk,” Soveana confirmed. “It should lend the fabric some strength.”

The Vahlken waited patiently while she clipped it to his cuirass, letting it fall almost to his heels.

Daijen bowed his head. “You have honoured me.”

“Go now,” Soveana said encouragingly. “Take up your hunt.”

Astride Valyra, rested and clad in the shadow of Handuin, Daijen bid the Weaver farewell before launching into the sky.


11
A BLADE LIKE NO OTHER


Vivid. Consuming. Impossible to contain. Such were the dreams that came like wildfire to every new Dragon Rider. Their minds were remade in sleep, stretched and reshaped to make room for something vast and ancient—the memories, instincts, and half-forgotten emotions of the hatchling’s mother.

Cob felt Thessaleia growing within him.

Not as a voice, not yet, but as a presence—learning his thoughts as he learned hers. His experiences fed her awakening consciousness, even as memories not his own bled into the storm behind his eyes. A fusion, slow and inevitable.

Lorathana, her mother.

The name slipped from his lips in the dark, breathed like a prayer he did not remember learning. In waking hours, Androma had told him the truth—that Lorathana and her Rider, Borson, had fallen in the first bitter years of the Andaren wars. Ash and bone now, both claimed by history.

But in his dreams, she lived.

Cob flew.

He soared through towering cloud banks that split around vast, beating wings. Valleys knifed past beneath him as wind roared in his ears, the world reduced to speed and sky. He skimmed the ocean’s skin, talons raking silver furrows through endless blue before lifting again into open air. Each dream left him breathless, his heart pounding with a fierce, almost childish wonder—an unspoiled joy at the life unfurling before him.

The years ahead felt limitless.

Yet the dreams did not belong to Lorathana alone.

Though it felt like a lifetime ago, only days had passed since the curse of House Thayne had burned through his veins. Before deed and ballad finally shattered its hold, Cob had surrendered to it—had let steel answer steel in his final confrontation with The Dark One.

Sleep carried him back there.

The throne room of Valgala rose around him once more—vast, cold, and under the gaze of long dead kings. While the curse held him, reality had fallen away; he had moved like a weapon loosed from its sheath, driven by savage instinct, deaf and blind beneath the crushing presence of his father’s will.

But curses do not forget.

Now, in dreams, memory reclaimed him. Every strike. Every scream. He relived it all—not as a passenger, but as a witness—forced to stand in the aftermath of his own hands.

Cob stirred in his sleep.

The dragon’s sky and the throne room’s darkness twisted together, wonder and horror colliding within him, as past and future fought for dominion over his waking soul.

“Can it be?” Skara had muttered, watching Cob draw Aphrandhor’s blade. “Dragon Foe…” The Dark One whispered absently. “That sword… Where did you find it?” Bewilderment turned to joy, twisting his face until maniacal laughter broke free. “Where did you find it? No, no, no.” Skara hissed, epiphany in his eyes. “The sword found me. Of course it did. I was meant to have it. I am its rightful heir.”

His red-scaled hand reached out to claim The Green Leaf’s blade—Dragon Foe.

Instincts kicked in, jolting Cob awake. His hands naturally clenched around Aphrandhor’s sword, the blade sheathed and resting upright against his chest. As an icy breeze swept over him, the ranger looked intently at the weapon in his grip. Yalaqin, the wizard had named it. Fire breather.

Had Skara recognised the blade?

He had more than recognised it—he had coveted it.

“Dragon Foe,” he had called it.

Cob couldn’t make any sense of it, wondering now if he had miss-remembered the event. He had been blood drunk after all, fuelled by the curse at the height of its power.

He was also broken, brought down by magic and steel, his skin torn asunder—it was the work of a miracle that Cob should even walk. He knew, of course, that the miracle had a name.

Thessaleia.

Their bond was a thing of magic, tethering their minds and souls, and the ranger could feel it growing stronger with every passing day. Even then, as he watched the Valgalan survivors and townsfolk of Warth peel away, taking The Raven’s Way to Allisander, he felt connected to Thessaleia in a way he hadn’t when first laying eyes on Lake Talon, only days earlier.

The hatchling had gone from feeling like a new and shiny thing in his life to something that had always been there, as if he had always known her.

With her front claws propped up against the wagon’s interior, Thessaleia let loose her feeble squawk as she too observed the enormous convoy split in half. Her green eyes tracked them, though she was likely picking out the cats and dogs that accompanied the great mass of people. She had spent the last two days chasing them around when they weren’t chasing her.

Cob picked her up as she began to whine, bringing her close to his chest where she could rest inside the folds of his cloak. Not that the cold seemed to bother her. In fact, nothing seemed to bother her. Everything was exciting and new, the world brimming with possibilities and endless fun.

Thessaleia had no idea what she had really been born into. Not yet.

“Full o’ life, that one!”

Cob regarded the dwarven smith, with whom he shared the back of the cart. Grarfath was seated amidst numerous supplies, The Anther resting upright beside him. He hadn’t known Grarfath nearly as long as Yamnomora, but from what he had seen and heard thus far, the ranger knew he was worthy of respect.

“Aye,” Yamnomora chirped in, looking back at Cob from the front seat. “I’d say the same abou’ that one an’ all!”

Grarfath narrowed his gaze to the ranger’s face, his eyes roaming from brow to jaw. “Incredible,” he muttered. “I’ve never seen anythin’ like it.”

Attacked by memory, the ranger almost recoiled from The Dark One’s dragon-like hand as it clawed at his face, raking him with five red lines. He reached for his cheek with tentative fingers, feeling the edges of torn flesh. They felt different. Besides the lessened pain, the edges of the wounds felt smoother, the gouges thinner.

“There’s barely even a scar,” Grarfath remarked, confirming Cob’s disbelief.

“I’m… healing.”

“And fast!” the smith added with a cheerful laugh. “I never thought in a million years this would happen,” he went on, gesturing at the bonded pair. “Might be the best thing I’ve ever done!”

Cob had already heard that Thessaleia’s egg had found its way to him via Grarfath’s sticky fingers. Had the dwarf not the courage to lift the egg from Baelon’s possession, the ranger would still be a broken shell of a man, limited by the wounds Skara had inflicted on him. He owed the smith more than a mere thanks could offer.

“I hear you’re called the Hammerhold,” Cob said, his breath steaming the air.

Grarfath shrugged, his chuckle morphing into a groan. “That wasn’ me own idea, I can tell ye that.”

“You are important to your people,” the ranger surmised.

The smith licked his lips, sparing a glance at the cohort of dwarves who had ported with him from Drakanan—the bravest of souls. “We both are,” he replied, nodding his head at Yamnomora. “Again—that was no decision o’ mine. Jus’ the way things turned out.”

“Ha!” Yamnomora barked from the front. “No decision o’ mine,” she echoed mockingly. “Every decision ye’ve made has led ye to where ye are, ye dolt! Destiny’s goin’ to do what it will with ye!”

Grarfath chuckled again. “What she said, I suppose.”

Cob offered him a warm smile. “Well I for one am glad destiny had us cross paths once more, Hammerhold.”

A particularly loud barrel of laughs rippled out of the dwarven contingent, giving the ranger pause for a moment. What an interesting people they were—a thought that had never occurred to him before. He looked down at Thessaleia, who was already looking up at him. Was it her interest? Was the hatchling’s fascination bleeding into his own?

He ran a thumb over her head and returned his attention to Grarfath. “You are to accompany us all the way to New Nithrael then? What about your people, back in Drakanan?”

“They’re as safe as they can be,” the smith replied, the weight of the world seemingly returned to his shoulders. “Safer than most other folk,” he added, looking to the survivors heading east. “For now, they jus’ need to keep their heads down an’ wait this out.”

“There’s no waitin’ anythin’ out,” Yamnomora called back. “Our enemy will keep comin’. We’ve to grind ’em into the dust, make the way safe again.”

“That’s why you’re still here,” Cob reasoned. “You’ve still some fight in you, eh?”

“Enough to break the Talakin in two,” Yamnomora stated, naming Skara by his ancient dwarven name.

Grarfath gave a mirthless laugh. “What she said… I suppose.”

Without his wounds urging him to sleep, Cob spent the rest of the day listening to Grarfath tell his personal tale, starting with the day he met Yamnomora. From there, the story took twists and turns the ranger couldn’t have predicted, leading, ultimately, to the moment they all came together in the Ruins of Gelakor, on the northern tip of The Giant’s Throat. It had been a poor time to greet new friends. Joran had set off for Drakanan astride Oaken, and Aphrandhor had discovered that there was more to Gallien Drakalis than met the eye. And all in the chaos of an Andaren incursion into Eradoran lands.

While they had shared a brief couple of days together, traversing south along the rugged terrain of The Giant’s Throat, Cob had made no effort to make sense of the dwarven smith, let alone get to know him as a person. He was thankful then that the All-Fate—if there really was such a being—had seen fit to bring them together again.

“So,” he said, the sun beginning to set over The Spine of Erador, “Kitrana has the sword now? And she’s… disappeared?”

Grarfath devoured half an apple in one bite. “Yup. Back to the sea by now, I reckon. Good luck to her, I say. Kitrana’ll put Dawnbreaker to better use than Baelon would ’ave.”

Cob nodded along in agreement, though what he knew of Kitrana’s mission, and the plight of her people, was new to him. He was still trying to get his head around what a Nimean was when Baelon’s name caught up with him.

Dead.

That’s what Kassanda had told them. Killed by Vander, who had assumed Baelon’s title as Dragonlord. Time would only tell how that changed the landscape of the war, but it made no difference to the one orchestrating it—to the one who held Vander’s strings.

His rematch with The Dark One had soothed his thoughts since departing Warth. He imagined facing him again with a fully grown Thessaleia at his back, a silvyr blade in hand, and enough magic at his disposal to level the playing field.

A sharp jolt of pain ran up his back, forcing the ranger to grip the edge of the cart and brace himself until it faded away. It was a reminder that such a rematch would have to wait.
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It was a notably warmer night on the plains, a welcome change given that the northern winds had forced Cob to tense his muscles, igniting his wounds. With Thessaleia bounding beside him, the ranger weaved through the camp, if slowly. The hatchling would disappear amidst the trampling feet and between the various tents, only to return regularly so she might lay eyes on her companion. On one occasion she returned with the bloody remains of a mouse sliding down her gullet.

Deciding her adventures were at an end—for the time being—Thessaleia darted through the foot traffic with grace and speed until she raced up one side of her companion’s body, bringing her to rest over his left shoulder. Cob had winced where her claws had disturbed healing wounds, but the momentary pain was worth it to have her close.

It was this proximity, of course, that prevented him from passing through without notice. Every single Kedradi soldier paused in their activities or conversations, their eyes tracking him through the camp.

“Valarius Cobenian Thayne, prince in-exile, is exiled no more!” Kassanda had declared to the world. “Nor is he a prince. From this day forth, the son who broke the curse of House Thayne rises a Dragon Rider!”

For some, it seemed, those words had sunk in. He could see it in their eyes—some even bowed their head out of respect for his new position. Any expression of kindness, especially reverence, would have been unthinkable only days ago. Even as a Dragon Rider, it was exceptional to receive respect from the Kedradi, who had spent generations preparing to be invaded by Erador and their dreaded dragons.

Given the destruction dragons had inflicted on their ancestors—on their entire culture—they were well within their rights to loathe him more now. This was even more the case since they had just suffered losses facing Baelon and his Riders. Yet there they were, making space for him to pass through, heads bowed. It was proof, in Cob’s opinion, that the Kedradi were among the most forward-thinking people in all of Verda, able to adapt with an open-mindedness that looked at the facts and not the doctrine.

There were dragons and Riders fighting for them, and there were dragons and Riders fighting against them. They were the facts. It took a humbling degree of emotional intelligence to separate the individuals rather than paint them all with the same brush.

In that moment, Cob was more thankful for his people than ever before. To that end, Erador owed his sister a debt it could not quantify, for she had fostered that society and brought them to bear against the enemy.

Somewhere in the midst of all that, with Thessaleia on his shoulder, there was hope.

What a revelation that feeling was, and entirely new to the ranger.

Continuing his journey through the camp, he encountered those who had yet to be convinced he was anything but a cursed outcast. It was inevitable, he knew. Some Kedradi were prey to the belief that the curse of House Thayne was catching, that to breathe the same air as one of the cursed was to be inflicted themselves. Time alone would stamp that out, time in which his nephew, Aurelian, would enjoy a normal life, living proof that the curse had been broken.

For now though, Cob was content to give those particular individuals some space. He just wanted to see Kassanda.

She felt a refuge in a brand new world he couldn’t understand yet. Dire circumstances, however, had kept them apart since Thessaleia had hatched. One such circumstance was lying on the ground on the edge of a small camp, gagged and bound in chains and rope. While indignation and rage still flashed over Rengyr’s face, the Rider had, at least, ceased his constant fight with the restraints.

Seated beside Rengyr, with one leg arched over his prone form, was The Dancing Sword of the Dawn—the wolf among the sheep. Slait was chomping his way through a chicken leg, though it did not escape Cob that the zealot was also holding Obrin’s silvyr sword in the other hand. The blade was pressed into the dirt, the fine edge just resting against the inside of Rengyr’s throat.

“Just what the world needed,” Slait said, his baritone voice dripping with sarcasm, “another dragon.”

Cob ignored him. His presence was as unsettling as it was questionable. No one could say why he had remained with them, though it had been suggested that fighting with them gave the Andaren his best chance at killing dragons and Riders, the very thing he was bred for. To the ranger, he felt like a living flame, just waiting for the right conditions to start a forest fire.

“Unnerving, isn’t he?”

Cob turned to discover Androma standing beside him, her hands coiled around Aphrandhor’s staff. He imagined Slait’s continued presence was enough to keep her heart rate up, igniting the Andaren magic in her veins. She must be exhausted.

“He hunted you for years—Joran too. Now we’re supposed to believe he’s just stopped?”

“Kassanda gave him a rather succinct brief on the truth of things,” Androma replied.

“He doesn’t believe her,” Cob pointed out.

“Of course not. He’s had centuries of indoctrination and taken direct orders from The Eldan himself. He’s a zealot through and through.”

The ranger frowned and regretted it the moment his wounds began to sting. “Then why hasn’t he tried to kill any of us? Joran is an abomination in his eyes. Dragon Riders are an affront to his gods. He’s just sitting there, guarding our prisoner.”

“Every man has his own war,” Androma stated. “I would say his has only just begun. His beliefs must now battle with what he witnessed in Valgala. Until there is a victor, he will remain lost, wandering. We can use that,” she added, her voice adopting a lower tone of grim determination.

Cob could only trust in her wisdom, his gaze snapping to the sparring match that had drawn more than just his attention.

Kassanda and Joran clashed, the firelight catching their unique armour, the garb of the Dragon Riders. Perhaps it was that, the detail in the scales of their pauldrons and vambraces that stirred Cob’s mind, taking him back to when he had seen so many that same armour. For just a moment, he was standing in the snowy fields outside Valgala, Androma at his side, as they confronted Baelon Vos and his Riders.

The ranger almost marvelled at how sharp the memory was, until Baelon’s words rang in his mind with all the clarity of the noises being created around him.

“Androma…” The Dragonlord had said. “The irony of your presence here does not escape me. I recall a time when you were the one fighting to tear down these walls.”

Cob brought it up there and then, reminding Androma of the exchange. “What did he mean by that?” he asked.

Discomfort rippled through the old Rider. How strange it was to see anything break through her stoical mask.

“He was speaking of my life before… before Maegar.” Her jaw locked into place for a moment, emotions warring just beneath the surface. “It was a time of unrest in Erador. Nothing like this,” she pointed out, gesturing at their surroundings. “A separatist faction arose, rebelling against the crown, against Blood Etragon.”

The ranger was looking at her now—really looking at her. It was truly incredible to think that she had lived through another time, that centuries had passed before her eyes, that she had touched a younger world. And yet there she stood, defiant even in the absence of Maegar.

“I was a member of this faction,” Androma continued. “We took our little rebellion to the Demetrium Mines, north of Sunhold. Of course, the Jainus implored the king to take swift and immediate action to protect their asset. He dispatched the Dragon Riders.”

“Baelon,” Cob said assumingly.

“Among others, yes. He executed the rebels. All of them.”

“But not you?”

“I was to be brought before the throne, in Valgala.”

Cob frowned. “Why?”

“Because my mother begged my father to spare my life, and he begged his brother… the king.”

Cob was sure he had misheard the old Rider. “The… king? Your uncle was the… King of Erador?”

Androma raised a finger to her lips. “It was of consequence then. It means nothing now.”

Cob licked his lips, sure that it most definitely meant something, he just couldn’t work it out. Until he looked at another Dragon Rider in their midst.

“It means you’re related to Joran,” he said quietly. “You both have Etragon blood in your veins.”

“The familial gulf between us could swallow all of Verda,” Androma pointed out. “As I said—it means nothing.”

There was nothing the ranger could do but stand there for a while, absorbing a piece of unbelievable history—indeed, the woman herself was a piece of history.

“So the king spared you and then—you became a Dragon Rider?”

Androma enjoyed a long breath before replying, “The other way around. On their way to the Demetrium Mines, a dragon called Veshka stopped to lay her eggs. She produced four of them. They were secured on her saddle, destined to be interred in Drakanan’s vaults. Maegar was among them. I bonded with him on the journey back to Valgala. It was unexpected by all, I can assure you.

“But it was just as well. My uncle, the king, intended to exile me. The path of the Dragon Rider wasn’t exactly exile, but it was the same outcome. As you well know, a Rider can claim no rights to titles or inheritance. I was removed from the line of succession and, instead, bound by oath. Thus ended the story of Androma Etragon.”

Again, Cob remained where he stood, accepting it all as best he could, if a little stunned. “And you won’t tell Joran?”

“Tell him what? That I’m some very distant cousin from a long dead era?” She shook her head. “There’s nothing to tell him.”

“However distant, you’re family. He doesn’t have anyone else.”

“No,” Androma replied, disagreeing. “He has you. And Kassanda. And all else whom he inspires to find the dragon heart within them.” The old Rider turned to the ranger. “You’re his family now.”

“Again,” Kassanda barked, drawing Cob’s attention beyond the campfire.

Joran was picking himself up, his back arching proud to adjust his spine. By the amount of dirt smeared across his hands and face, that wasn’t his first time on the ground.

Kassanda turned to face the young Rider, her sword kissing the air as she withdrew it in the same fluid movement.

Yamnomora clapped her hands together and rubbed them vigorously, a broad grin flashing her teeth. “Now ye’re talkin’! This is where it gets interestin’.”

It seemed the rest of the dwarven contingent agreed, huddling around Grarfath and Yamnomora to spectate on a sparring match that had just gone up a notch. Androma had also stepped away from the ranger, her staff tapping the side of a crate where she soon took a seat. Their conversation was apparently at an end. Rather than pursue it—to the old Rider’s ire—Cob hobbled his way over to the dwarves, who moved to offer him a log to sit on.

Only then did he notice Morgwyn resting on the edge of the camp, his dark purple scales blending into the night beyond. His purple eyes tracked every movement Joran made until Thessaleia dashed across the clearing to join him. Morgwyn’s demeanour changed in an instant. He went from being watchful protector to playful animal, pretending that Thessaleia’s initial leap was enough to bound him over. They then fell into some kind of game that involved Morgwyn trying to catch her while she scrambled across every inch of his body.

Joran didn’t hesitate to grab his mother’s atori blade, the short-sword coming up in a reversed grip. The Weavers’ silk glinted with flashes of bronze in the firelight.

“Silk of the Weavers,” Kassanda commented. “It will last longer than steel, but it will shatter against silvyr. Would you risk it?”

Joran hesitated, glancing at the blade that so obviously held sentimental value for him.

“He doesn’t need to,” Cob called out, garnering the eyes of all.

As The Green Leaf had once done for Joran, when sparring with the ranger on the slopes of The Spine, Cob cleaved the air with Yalaqin and tossed it towards the young Rider. Joran caught it effortlessly and even went on to wield it with the same casual ease, as if it weighed nothing at all.

“Steel?” Kassanda questioned sceptically.

“Aye,” Cob confirmed. “But steel that benefits from the enchantments of Aphrandhor The Green Leaf.”

Kassanda tilted her head in both acknowledgment and doubt. Then she lunged.

Both Riders fell into a dance that was almost too fast to observe. They darted in circles, intersecting with lashing steel and silvyr, the ring of which only served to pull more spectators in.

Yamnomora leaned in to the ranger. “Ol’ Green Leaf knew his way around a spell or two, I’ll give ’im that. But I don’ recall ’im ever blessin’ that sword with his magic. The lucky bugger found it that way. Like someone else I know,” she added with a chortle, her chin nodding at Grarfath and The Anther resting across his lap. “The rest o’ us ’ave got to make do, eh?”

Cob was rocked by the elbow she jabbed into his arm, the pain of which almost distracted him from his spiralling thoughts. “Aphrandhor wasn’t the one to strengthen the blade?” he asked, his long-standing assumption dissolving at speed.

“No,” Yamnomora confirmed, her eyes never straying from the duel. “He found it in a Skaramangian vault on eh… Carstane! That were it. This were years ago. Nearly got us all killed, mind ye,” she added with a hearty laugh. “Green Leaf knew how to put his foot in it.”

Cob was returned to the beginning of his day, awoken by memory. He looked at Joran again, watching him deflect and parry Kassanda’s blows with Yalaqin.

No…

With Dragon Foe.
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Skara had almost forgotten the feeling—what it was to tear through the heavens like a god.

Herragax cleaved the sky in two, a burning jewel of crimson fire against the pale northern sun. Her scales caught the light like molten glass, each beat of her vast wings sending ripples through the clouds. Scars from Kalaghan still marred the membrane, pale and ragged, but they only made her seem more terrible—more beautiful—as she broke through the mist to greet the endless blue above.

Beneath him, Skara felt the raw power coiled in her sinew and bone, the unrelenting force that defied gravity itself. She was alive in a way no human could ever be—her heart thundered in rhythm with the pulse of the great tree, the source from which all magic flowed.

A divine creation, he thought. A masterpiece of blood and scale.

If only they weren’t so cursed with thought.

That was the flaw. Not their insufferable righteousness, not their pathetic excuse for wisdom, not even their pride—no, it was the mind that spoiled the beast. The perfect dragon, in his eyes, would have the wits of a hound; loyal, fierce, and unthinking.

But it mattered little. Their doom was already written. Soon enough, Verda would remember dragons only in whispered legend—in tales told to children before sleep.

Until that day, he would make full use of their arrogance and their might. A dragon was still a weapon, after all. And he, their master, the only god left worthy of the sky who might wield them.

His shield flared as a particularly icy wind struck from the east, the same effect seen in Vander’s, who was seated in the forward position of Herragax’s saddle.

“We’re here!” the newly titled Dragonlord yelled over one shoulder.

“Take us down then!” Skara replied, his anticipation reaching new heights.

Herragax dipped her great head, the muscles along her neck rippling like waves across a crimson sea. Then, with a single, predatory motion, she folded her wings and fell.

The heavens shattered around them.

They plunged through the clouds, leaving the sun to burn alone above the veil. Golden fire gave way to shadow—grey mists swallowing them whole as they descended into the blizzard raging below.

Snow tore past in furious sheets, stinging against Skara’s shield, yet Herragax cut through it all like a spear of living flame. The world beneath was a muted thing, smothered under a suffocating blanket of white. All sound seemed stolen, save for the thunderous rhythm of the dragon’s wings—each beat a drum echoing across the dead sky.

She banked west, and through the storm’s breath it came into view.

A fortress.

A home.

Drakanan.

How many ages of men had come and gone since Skara’s eyes had last beheld it?

Even after all the centuries, the name alone carried weight. The memory struck him like an old wound reopened. Once, those halls had been his dominion. He had known every passage, every hidden stair, every echo that whispered through its veins—all etched into his mind as clearly as the pattern of scales between Malliath’s eyes. It had been more than a fortress—it had been his creation, his sanctuary, his throne.

Herragax glided down through the snow, careful to land on her back legs before her front right leg supported the rest of her bulk. The left leg was that of a dead husk now, a burnt tree that refused to fall. The black rot had spread under her chest and around her ribs, reaching along her neck as the red scales reached along Skara’s. The dragon naturally bent the infected leg, preventing it from taking any of her weight.

The Dark One’s experience was quite the opposite. He felt stronger where the scales had appeared, and his mind was finally taking some control of the memories that assaulted him without warning.

That wasn’t to say it was a pain-free ordeal. Topping the peaks of The Spine, a lancing sting had begun to stab at his back, tormenting his shoulder blades. And the ache in his jaw was an ever-present throbbing now, wracking his gums to the point of bleeding, to say nothing of the constant pain that twisted beneath his muscles, his organs transforming as much as everything else.

He needed Barad-Agin’s secrets—now.

But first… he needed protection.

Skara stood at the heart of the horseshoe canyon, his head tilting back until his neck ached, trying—and failing—to take it all in. The canyon walls curved around him in a colossal sweep, a natural coliseum of ancient stone, pockmarked with yawning caves large enough to cradle dragons. The sheer immensity of it pressed down upon him, a vast, unyielding embrace of the earth itself. It was a place built to remind mortals of their insignificance—a cathedral of stone where awe and fear were one and the same.

High upon the walls, the remnants of old grandeur clung to the rock—statues half-swallowed by time. Once, they had stood as tributes to glory—Riders cast in defiance, dragons frozen mid-flight, all immortalised in the mountain’s flesh. Now they were ghosts. Their faces smoothed to featureless masks, their wings splintered, their pride eroded grain by grain. Only the outlines remained, haunting echoes of a forgotten age, watching from the shadowed heights as if still guarding what the world had long since abandoned.

“Your Grace,” Vander called over the howling wind, the snows whipping around the horseshoe. “You haven’t told me why we’re here. You mentioned something about a lock…” The Dragon Rider’s gaze swept over Drakanan. “Is that why we’re here?”

Skara turned away to hide his contempt. That he should have to explain himself to anyone was absurd.

“We’ll get to that,” he replied. “First we must prepare.”

“Prepare?” Vander echoed, his expression likely as ridiculous as Skara imagined it to be. “What are we preparing for?”

Skara glanced at the pale sky, half-expecting to see obsidian scales gliding through the clouds. “You’ll see,” he answered ominously, making his way down the central path. “Am I not a king?” he asked, turning to walk backwards, arms outstretched theatrically. “Every king should have their royal guard, no?”

Vander looked eager to agree, if utterly lost as to how to respond.

“I would not be so arrogant as to expect the Dragon Riders to fulfil this duty,” Skara went on, pivoting to face the iron doors once more. “No,” he drawled, doing his best to ignore the pain burning across his back. “I would employ guards of my own making—loyal to the bone.”

“Who goes there?” a voice boomed from one of the caves above.

Skara looked up, eager to see the one who would speak so boldly in the presence of a dragon.

There were numerous faces looking back at him, however, peering out of the many hollows beneath bushy eyebrows, their jaws ringed with wild beards. Most notable among them were the crossbows, a dwarven invention to be sure, and quite devastating in battle. Skara had always admired their ingenuity, a trait likely born of their incompetence when it came to magic.

“I said, who goes there?” the voice demanded again.

The Dark One homed in on the dwarf now, locating him in the alcove directly above the iron doors—crossbow in hand. For just a moment, he saw Duun, son of Darl, before him, a flash of ancient memory that reminded him that even the dwarves had the potential to bond with a dragon, overcoming their natural-born resistance to magic.

What an interesting people they were.

Again, it was a shame about the intelligence.

“You speak with the king of Erador!” Skara responded. “And the man behind me is the lord of these halls! Beyond him is the immutable Herragax!” he was sure to add, always deliberate in his compliments, feeding the dragon’s pride while Vander ate away at her patience. “You stand before your betters, dwarf lords. Better that you bow, and we might forgive this grievous trespass.”

The vocal dwarf took immediate counsel from those around him. “We’ve permission from Master Kassanda Grey to be ’ere!” he said at last. “An’ she told us to keep all else out unless she were with ’em!” The dwarf made a point to look beyond Herragax. “I don’ see Master Grey, an’ ye don’ look like no king o’ Erador to me!”

Skara’s regal poise unraveled, his composure peeling away like old paint. As his shoulders sank, his shadow seemed to swell—stretching, darkening—until it filled the canyon like a living thing. The air itself recoiled. Snow halted mid-fall, flakes suspended in the frozen silence; the wind, moments ago howling through the cliffs, died as though strangled.

High above, the dwarves faltered. One by one, they shrank back from the precipice, their crossbows trembling in uncertain hands.

“You’re nothing but ants,” The Dark One hissed, his voice crawling through the canyon, echoing from every hollow cave and crevice. “Scrabbling in your little hill. Don’t say the Talakin didn’t offer you the mercy of civility.”

If not the mention of that most reviled name, then something in his tone—the weight of it, the cold promise beneath—broke their courage. The lead dwarf barked an order, desperate to mask his fear. The sound cracked through the stillness like lightning.

Dozens of strings loosed at once.

Bolts tore the air.

The Dark One did not move.

He stood amidst his own rage, his temper never more ignited than when he was denied. In his outrage, the magic at his command manifested intensely, scorching the ground around him. As the earth seethed, the snow blackened, and the stone split and steamed, the very air warping in the heat of his reckless fury. The arrows met that wrath mid-flight—each one erupting into cinders before touching his flesh.

He remained a sentinel amid the storm of his own making, unscathed, fists burning like coals in the windless dark.

Silence followed.

Not the natural quiet of snowfall or stone, but something deeper—a suffocating stillness that pressed against the lungs. Smoke curled from the ground where Skara stood, a black, spiralling mist that clawed at the air before vanishing into nothing.

Up on the cliffs, the dwarves stared, crossbows slack in their hands. The bravest among them tried to reload, but his fingers wouldn’t obey; they shook too violently, the bolt clattering uselessly to the ground. Others simply stood frozen, eyes wide, breaths quick and shallow.

They had heard the stories of the Talakin—whispers and fables of Duun’s greatest foe, of his temper and his power—but no tale had prepared them for this. This was no man. This was the storm given form, evil made flesh.

One dwarf fell to his knees as another simply turned and ran. All the while, Skara remained motionless below, his black cloak stirring though there was no wind, his presence alone enough to bend the air.

Then, slowly, he looked up.

And in that moment, every dwarf felt it—the unmistakable, primal certainty that they were prey, and he was the predator who had grown bored of the hunt.

Skara raised his clawed hand, fingers curling through the air as though seizing something unseen. The very atmosphere seemed to tighten around his grasp—an invisible pressure that made the canyon groan. Then, with a twist of his wrist, the iron doors shuddered.

The sound was like thunder trapped in metal. Bolts screamed. Hinges tore. The great doors convulsed as though caught in an unseen maelstrom, their steel faces warping, bending toward his hand.

With a sharp, contemptuous pull, Skara wrenched his arm back. He held nothing—only air—but the fortress obeyed. The massive doors were ripped from their sockets, flung aside like playthings. They crashed to the ground in a cacophony of shrieking iron and stone, sending tremors racing through the canyon floor.

Dust rose in great plumes, and the echoes rolled for miles.

And there stood Skara, unmoved amid the ruin, his hand still half-curled—as though the world itself remained within his grasp.

“I have come for what is mine,” he snarled, marching into Drakanan.

Adding to his furore, Herragax roared—a sound like a mountain breaking—and exhaled fury upon the world. Fire cascaded from her jaws, a river of molten light that devoured the canyon’s face. Stone blistered and screamed beneath the heat; metal ran like water. Those dwarves too slow or too proud to flee were caught where they stood, their cries snatched away by the roaring blaze. They burned like candles that wouldn’t go out, melting into the rock they once defended.

The Dark One did not linger to watch. He strode through the furnace of her wrath, cloak trailing smoke, his eyes fixed upon the fortress that had once been his. The ancient gates lay in ruin behind him as he crossed the threshold into the halls he had ordered built when the world was still young.

Inside, the corridor blazed with torchlight. The air shimmered with heat and the metallic tang of fear. A line of dwarves stood waiting—shields raised, spears levelled—each one trembling beneath the weight of his approach. They had prepared for battle; none had prepared for him. When he stepped into the light, they recoiled, instinct dragging them backward in perfect unison, as if their very souls sought distance.

Skara was smiling now, his anger having slipped into joy, an overriding emotion when entertaining his violent delights. Was there any feeling greater than that? Than dominating others with sheer power?

Wasn’t that his right?

In his human hand, he summoned the axe that had once spelled his doom, the glyphs and fine shards glowing fiery orange while in the presence of the vambrace on his arm. With the other hand, he raised his black claws and flicked his fingers as if shooing a fly. The torches went out. Herragax’s bulk covered the entrance behind him, shutting out any precious light, save for the soft glow of the axe, which Skara kept in constant motion.

“Stay together,” one of them quavered, his final word garbled by his own scream.

More followed.

A single breath—sharp, cold, drawn through teeth.

A hiss of steel warping in sudden heat.

The shatter of shields splitting like bark struck by lightning.

A stifled cry, swallowed too soon.

The crack of bone.

The clang of a spear as it struck stone and rolled.

Then only the slow drip of something thick upon the floor.

When the echoes finally died, the torches were permitted to burn again, revealing Skara and his bloody axe, a ring of dwarven corpses surrounding him.

He moved on, hooded and cloaked in shadow like a Wraith. He cut down any unfortunate enough to cross his path, be them armed or not—be them children or not. He imagined every one of them to be Duun, a foe that had dogged his past, interfered in his conquest, and even witnessed his first death at the hands of Gelakor. That hate fuelled him, urging him on if only to find more victims.

Ascending to the next level, the passages filling with the stench of burnt hair and scorched leather, The Dark One came face to face with the very dwarf who had barred his way and ordered his death. Panic creased what features could be seen through his hair and beard, his fear anchoring him to the spot while those by his side turned and fled.

“Every step you take is a trespass on my land,” Skara explained, his words dripping with wicked intent as he came to rest the head of the axe on the dwarf’s shoulder. “By right, I could execute you all.”

“P… P… Please,” the dwarf stammered, his eyes welling with tears as his dread took root in his gut.

“Where is it?” Skara asked him.

The dwarf swallowed hard to get the lump out of his throat. “Where’s… what?”

“I had a little… chat with the spymaster of Erador,” Skara replied, stroking the dwarf’s beard with the blade of his axe. “Imagine my surprise when I found out the dwarves of Morthil have claimed Drakanan. Now imagine how bewildered I was—how betrayed I felt—when I then learned that those same dwarves were hiding the bones of a god.”

The dwarf’s eyes widened in revelation.

“Yes,” Skara drawled. “Those bones. They belong to me. Where are they?”

Admirably, if foolishly, a shard of courage managed to pierce the dwarf’s terror. It could first be seen in his eyes before his entire demeanour pulled on the same thread.

“Master Grey said we were to⁠—”

The Dark One discovered the end of his patience. His dragon hand snapped out and grasped the dwarf by his throat, heaving him bodily from the floor and pinning him against the wall. Skara didn’t question him further but, instead, used the power of the vambrace to probe his memories.

The dwarves had been busy since settling into Drakanan. They had already restarted the forges, mined for necessary materials in the local quarry, and foraged the surrounding areas. They really were like ants.

Dismissing the useless memories into oblivion, Skara burrowed his way through until he finally saw a large cart draped in tarpaulin—it was outside.

“My apologies,” he said, with something close to embarrassment—in truth he was mildly amused. “I needn’t have made all this fuss after all. I shall see myself out.”

The Dark One released him, allowing the dwarf to fall in a heap at the base of the wall, face flushed with blood. “I shall return in due course,” he called back. “So we might discuss your place in my new kingdom.”

Striding past a somewhat perplexed-looking Vander, Skara continued to cross the canyon floor, making for the cave in the south. It was just as he had seen it inside the dwarf’s mind, a large cart of Andaren design, its contents concealed by a taut tarpaulin. The Dark One walked along side it, his dragon hand hovering over the wood as if he could already feel the bones inside.

As he had with the iron doors, Skara snatched his hand at the air and dragged the covering off with an unseen spell. He quickly mounted one of the wheels, using a spoke to prop himself up.

There it was, a piece of his own history lying still atop a bed of hay. The skeleton was intact, if not all in the right place. With something akin to love, he peered down at the sloping, pointed skull, notably absent any eye sockets. He didn’t need to scrutinise the thousands of runes and glyphs etched into the bones to know he looked upon Meliax.

He reached in and ran one finger along the mandible. “Soon, my child,” he said soothingly, vowing in his heart to reunite Meliax with his brothers.

“What is that?” Vander questioned as Skara strode back into the canyon, one side of his face alight in the flames of Herragax’s fires.

The Dark One ignored him and looked to the dragon instead. “The skeleton in that cart is one of four. We will need all of them if we are to secure our future.”

Herragax grunted an affirmative, accepting his words without explanation—such was the power of their bond now. She trusted him implicitly, his very existence a lifeline she couldn’t do without.

“Let us make haste then,” he instructed. “We can rest after we cross the border.”

Vander made a quick step to join him. “Border, Your Grace? Where are we going?”

The Dark One turned to offer the Dragonlord a devilish smile. “To Andara, of course.”
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The cold rush of the heavens was the only thing keeping Baelon conscious. The wind tore past him in roaring gusts, chilling the sweat that clung stubbornly to his skin. Though the days of rest had restored enough strength for him to climb back onto Kalaghan’s saddle and take to the skies, every heartbeat betrayed the truth—he was still broken.

Each breath came sharp and uneven. The world swayed around him in fits of dizziness, colours bleeding at the edges of his vision. Beneath his arm, the wound throbbed with every wingbeat, a dull, relentless ache that mocked his supposed recovery. The phantom weight of his lost hand haunted him—an absence that burned more fiercely than fire.

His accelerated healing couldn’t truly erase the toll. He had lost too much blood—too much of himself. Even now, he could feel his strength ebbing, drip by drip, as if it was the sky leaching the life from his veins.

Still, he held fast to one of the horned handles jutting from the head of his saddle. Because if he let go, the fall would finish what the blade had started.

Kalaghan banked around to the west, bringing The Tower of Jain into view, a colossus of white stone standing before the sheer walls of Erador’s greatest mountains. From the heart of the citadel, encircled by smaller spires and domed observatories, the main tower stood monstrously tall, a pale monolith brimming with the pride of wizards. Its walls were polished to a mirror sheen, each tier ringed by terraces where banners of deep indigo hung motionless in the still air, each displaying the Jainus sigil—a four-pointed star.

On his approach, it looked to Baelon less like a building than a scar upon the world—a perfect, vertical wound cut into the sky. The hewn stone reflected every glimmer of light that dared to touch it. Kalaghan noted the lack of wildlife. No birds circled above it. No trees grew near its shadow. The tower simply was, a sheer and seamless pillar that sprouted from the earth, its base fused to the bedrock like something that clawed its way up rather than being built by human hands.

Not that human hands had anything to do with the tower’s construction.

From sky or land, the Giants could not be missed. Thirty feet of flesh and muscle, they moved like living mountains, each step sending tremors through the earth. Their arms, thick as oaks, lifted stones carved by wizard hands—obelisks that would crush any lesser being. With tools the size of horses, they climbed scaffolds hewn from whole trees, rising ever higher toward the heavens.

Amid the thunder of their labour—the grinding of stone, the rumble of voices like avalanches—they set monumental slabs atop the already constructed wall encircling the Jainus domain. Baelon watched in awe, estimating the fortification to stand twice the height of Valgala’s proudest walls, a bastion fit to withstand Kaliban Himself.

One of the Giants spotted Kalaghan, his enormous arm and pointed finger shooting into the sky as he bellowed something in his savage language. His kin ceased their labours and turned to offer bared teeth and spitting sneers, their tools raised like weapons.

We had better land, Baelon advised. We come as friends, after all.

We come as kings, Kalaghan reminded him.

The dragon descended in a thunder of wings, the air splitting beneath him as he fanned out and struck the ground several hundred feet from the gates. Dust and snow spiralled outward in the downdraft, revealing the doors at last—twin walls of sable iron, carved with runes that crawled like veins of light across their surfaces. Even at such a distance, Baelon could feel them—wards that bled heat and power, ancient enchantments pulsing like a heartbeat beneath the mountain’s skin.

He craned his neck, searching for the smaller buildings he knew should be there, but the fortress offered nothing. Only the tower rose before him—immense, impossible, vanishing into the clouds like a spear of white stone. A city turned upright. He could almost hear it breathing—the murmur of scholars buried in their tomes, the rustle of parchment, the whisper of spells too fragile to be spoken aloud. How the wizards toiled in their secret halls, always scrabbling for more magic in the dark, unchained by gods and kings. They were among the most blessed humans in all of Erador—the wretched, back-stabbing, scheming fiends that they were.

Baelon didn’t trust any of them.

A rhythmic quake rolled across the valley, each step a deep and distant drum. Two shapes emerged from the mist—Giants, towering and deliberate, their footfalls cracking the earth. They did not charge. Each carried tools bound at the hip, belts broad enough to girdle oaks. Unarmed, perhaps—but never harmless.

Kalaghan growled low, a rumble that rolled through the soil and up through Baelon’s bones. The Giants paid no heed. They advanced in grim silence while the wizards above—tiny specks atop the distant battlements—watched their approach.

Only as they got closer did the Dragonlord see that both Giants were gripping something over a shoulder each.

Chains, Kalaghan reported.

The air groaned as the links tightened. The Giants braced, muscles bulging, and with a single, thunderous heave, they pulled.

The warded gates screamed against their hinges, the sound echoing through the valley like the roar of some waking god. Slowly—agonisingly—the great doors began to open. The threshold was vast and empty. They were not to receive any pageantry or pomp, but it was an invitation all the same.

Kalaghan kept a close eye on the two Giants that followed in their wake, until the companions were passing beneath the overbearing archway. So tall were those doors that another fully-grown dragon could have passed through atop Kalaghan’s shoulders.

This doesn’t feel right, the dragon stated warily. The Jainus have never extended an invitation to see beyond their walls. Kalaghan sniffed at the air while his sharp eyes scrutinised all that he could see. Since their formation, the wizards have conducted their business with us outside the gates.

What choice do we have? Baelon countered. They have the information we seek.

The gates began to close behind them, the way shut by the same Giants who had opened them. It was not a bother to the companions, who could simply fly up and be free of the citadel in a matter of seconds. At least that’s what the Dragonlord reminded himself of.

The campus was dotted with lawns, immaculate hedges, and flowerbeds that housed plants Baelon had never seen before—and all tended to by young wizards, their hands hovering around the fauna, shaping it with magic. It seemed a countless collection of buildings and bridges beyond them, though the purpose of any one of them was a mystery to the Dragonlord.

Baelon…

Kalaghan’s ominous tone sharpened his attention, directing him to the obvious fact that had initially escaped him. There was no snow. No ice. Not even a frigid breeze.

Baelon glanced back, neck craned. Even winter can’t get past these walls, he remarked.

“Greetings, Dragonlord.”

Even Kalaghan was startled, the young boy having seemingly appeared from nowhere. With a mop of coppery hair and a face of light freckles, the little wizard stood before them in the light grey robes of an initiate, and without a trace of fear. Baelon couldn’t recall anyone standing in Kalaghan’s shadow with such a beaming smile.

“Greetings…”

The boy smiled all the more. “If you would follow me, I will take you to the Magus.”

With his pleasant smile, the boy turned on his heel and set off down the wide path. They passed initiates in grey and fully-fledged wizards in shaded indigo, whether they were tending to the gardens or moving from one building to another, scrolls and books piled in hand. None gave the visitors more than a cursory glance.

With his wounded arm still pressed closely to his chest, Baelon looked again at the tower that rose before him. The Magus would be somewhere near its apex, where grand suites and luxurious standards would place him above it all. The Dragonlord sighed quietly to himself—it would take all day to get up there.

The boy stopped by the corner of a grassy plot, surprising the companions again.

“Thank you, Andrid,” said the old man crouched in the dirt, his long white beard having captured clumps of mud and blades of grass.

The boy—Andrid—offered one final beam of a smile and strode away, returning to whatever his duties were when he wasn’t greeting Dragon Riders.

The old man half-turned over one shoulder, the winter sun bouncing off his naked scalp. “The Singilus,” he croaked, gesturing at the red-petalled flower in front of him, its stem spiked with black thorns. “One of our initiates made the mistake of planting it beside the Brightbane.” With the back of a bony finger, he stroked one of the amber petals that bloomed from the head of the flower next to the Singilus. “They can co-exist for a time, but they are both an aggressive adaptation of their predecessors—their clash is inevitable. The Singilus will begin to reach out, invading the Brightbane’s territory. The vines will strangle it until the stem withers and snaps. The Singilus, however, cannot be transplanted without dying. And so it is left to the Brightbane to sacrifice its place and find new life elsewhere…”

As he described the latter, his hands coiled through the air, fingers dancing delicately in time with his spell. The Brightbane rose from the flowerbed with a bulb of soil still surrounding its web of roots. With care, he levitated the amber-petalled plant to one side, where a wizard in indigo was waiting to take custody with a spell of his own.

“Among the Sagefires, I think,” the old man suggested, nodding to the gardens in the south.

Still without turning to greet the visitors, the aged wizard flexed his left hand and summoned the tall, wide-brimmed hat that boasted a pointed top with a slightly drooping curve. Its edges were frayed, but the brim was so large that the damage couldn’t prevent it from casting his face in shadow.

“Well met, Dragonlord,” he said, turning at last. “I am Magus Eldric. I don’t believe we’ve ever had the pleasure…”

He was taller than Baelon had expected, his aged voice and bony hands lending to the image of a diminutive figure. Meeting the Dragonlord eye to eye, the Magus had to tilt his head in order to reveal his entire face, upon which two lines of runes had been tattooed into his skin, creating a thread of glyphs beneath each eye, ending somewhere inside his beard.

His robes, marred with mud around the knees and cuffs of his voluminous sleeves, were a deep red to match his enormous hat, both of which benefited from accents of gold and yellow. The real beauty to his clothing, of course, was invisible to the naked eye. That didn’t stop Baelon from running studious eyes over the robes, searching for any sign of the Demetrium threads woven into the fabric. Their presence allowed the Magus, and all robed within those walls, to wield their magic with finesse and control. Without it, they were chaotic and a danger even to themselves.

Baelon hesitated when the Magus held out his right hand in greeting.

“Ah,” Eldric voiced, grey eyes landing on the bandaged wound at the end of the Dragonlord’s wrist. “My apologies. That looks recent,” he added with concern, moving off from the garden. “Come, we have something for that. I’m afraid we are yet to regrow entire limbs, but there are balms that can stave off infection and promote healing. Come, come.”

Again, Baelon hesitated. This was not what he had expected.

He quick-stepped to join the Magus. “Are you aware of events beyond this tower?”

“Of course,” the Magus replied casually. “Just as I know you are the Dragonlord of Drakanan—Baelon Vos!” he announced with some gravitas. “You met my predecessor, you know. He was only a boy at the time, mind you, not much older than our Andrid. Still, he spoke of meeting you as one might speak of meeting a god. This way, please.”

Baelon’s response died on his lips, his neck craning once more as they approached the main entrance to the tower. The doors were already open, each as massive as those that had permitted them entry beyond the walls. Indeed, a Giant was departing the interior only moments before they stepped over the threshold, and without the need to duck.

As expected, it was palatial inside, supported by pillars as wide as houses, their impossible length decorated with intricate relief. It was, no doubt, the work of lifetimes likely condensed into a matter of weeks or months thanks to magic and the strength of Giants. A web of stairwells and bridges connected every corner of the hexagonal interior, offering little more than slivers of what lay in the daunting heights.

“I’m afraid this is as far as Kalaghan can go,” the Magus informed them, gesturing at the human-sized passage they were to take. “You are, of course, welcome to rest here or move about the campus as you will.” The old wizard didn’t wait for a response, his red robes swishing in his wake.

I don’t like this, the dragon said. Get what we need—and quickly.

Baelon accompanied the Magus through a series of hallways, seeing how many of them branched off into various laboratories. It seemed something spectacular was occurring in every chamber, with flashing lights, cracks of thunder, the roars of fires, and barking spells. Numerous wizards wandered past them, always pausing to step aside and bow in reverence to the Magus. Some were in the presence of floating books, their pages turned by invisible fingers, while others moved with the utmost care as they transported vials of exotic liquids in a suspended spell.

“We don’t get many visitors,” the Magus remarked, turning his head to spy the Dragonlord with a single eye. “I have to ask—what has brought you to our fair tower?”

“Bragen Pendain,” Baelon said, naming the personality Skara had inhabited before his fractured mind took on the persona of Gallien Drakalis. “He stole the vambrace from The Silver Trees of Akmar some decades ago.”

“You know of the vambrace?” the Magus responded. “My oh my, you have been busy, dear Dragonlord.”

“My interest lies with the man who stole it.”

“Oh, I recall the man,” Eldric said. “I was several stations away from my current position, but I was privy to the inner circle. Bragen Pendain caused quite the ruckus, I can tell you.”

“I need to know where your manhunt ended,” Baelon told him. “I need to know where your hunters captured him.”

“That’s a very unusual thing to query,” Eldric noted, his curiosity morphing into suspicion. “What is your fascination with the man? We captured him, after all, and safely returned the vambrace to its rightful place in the forest.”

“It is the business of my order. That is all you need to know, Magus.”

“Indeed.” The Magus continued down the passage, lips pursed as he pressed one finger to his mouth. “Let me think, where was it? Where was it? On the other side of the mountains, I believe. The gorge…”

“The Giant’s Throat.”

“That’s it. He was found north of there, among the Ruins of…” The Magus paused, lightly tapping his brow. “Ah, yes—Gelakor. The Ruins of Gelakor.”

That name was a knock at the door of Baelon’s oldest memories, those past on by Kalaghan’s ancestors . “The Ruins of Gelakor?” he echoed.

“You haven’t heard of them?”

Baelon never appreciated his lack of anything being pointed out. “There are many ruins in this world, Magus, I am yet to have a chance to see them all.”

A pair of teenagers—initiates both—stationed at the end of the passage, opened the double doors just in time for the Magus to enter the room beyond. It didn’t escape Baelon that neither of the young men were truly required for such a role when the man in question could open any door with the flick of a finger. It reminded the Dragonlord that a strict hierarchy existed inside the Jainus order, and the one at the top enjoyed his place there.

Baelon came to a natural stop after entering the final chamber, the doors closing lightly behind him. He didn’t need to be told that he was in the Magus’s personal study, a sanctum of learning, experimentation, and archival knowledge. Set over three levels, they had entered on the middle floor, where a railing curved round into the room’s circular shape and offered a view both up and down. The highest floor appeared to be reserved for books alone, though their number had grown beyond the shelving capacity, resulting in piles of tomes and leather-bound volumes.

The middle floor was occupied by an assortment of supplies, be they ingredients, tools, or equipment. They lined the shelves or sat exposed in open crates, offering the Magus everything he could possibly need to push the boundaries of magic.

The lowest floor, to which Eldric had already begun his descent, was home to his central desk, though it could hardly be seen for all the parchments scattered across its surface, each depicting formulations, observances, and all manner of crafting practices. Surrounding it were numerous workstations and active cauldrons, a hotbed of experiments and arcana.

It was nothing Baelon hadn’t seen before in his nine hundred years. Indeed, there was little left to surprise the experienced Rider.

Then he noticed the tall windows.

The glass itself was unremarkable, but the view… The Dragonlord ignored the steps he had intended to take and, instead, wandered over to the nearest window, eyes narrowing as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing. It had to be an illusion, if a good one, for he was now looking out on the snowy vista that stretched out beyond the Jainus domain. Far below, at about the size of his thumb, the Giants could be seen going about their labours atop the wall.

“We’re at the top of the tower,” he muttered, before turning to peer down at the Magus, to whom he repeated himself.

“It’s quite the view, isn’t it?” Eldric replied casually, his hands guiding equipment and ingredients atop one of the workstations. “Do come down, won’t you? I should like to take a look at that wound.”

Baelon tore himself away from the view and made his way down to the lowest level, his eyes glancing back at the doors suspiciously. “How can we be at the top?” he demanded. “We entered only minutes ago.”

“The how of it might go over your head—I mean no disrespect,” the Magus was quick to add. “I merely mean to convey that those bonded to dragons enjoy a more… instinctual attachment to magic. The rest of us must strive to peel back its many layers and make sense of our findings—if we don’t get killed in the process, of course.” Eldric waved a hand, and the chair beside the workstation drew out. “Please, take a seat.”

Baelon accepted the chair and placed his wounded arm over the table top. “You have magic that can traverse great distances in a single step?” There was a notable tone of judgment in the Dragonlord’s voice.

“Hmm,” the wizard voiced, unravelling the makeshift bandage Baelon had applied days earlier. “Such magic displeases you,” he surmised. “Perhaps you have long enjoyed being the only ones who can traverse great distances at speed.”

“No,” Baelon immediately protested, though he winced as the bandage touching his wound was carefully folded back. “It displeases me that you possess magic that could aid the realm—the war effort. We could move our forces across the country with ease. Move resources and supplies, food for the hungry⁠—”

The Magus barked a laugh. “Do the hungry concern you, Dragonlord? The survivors of Valgala must pose quite the dilemma for you then. There must be thousands of hungry people, all braving winter’s bite after your fires have burned their homes to the ground.”

Baelon stared at him, hardly noticing the green paste being applied to his wound. “You know.”

The Magus nodded along, though his attention still looked to be fixed on the wound. “You saw your opportunity, and you took it—I applaud that. Kaliban knows we do exactly the same thing inside these walls.”

“And where were the Jainus in Valgala’s time of need?” Baelon asked accusingly. “Your order has sworn fealty to the throne, yet you were notably absent when the king was brought to his knees.”

Eldric curled back Baelon’s sleeve and began to rub some kind of smooth purple cream over the skin—it felt unnaturally cold to the Dragonlord, yet the soothing aftereffect was undeniable.

“You should have kept biding your time,” the Magus answered, cryptically sidestepping the Dragonlord’s question. “That’s what you’ve been doing, yes? Waiting for the right moment to strike, when both east and west were at their weakest. And why wouldn’t you? What’s a century or two when you’re immortal?”

A small wooden mortar and pestle floated over to rest beside the wizard’s elbow, the pestle grinding unseen contents of its own accord. Eldric used a tiny bronze spoon to remove what looked like golden fragments from inside the mortar. A dash of his hand sprinkled them across the green paste, smothering Baelon’s wound.

“Alas, immortal or not, you’re still just a man. Again, I mean no disrespect, Dragonlord. ’Tis a fact. I too fall prey to our needs. Chiefly, our need for more. There’s always more, isn’t there? To be content is to roll over and die.” The Magus chuckled to himself. “What did he offer you, I wonder, the one who calls himself king now. More magic? More control? Weapons of power perhaps?” Eldric saw the truth of it on his face. “Ah, yes. They are exquisite creations, I don’t blame you. I would say your true failing was in trusting him, but it was arrogance, yes? You thought you could kill him, if it came to it. I’m afraid you don’t amass a reputation—nay, a legend—like The Dark One’s without the clout to make it so.”

“How?” Baelon uttered incredulously. “How could you know… any of that?”

The Magus smiled proudly through his beard. “Our Andaren cousins, of course.”

A sinking sensation began to bore through the Dragonlord’s gut. “What?”

“As you can see,” the Magus replied, gesturing at the materials beside him, “we have mastered Andaren alchemy. I would even go so far as to say we have improved upon it. One such potion is employed regularly in the imperial palace in Aran’saur. Andaren guards ingest it in shifts due to its potency, but while in use, the potion allows the guards to blend in with their environment, making them invisible even to your keen eyes. I’m assuming you didn’t see them?”

Baelon tried not to appear so lost, but that was exactly how he felt. “See them?”

“They were in the throne room during your little coup. Their reports are on my desk,” he added, glancing at the many parchments.

“Impossible,” Baelon croaked.

The Magus gave a little laugh. “Once yes, but not anymore. We surpassed the Andaren clerics decades ago. A handful of our initiates could take Aran’saur in an afternoon.”

“Decades,” Baelon echoed. “You have the magic to end this war and you…” He could hardly find the words to voice his outrage. “Why?” he growled. “Why have you done nothing?”

The Magus went on to raise a few droplets from a water bowl—each suspended beneath his outstretched finger—and deposit them over the cream on Baelon’s skin. “Is that condemnation I hear in your voice?” he asked, unravelling a new roll of bandages with the twist of a wrist. “Surely not from you, Dragonlord. You were the first to do nothing. Was it not Baelon Vos who took control of the Dragon Riders? Was it not Baelon Vos who laid down his oaths to the throne? Was it not Baelon Vos who stepped away from the war, waiting for the right moment to seize it all?” The wizard didn’t need to touch the bandages to knot them together.

“Perhaps I should be thanking you,” Eldric suggested, walking around the table now. “I don’t think it even occurred to us that we could simply… do nothing. But a hundred years ago, you showed us the way. At the same time, we saw you for the threat you really were—all the Riders. Without the king to keep you in line, you become chaos incarnate. With your dragons and your magic, you could take Erador without so much as a scratch. And Andara… Their Vahlken and Aegres have proved quite the enemy, but they take too long to train, and too many die in the process. Your victory in the west would be inevitable.

“And where would that leave us?” the Magus continued, hands raised to the walls around them. “How many crowns must you wear before turning your sights on the Jainus? We couldn’t risk waiting to find out, I’m afraid. Unlike you, however, we haven’t just been biding our time. We have been preparing.”

Baelon rose from his chair with righteous fury pumping through his veins. His vision immediately shifted sideways. Banging into the corner of the workstation, he doubled over, his face landing amidst the ingredients and tools, spilling water over the edge. He tried to focus his sight on the Magus, only to discover there were two of him, both weaving in and out of each other.

“What… what have you done… to me?” His words came out just as ragged as his breath.

“Ah… There’s that arrogance again. It betrays you, Baelon. Surely nine hundred years of instincts told you this had to be some kind of trap. Yet you walked in all the same, bold as brass, confident that you could overcome any and all.”

Eldric picked up the mortar and poured the golden fragments across the table Baelon was clinging to.

“Compliments of our friend the Singilus plant,” he explained smugly. “I told you it was aggressive.”

Baelon groaned and slipped from the table, his body landing in a heap on the cold floor. “I’m going… I’m going to kill… you.”

“I think not.” The Magus came to stand over him. “What of Kalaghan though?” he asked, a notch of amateur theatrics about him. “Have you reached out to him? Does he know you’re in need? Please—try.”

Baelon didn’t need to. Kalaghan would already know. In fact, he was likely homing in on his location that very second. He looked to the window, expecting to see several tons of dragon come crashing through the stone.

Nothing.

There wasn’t even a sense of alarm from Kalaghan. Baelon probed that part of his mind where the bond was so easily accessed and found naught but a void.

“Can you hear him?” the Magus pressed. “Anything? I should like to know for my notes. I imagined it to be the sound of a breeze passing through an empty room. Looking at your blank face, though, I would say it’s like nothing at all, hmm? Just silence. Just you.”

Baelon could taste rot in the back of his mouth as the colours began to fade from the world. “What… have you… done?”

“I am presented with an opportunity. So I’m going to do exactly what you did, Dragonlord. I’m going to take it.”


14
HARAN’S TOWN


Sweeping over the convoy, Joran had a good view of the plains that carpeted Erador’s southern lands, the last of the grasses before the sands of Qalanqath bathed the realm in a dry and bitter ocean. Shifting in his saddle, he looked down on Haran’s Town, a collection of some fifty buildings nestled against the edge of The Gelding Forest.

Even though his eyes couldn’t boast anything even close to Morgwyn’s vision, Joran could still make out Cob and Thessaleia on the fringes of the caravan as it dispersed across the fields outside the town. He wanted to check in with them, to see how the ranger’s wounds were getting on and whether Thessaleia had everything she needed. They were in good company at least, seated in the back of a supply cart with Grarfath while Yamnomora minded the horses. They were good people—they were all good people.

How reassuring it was to be amongst such folk, be it in the individuals he considered to be friends or the men and women of both the Kedradi and homeguard. It reminded him of his willing blindness, that he had chosen to ignore his instincts regarding Baelon Vos and the others.

Rise above it, Morgwyn said soothingly, flexing his wings that much more. What good is it to be immortal if we can’t embrace change? A hundred years from now and we will be different creatures again, moulded and shaped by our experiences—by our choices. You must learn to put the past behind you. Only then can you meet the days to come.

The wisdom of Morgwyn’s mother was undeniable, her memories and experiences layering the young dragon’s subconscious, always feeding his thoughts and decisions. Joran was grateful. He felt constantly reminded by those around him that he was painfully young and inexperienced. His bond to the ancient Icerys was a boon, another weapon or piece of armour to aid him.

Morgwyn’s shadow rippled over those below, including Garganafan, who had yet to fly since arriving at Warth, several days ago. His white scales were still dulled by blood and ash, his wounds easily seen from above. So too was the king, riding alone in Kassanda’s saddle where he could observe everything around them for miles.

There were still words to be had between them—between father and son. Joran hadn’t needed to avoid the man, their day to day lives demanding so much from both. But it was coming.

You don’t get to choose your father, Morgwyn told him, sensing his lingering thoughts. That doesn’t mean you have to let him in either.

In truth, Joran didn’t feel like he needed Edris Etragon in any capacity where his emotions were concerned. Just as he didn’t feel the need to seek out a wife or have children. His bond to Morgwyn was enough, a cord of true contentment. Whatever he felt, it didn’t subtract from the fact that he was the prince of Erador by blood, something that needed addressing one way or another.

As the light began to fade in the west, cut by the mountains, the makeshift camp swept around Haran’s Town, blocking the road and view alike with dotted fires and rising smoke. The soldiers of north and south blended together, welcoming each other into their private huddles. Not to be dispirited on the trek, the men and women shared their jokes, food, and games—anything that would keep up morale.

The latter was ever under threat by the wounded among them, who cried out into the night, their pains following them from Valgala. Then there was the threat of those who tracked them every step of the way. Neither Morgwyn nor Garganafan had sighted Parthagon, Karsak, or the army that trailed them. But they were coming. There would be no stopping Karsak so long as they kept Rengyr as a prisoner.

Joran had to remind himself that was the plan.

Walking among the various tents, Joran laid eyes on the traitorous Dragon Rider. Tightly bound and gagged, Rengyr was being carried in one large Andaren hand. Slait caught sight of Joran and paused in Kassanda’s wake so he might offer the young Rider a sneering glare—they had a duel to finish. Interrupted by one of Morgwyn’s enhanced growth spurts, the zealot had, instead, taken his opportunity to escape when imprisoned in Baelon’s camp.

“Keep up,” Kassanda called back sternly—the only one among them who could combat Rengyr’s magic should he be so foolish as to use it.

Joran was confident that Slait would snap the Rider’s neck first anyway.

The Dawn Sword snorted and hoisted the Rider by his chains before falling in behind her.

“Come along, Joran,” Kassanda beckoned. “The king’s business is your business now.”

Along with Androma, Yamnomora and Grarfath were waiting for them by the entrance to Haran’s Town, their small contingent of hardy dwarves already crowding the local tavern. Indeed, everywhere was crowded, the convoy flooding the streets just as it had in Warth, a pressure that would inevitably burst if they didn’t move on in good time.

“Are ye sure ye want us in on this?” Yamnomora asked, her neck craned to look up at the marching Kassanda.

“Whether you can contribute or not,” the Rider replied, “I would have the king keep you and your people in mind. He already owes you his life, but kings can take such a thing for granted. They’re accustomed to the protection—it’s expected.”

“Thank ye,” Yamnomora responded earnestly. Grarfath patted her on the shoulder, and the two dwarves shared a reassuring smile.

His orders given, Slait dumped Rengyr outside the office of the town governor and went on to sit atop him, dagger in hand. The rest of them filed past the homeguard standing watch at the doors and entered the chambers of the governor, who passed them by in a trailing green cloak.

Joran shifted to allow the man his swift departure.

Scanning the room, he quickly discovered Queen Hurelia standing by the edge of the governor’s desk, her brother, Cob, by her side. Thessaleia was scrambling along the top of an armchair in the corner, testing her balance by the look of it. As he would, in his bid to display ultimate authority, King Edris was seated behind the governor’s desk, a pained look on his face.

“I cannot convince Governor Toiken,” he lamented. “Queen Hurelia kindly offered them a place among us and refuge in New Nithrael, but the governor assures us the people of Haran’s Town would rather seek shelter in The Gelding Forest, and wait out the traitor army.”

“You could command them,” Joran said pointedly.

His lack of decorum, however, earned him a glare from Kassanda.

“I mean to say, Your Grace, could you not order them to accompany us—for their safety?”

King Edris looked at him a moment longer than was expected. “I could, yes. But Governor Toiken knows his people better than I do. Just as they know the surrounding area, I imagine. We must trust their judgment on the matter.”

“The governor mentioned some caves at the base of The Spine,” Queen Hurelia added to the subject.

“That’s quite the trek for a whole town,” Kassanda opined.

“They intend to leave at dawn,” Edris informed her. “As well we should too.”

“How fairs our prisoner?” Queen Hurelia enquired.

“Slait hasn’t murdered him yet, Your Highness,” Kassanda reported with a subtle shrug.

“I don’t like keeping that mad dog around,” King Edris uttered, his gaze cast to the murky window.

It occurred to Joran then that his father knew well of Slait, his history shared with Ilithranda’s. His mother had likely told the king of The Dawn Sword’s wicked nature, though the Andaren wore it on his sleeve.

Kassanda straightened a notch. “I assure you, Your Grace, I have a firm hold of his leash.”

“See that you do, Master Grey. Having a wolf among the sheep isn’t good for morale.”

“Has Rengyr said anything more concerning Baelon Vos?” the Kedradi queen asked.

“I have questioned him several times, Your Highness,” Kassanda answered. “He refuses to talk.”

“But you believe him?” King Edris pressed. “Baelon Vos has been usurped.”

Androma shifted beside Kassanda, moving her staff. “Vander could not best Baelon in combat, Your Grace. If Garek and Rengyr speak the truth, then Vander was aided in such a feat. There was only one other in that throne room capable of challenging the Dragonlord.”

“The Dark One,” Edris intoned. “You believe he is now in league with Vander, just as he was with Baelon?”

“You give Vander too much credit, Your Grace. The Dark One is his master now.”

“That means Skara Pendain is in command of the surviving Dragon Riders,” Kassanda concluded grimly.

“They know power when they see it,” Androma pointed out. “They are wise enough to fear.”

“And foolish enough to bend to it,” Kassanda added.

What did that say of their enemy? Joran thought, his resilience tested by the truth of it. That their enemy could command dragons and Riders by fear alone. He saw it happen all over again. Lightning, blood red, erupting from Skara’s hands with unbridled power. Oaken was struck by that power and brought down in a smoking heap, defenceless against the sword that would be plunged through his skull.

“What I have been trying to understand,” Androma went on, “is why they are pursuing us at all. If The Dark One is truly the master of Vander and the others, why have them lead the traitors in a chase across the world?”

“To be rid of the greatest threat,” Queen Hurelia posed, and confidently so.

“I mean no disrespect, Your Highness, but the Kedradi threat pales in comparison to the Andaren threat. The Dark One has but one army, and he has sent them into a fight that will surely deplete their numbers, if not wipe them out altogether. Skara Pendain is supposed to be a master strategist—he conquered the world once. I can’t understand why he would risk his only force in a battle he doesn’t need to fight.”

“Perhaps he doesn’t wish to be flanked,” Hurelia suggested.

“It’s still a brash move for a tactician of his calibre,” Androma reasoned, audibly troubled. “He would be better to leave us to lick our wounds while he solidifies his grasp in the north. Better yet, it would be more advantageous to march those traitorous wretches to Caster Hold. From there, he could take control of Erador’s remaining forces and bolster his own before invading Andara.”

“I have to agree,” Kassanda said. “This feels… personal. He has to know he’s sending his only army into a trap.”

Looking somewhat pained in his movements, Cob made himself known as he reached for the buckle strapped across his chest. “I…” The ranger hesitated, though he could have simply been in more pain while managing the sword he had removed from his back. “I think this might be important to him.”

All eyes fell on Yalaqin, the blade hidden within its scabbard, as Cob held it out for all to see.

Memory began to repeat on Joran, conjuring those final moments in the throne room. It had been a brutal battle upon which it seemed the whole world had hinged, where life and death brushed against each other.

“Aphrandhor’s sword?” Androma presumed, her voice lilting with curiosity.

“I don’t understand,” Kassanda admitted.

King Edris rose from the desk and rounded the sharp corners. “You’re talking about the wizard, yes? The Green…”

“The Green Leaf,” Yamnomora stated proudly. “That were his sword, aye. Your Grace…” she added as an afterthought.

“How does it have significance here?” the king asked.

“The blade is enchanted, Your Grace,” Kassanda told him, having witnessed its durability up close.

“The steel does not break,” Androma specified. “And once set alight, the fire never dies out—it must be put out.”

“Extraordinary,” Edris muttered, drinking in the sight of it.

“Cob?” Kassanda cajoled, though the name looked to jar with Queen Hurelia.

“You’re right,” Joran announced, surprising the ranger most of all. “The blade is important to him.”

“You were there,” Cob said, relief and revelation colliding in his demeanour. “You heard him too. I feared none of it was real.”

“What are you talking about?” Androma demanded. “What happened?”

“I was not of sound mind,” Cob confessed, nodding at Joran.

Joran thought back to that particular moment, astonished to find how crystal clear the memory was. “I hadn’t thought of it,” he began. “In all the chaos and… death. We were fighting Skara. I was knocked down. Cob faced him alone. He brought Yalaqin to bear and…” Joran made look of disbelief. “Skara stopped. He saw the blade and lowered his own. He was consumed by the sight of it.”

“Why would he do that?” King Edris questioned.

“He recognised it,” Joran explained. “He called it Dragon Foe. He wanted to know where Cob had found it—he was desperate to know.”

“He was laughing,” Cob noted, his gaze distant.

“Like someone greeting an old friend they thought lost forever,” Joran finished. “He said the sword had found him. That he was meant to have it.”

“I am its rightful heir,” the ranger voiced, reciting The Dark One’s exact words.

Androma appeared most troubled. “Rightful heir,” she echoed. “That would imply it once belonged to someone else.”

“Surely he wouldn’t make such brash decisions for an heirloom,” Queen Hurelia posed.

Kassanda approached the ranger and accepted the weapon, her ancient eyes scrutinising it. Gripping the green handle, she removed it a few inches, allowing the steel to bathe in torchlight. The Rider examined the runes etched into the fuller.

“I don’t recognise these markings,” she conceded, before going on to study the disc-shaped pommel. “A spider,” she mused.

“With too many legs,” Cob pointed out.

Kassanda shrugged. “I don’t recognise that either. If The Dark One does desire this, I cannot see why. He has silvyr swords at his disposal.”

“Like you said,” Joran reminded her, “it’s personal.”

“Personal enough to send his army an’ a couple o’ Dragon Riders,” Yamnomora chipped in, “but not personal enough to come an’ get it ’imself.”

“Or send all the Dragon Riders for that matter,” Androma added.

King Edris sighed. “Our enemy is at work, and we can do naught but run.”

It sucked the air out of the room, filling it, instead, with tension and an overwhelming sense of hopelessness.

“We don’t know anything for certain,” Kassanda proclaimed, rallying the room. “One way or another, they’re still coming for us. Their intentions will be made clear soon enough. Until then—yes—we run. We make ourselves ready. If we can break the back of his forces in Qalanqath, The Dark One’s schemes won’t matter. Victory will be as good as ours.”
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It was a clear night thereafter. The clouds had been pushed west in pursuit of the sun, and the stars enjoyed their reign over the heavens. Nestled between them, the moon shone with half its brilliance, though its light remained a beacon amidst the dark plains beyond Haran’s Town.

Camped on the most southernly edge of the caravan, Joran rested with his back against Morgwyn’s ribs, his whole body moving to the rhythm of his breathing while they listened to the crackle and pop of the fire.

Not far away, Yamnomora and Androma were seated on the grass, facing each other in quiet conversation. Joran’s keen ears picked up their discussion concerning Aphrandhor, though it wasn’t about his inexplicable sword but rather his demise. Joran tuned them out, not wishing to relive the events in the bowels of Azad-guul.

Grarfath sat on the other side of the fire, alone with his thoughts and Yalaqin, the blade clasped in his rough hands. The smith had been investigating it since they made camp, shortly after the meeting in the governor’s office.

“It’s damn-near impossible to date,” he had said at one point. “If I knew nothin’ abou’ it, I’d ’ave said it were freshly-forged. The runes though… the ones carved around the pommel. Some o’ ’em are identical to the ones carved into The Anther.”

What the two weapons might have in common, however, remained very much a mystery.

Cob was notably absent. The ranger was recovering his strength at speed now, his wounds fading all the more with each passing day. He had said something about going to check on Thedonus with the queen.

Then there was Rengyr.

Joran made the mistake of locking eyes with him, the Rider’s body propped up against a log. Had he not been gagged, he would most certainly have called Joran a traitor—at the very least. There was also a promise in his eyes, a vow of retribution perhaps.

The sound of a sword whipping out of a scabbard cut through Joran’s thoughts, turning his attention to Kassanda and the silvyr blade in her hand. For just a moment, Joran thought he was about to be summoned to another sparring session when Slait’s immediate outrage kept him where he was.

“I earned that!” the zealot growled, yanking Joran’s attention away from Rengyr. “It’s mine, dragon witch. Give it back to me, or I will take it back.”

Kassanda appeared entirely unnerved by the threat. Instead, she regarded the silvyr sword in her hand—once Obrin’s sword, before Slait had killed him in battle. She ploughed it into the dirt, out of Slait’s reach, where Grarfath had also driven Gondrith’s silvyr sword while he inspected Yalaqin. Joran noted another among them—Rengyr’s blade—the tip hidden in the ground but sparkling with inlaid diamonds like the others bathing in the moon’s glow.

“These blades were forged for Dragon Riders,” Kassanda stated plainly, drawing her own before adding it to the others, creating a row of four standing swords. “They will be wielded by Dragon Riders.”

Slait was visibly seething, his anger bubbling over. “It’s not my fault if you lot can’t keep hold of them.”

“You can have your pick of them,” Kassanda replied, surprising everyone within earshot. “You just have to walk past me and claim one,” she added, her threat just as thinly veiled as The Dawn Sword’s.

Slait’s jaw firmed up, locking into a knot of bone and determination. He then snorted, spat on the ground, and offered the Rider a cheerful grin.

“I think I’ll take two,” he uttered.

Joran’s eyes managed to slow the zealot down, watching him close the gap in a single bound, fist raised and clenched. He was a living battering ram, hurled towards his enemy by the power of Handuin. Had his quarry been any but a centuries-old Dragon Rider, he would have broken every bone in their body.

But his quarry was a centuries-old Dragon Rider.

Kassanda was no longer standing where his fist would have met her face. Gliding along the side of that same arm, the Rider stepped in and cut her open palm up, into The Dawn Sword’s throat. The blow delivered, their fight was instantly reduced to a speed an ordinary person could spectate, and it immediately drew in a crowd.

Staggering back with one hand pressed to his injured throat, Slait threw an arm out in a wild punch. Kassanda ducked and came up behind him, a whipping jab sent into his left kidney. She was already moving again by the time he was turning, lashing out with a blind elbow. On his other side, the Rider slammed a solid kick into his midriff, doubling him over. Kassanda rolled gracefully over his back and landed with a knee launching up into his nose.

The zealot flipped head over feet and landed on his back, bleeding, bruised, and even angrier than before.

Defying his wounds, Slait propelled himself from lying flat onto his feet once more. He spat blood this time. With a sneer, he wiped his nose and cracked his neck.

“For that, I’m taking your sword.”

“The only thing you’ll be taking are my orders,” Kassanda said, correcting him. “It’s either that, or seek out your masters with your tail tucked between your legs.”

Yamnomora burst out laughing, slapping her thigh. “Aye! Go back to yer Skaramangian lords an’ ask ’em why they lied to ye! Or maybe ye should go back to Valgala an’ bow to Skara Pendain! He’s the closest thing ye Skaramangian dogs ’ave to a god anyway!” she added, her words almost garbled by laughter.

“Lies!” Slait fumed, his spit tainted by blood.

Kassanda stepped sideways to intercept the brute, stopping him from reaching the dwarf. They exchanged a flurry of fists, elbows, and swift kicks until Slait brought his raw strength to bear. Kassanda grunted, the force of the hand pressed into her shoulder more than enough to flip the Rider onto her back. A cowardly kick to the gut then sent her rolling across the ground in a spray of dirt.

Joran snapped to his feet, one hand falling to the atori short-sword on his belt. He was stopped by a hand hooked under his arm—when had Androma moved?

“She doesn’t need your help,” the blind warrior told him.

Joran winced as Kassanda took two more blows to the torso and an elbow across the jaw.

“As the king said,” Androma explained, her hand still keeping Joran in place, “he’s a mad dog. Kassanda is merely reminding him where he sits in the pack.”

“Why don’t we just kill him and be done with it?” Joran muttered.

Androma tilted her head questioningly. “Would you be the one to do it? Would you kill him? How, I wonder? Slit his throat in his sleep, perhaps? Have Morgwyn ambush him from above?” The old Rider paused, waiting until Kassanda and Slait passed them by in a storm of combat. “Remember Gondrith,” she stated. “You chose to end his life. That never gets any easier, whoever your enemy.”

Joran thought back to the smoking streets of Valgala, with Gondrith at his feet, defeated. He could have walked away from that duel the victor, leaving Gondrith to get on with whatever life he could after losing Yillir. But Joran chose to end his life in that moment. Killing him had felt different to those he had cut down in battle. More personal, deliberate—inevitable. He would be lying to himself if he didn’t see the man’s face every time he tried to sleep.

Kassanda swung her foot in a roundhouse kick that would fold anyone in half, only to have her entire leg ensnared in Slait’s hands. The Andaren heaved her from left to right, hammering the Rider into the ground. She should have suffered a shattered spine if not a broken skull, but Kassanda still managed to cock her other leg and thrust it into the zealot’s chest, throwing him back.

Joran was desperate to step in and help her, the strain on her face urging him into action.

Slait was the quicker to recover, already on his feet and marching towards the Rider. The psychotic glee on his face was infuriating, forcing Androma to place her staff across Joran’s chest.

“Can’t you feel it?” she whispered.

The question carved through Joran’s sense of urgency, allowing him to acknowledge the subtle tingling that ran over the top of his skin.

Magic.

Slait bore down on Kassanda, fingers flexed to grab her—there was only one thing he would do if he got his hands around her throat.

Kassanda, however, had no intention of letting him touch her.

The Dragon Rider shot out a hand, palm exposed. The concussive wave broke the air with a thunderclap after slamming into Slait’s chest. He was blasted back at neck-breaking speed and should have gone on to barrel through a tent, injuring those stood outside it. His trajectory, though, was changed in the blink of an eye when Kassanda snapped her arm back, fist clenched. The same spell had erupted in full force and in full reverse, ramming into Slait’s back so he was now hurling towards her instead.

There she caught him, mid-flight, in another spell that suspended the zealot in a vice-like grip. Sweating from the exertion, Kassanda then threw her arm down and hammered the brute into the ground, forcing him to his knees while her spell continued to implode around him.

Kassanda walked slowly towards him, her hand shaking with the effort to maintain the spell. “You’ve been lied to, manipulated, used. That’s not my fault, and it’s not my problem. If you make it my problem, I will put you out of your misery without a second thought.”

Slait squirmed and grunted, fighting against the near-invisible cage that closed in around him.

“Make yourself useful,” the Rider continued, her words accompanied by ground-shaking footfalls, “and you might just live long enough to come to terms with the truth.” Kassanda knotted her fist that much more, eliciting a pained wheeze from The Dawn Sword. “Try anything I deem to be unacceptable, and you answer to him.”

At that moment, Garganafan’s enormous head loomed over the camp, his snout dipping into the firelight, hot breath washing over them all. His teeth were caked in gore and stained with the blood of his kin, each a spear powered by unyielding jaws.

Kassanda released Slait from her spell, letting the zealot fall face-first into the hard ground, his chest heaving. She went on to gather the four silvyr blades, sheathing her own, and taking the remaining three to her saddle.

Androma let go of Joran’s arm. “You can pick up your jaw now,” she commented, walking back to Yamnomora.

Joran closed his mouth, unaware it had been open at all.

Awed by the display of magic and mettle, the young Rider relaxed back against Morgwyn and observed Slait slowly rise to his feet, one shoulder hanging slightly lower than the other. With a groan, the Andaren yanked it back into place and stalked off without his usual final remark.

Would you like to watch that again? Morgwyn asked, a touch of amusement in his voice.

Joran closed his eyes, an easy smile, at last, pulling at his cheeks. You know, I think I would.
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15
ENEMY


History had a way of repeating itself. Daijen could see now that nature had nothing to do with it. The recycling of time came down to one thing, and one thing alone.

Choice.

As he had when returning from Erador—seventeen years ago—the Vahlken had chosen to forsake his intended journey. Just as he had then, he now looked out on The Undying City.

From a rise in the surrounding hills, where the shadows of The Orsindil Mountains kept them concealed, Daijen set his eagle-like eyes to the spires, turrets, and domes of Harendun.

Once again, he had come looking for her, for Ilithranda of House Lhoris, for his sister. He needed to see her, to know she was safe—to know both of them were safe. He couldn’t imagine how she had protected a child of both worlds from discovery for so many years.

His gaze was naturally drawn to the great statue dedicated to the gods, its likeness interpreted by ancient artisans who had been privileged to see Ahnir’s bones in Godfall.

As such, the statue lorded over Harendun, its lithe body stretching into four extended arms, a sloping head lifted to the sky. The world had no idea how lucky it was that the so-called gods had been reduced to a pile of bones.

Valyra squawked beside him. It didn’t sound right. Daijen turned to his companion just in time to see her shuddering cough, her front legs buckling. She vomited the remains of a deer she had recently hunted, though there was little more than a hoof and half a leg to identify as much.

More concerning were the black vines corded around the remains. The Aegre was still infected. The only question was to what extent. Daijen kept waiting for her mutations to weed it out, to heal her as they did with all else.

But the hooks of Barad-Agin were not easily loosened.

Even Daijen could feel something of the mad wizard inside him, worming in his gut, slithering through his veins. He half-expected to discover mushrooms growing out of his skin.

The Vahlken comforted his mount with a hand through her feathers. She was hot—too hot.

“Easy,” he said soothingly.

Valyra moved away from the infected deer pieces and lay down in the chill, miserable.

“Sleep, if you can. I won’t be long.”

Leaving her to get much-needed rest, Daijen topped the rise and made his way across the cold plains, Harendun’s south gate in his sights. He was sure to raise the hood of his new black cloak, the rest of which billowed out to one side as he approached the entrance.

To his surprise, he was greeted by an actual cleric, dressed in the typical red and white of their order, his identity concealed within a mask contoured to look like a face. With two cleric guards at his back, both masked and armed with scimitars in hand, he wandered beyond the south gate to intercept the Vahlken.

His immediate suspicion was evident, seen in the way he looked Daijen up and down, scrutinising his appearance. It didn’t help that he was trying to enter the city from the south, begging the question—where had he even come from?

“Halt, stranger,” the cleric commanded. “By order of the Master Cleric, Harendun is under quarantine.”

Daijen stopped in his tracks, but not because he was told to. He looked past the trio barring his way, brow creased as he analysed all that he could see inside the city. The streets were empty. Doors swung open and shut in the wind. Debris cluttered the corners.

Then there was that name. The Master Cleric. It struck the Vahlken somewhere deep in his foundations, where his training was so ingrained in him as to be etched into his bones. The Master Cleric was the enemy. At least he had been until the truth of The Dark One was revealed to Daijen.

Still, it was a tantalising thought that he should be there, at that very moment. After all, Daijen had killed his predecessor. Some lingering part of his old pride wanted to add another notch to that particular belt. He tried to let that go and accept that killing him was just practical—necessary.

He felt the tug of the scimitar resting on his hip—Handuin’s scimitar. He wondered then if the blade had tasted the rich blood of a Master Cleric before.

“Why?” Daijen was so bold to demand, his voice coarse from disuse.

Though only his eyes were visible through the slits in his mask, the cleric’s bewilderment was plain to see.

“You question a cleric?” he blurted, his outrage forcing the two guards to take extra interest. “Return to whatever hovel you crawled out from, before your tongue is parted from your head.”

Daijen thought back seventeen years, seeing again as a thriving Harendun celebrated in the streets, as if some victory had been won with the death of Erador’s king.

“Has there been disease?” he asked, ignoring the threat.

The cleric glanced back at his guards, a sense of disbelief about him. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me you⁠—”

“Is he in there?” Daijen interrupted, still looking past the trio. “Is the Master Cleric here?”

The cleric straightened. He gave a simple nod over one shoulder and the two guards advanced at a pace all too leisurely considering they intended to kill a man.

Daijen had the advantage of waiting well past the moment one would normally have drawn their sword. It gave the two guards a false sense of security, believing no one could retrieve their blade before they swung their own.

It was the micro movements that gave them away. A slight repositioning of the feet, a tensing of knuckles around the hilt, and a shift in shoulders. The guard on the right was clearly going to attack first. The guard on the left obviously believed that single strike would end the problem, his own stance relaxing somewhat.

Vahlken speed wasn’t so much awe-inspiring as it was terrifying. That much could be seen and heard in the cleric’s response, behind the guards—both of whom lay dead at Daijen’s feet, blood pouring out of their throats.

With a flick the wrist, the Vahlken shook free most of the blood from Handuin’s blade, the scimitar having arced right then left, cleaving through neck after neck.

Rooted to the spot, breath ragged, the surviving cleric could only stare wildly as Daijen stalked towards him.

“You are a fool not to see it,” Daijen told him, lowering his hood. “Do you not recognise your enemy… Skaramangian.”

Revelation and dread found life in those little violet eyes. No one knew the truth of the clerics, that they were Skaramangians all. No one except the Vahlken.

Daijen lashed out twice, his blade slicing through the cleric’s belt, robbing him of the many vials and alchemical weapons stored there, before his free hand gripped the cleric around the throat and lifted him from the ground.

“Is The Eldan inside?” he asked.

The cleric could only sputter, grabbing uselessly at Daijen’s hand.

“Is he inside?” he asked again, his grip loosening just enough to allow his foe to suck in a tight breath.

“Yes,” came his strained response.

“Why the quarantine? Where are all the people?”

For all his distress, a look of confusion flashed in the cleric’s eyes. His patience fading fast, Daijen dropped the Skaramangian, ripped off his mask, and kicked him once in the side of the knee, dislocating the joint.

Now, in a heap at the Vahlken’s feet and cradling his pained knee, the cleric had a choice to make.

“They left,” he blurted. “The humans!”

He chose life.

“The humans?” Daijen echoed, looking once more through the south gate. “What are you talking about?”

The cleric, face exposed, was able to express both his pain and confusion. “Where have you been? The human scum. They finally returned to their shores. Harendun is ours again.”

Irritated by his lack of understanding, Daijen pressed one foot into the injured knee, eliciting a sharp yell of pain from the cleric. “Let’s assume I’ve been living in that hovel you mentioned. Speak plainly.”

“Erador invaded—with a dragon.”

Ice crept into Daijen’s veins. “When?”

The cleric took a moment to nurse his leg and manage his pain.

“When?” the Vahlken barked.

Jolted by fear, the cleric swallowed and found his voice again. “Twenty years ago?” he said meekly.

“I was here seventeen years ago—you’re wrong.” Daijen gave the cleric a look that informed him how disappointed he was with inaccuracies.

“That’s it, that’s it,” he babbled. “Seventeen years ago. The Dragon Rider… Vander.” The name broke off his lips. “He has claimed sovereignty over Harendun ever since. At least he did. He took his army and returned to Erador. The city is ours again.”

Daijen stepped away for a moment, utterly distracted. He entertained dark visions of the past, of an army invading under the shadow of a dragon as Ilithranda went into labour.

She had not been alone, he reminded himself. Between Androma and Tovun, they would surely have got her out. They also had Demedia and Oaken at their disposal, the Aegres granting them a swift escape if not a stalwart defence.

For all the hope that gave him, he stood there, dwelling on the worst-case scenario, his heart thundering in his chest.

The cleric twitched, gaining the Vahlken’s attention once more. “That doesn’t explain the quarantine,” he pointed out. “Why would the Skaramangians take the city?”

The cleric hesitated—just long enough for resolve to harden in Daijen’s eyes. Whatever secrets remained were bound by oath, and the man had given all he could without betraying his order. But restraint only sharpened the Vahlken’s hunger for truth.

Violence hung thick in the air, unspoken yet inevitable. The cleric made another choice.

Death.

Daijen saw it too late. His thoughts had drifted—Ilithranda, her child, their peril. That flicker of fear cost him everything. The Skaramangian’s hand darted for the belt cast aside in the dirt, fingers closing around a single glass vial.

The crack of shattering glass rang like a death knell.

Air met alchemy. Magic screamed.

The reaction was immediate, catastrophic. Frost devoured the cleric’s face, creeping across his skin in jagged veins of blue-white light. His mouth froze open in a silent cry as his hair crystallised, brittle strands snapping and drifting away like snow. In moments, the transformation ended—his skull sealed beneath a slab of steaming ice, his body locked in half-motion.

Silence followed.

Daijen exhaled slowly, the sigh misting in the cold air. The answers he’d sought were gone, entombed in frost. Only questions remained.

He sheathed his scimitar, drew up his hood, and turned toward the south gate. Then, after a final glance at the frozen corpse, he stooped and unbuckled the cleric’s belt—its vials and secrets added to his arsenal.
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He passed the rest of the day as an eagle might, stalking from the shadows of every high perch Harendun had to offer. He observed the comings and goings of the soldiers, their patrol patterns and lines of communication.

It had taken them three hours to realise the south gate had been breached, its guards murdered. Listening where he could, he was reassured to know that they were none the wiser to his presence. They speculated again and again, each cluster of soldiers spiralling into different theories. Only one of them posed the idea of a Vahlken, but it was balked at.

“They’re all dead,” one had responded, and to much agreement.

Either way, word had spread throughout the ranks of soldiers, their patrol patterns changed to ensure the southern quarters received more oversight. It suited Daijen, who had abandoned the area in favour of the north, where it seemed the clerics were largely situated.

By nightfall, Daijen was all but invisible. He moved like a ghost across the city, watching his kin tear down the last of the Dragon Rider banners. They were added to the enormous pyres that burned here and there, ridding the city of any and all human remnants.

Inevitably, the Vahlken found himself on the rooftop of the building where Ilithranda had been staying, where he had last seen her. He knew it would be abandoned before he entered, but it was still a blow to his resilience. Some foolish part of him had held onto a scrap of hope—how quickly it was dashed.

Furthermore, there was no trace that Ilithranda, Androma, and Tovun had even been there. For seventeen years, the building had known human occupants, the stench of them still lingering.

Voices outside, at street level, drew the Vahlken to the window. Pressed against the wall, he cast his eyes over the small gathering below, where a knot of soldiers had come up against a cluster of cleric guards. The exchange was brief, ending with the soldiers being turned around and sent away.

This was where the Skaramangians tipped their hand, revealing themselves to those who knew what to look for. The soldiers were ordinary Andarens, trained to fight and die for their emperor. They were not Skaramangians. Because of this distinction, they were turned away from a barrier they couldn’t see, where a lockdown had been established within the quarantine.

Back to the rooftops, this gave Daijen something to look for, allowing him to envision the ring his enemy had set up, fencing off the emperor’s soldiers. Whatever lay at the heart of that ring was for Skaramangian eyes alone.

And that was where he would locate The Eldan.

A handful of archers kept watch from flat rooftops, all of whom were oblivious to the Vahlken leaping across impossible gaps and scaling spires and domes—terrain they didn’t even bother to check.

Having penetrated the Skaramangian perimeter in mere minutes, Daijen homed in on what he thought to be the middle. As much was confirmed by the increased security, bringing all of the Vahlken’s curiosity down on a single open-topped courtyard.

Crouched atop a stone eagle protruding from the corner of a short tower, Daijen analysed all the equipment inside the courtyard. He had come across enough Skaramangian excavation sites to recognise the required tools. The dig site, however, was shielded by a large tarpaulin and guarded by a dozen clerics.

It was nearly as many as those guarding the adjacent building—the only one on the street with candles and torches burning inside. There was only one among their ranks who demanded so much protection.

Daijen’s investigative mind took all the discovered pieces and began slotting them into a visible picture. An entire city quarantined. The soldiers kept at bay. A dig site under constant guard. The Eldan’s personal presence.

They had found a Golem.

The bones be damned—he wanted The Eldan.

Moving in the shadows of the tower, he bettered his view of both the dig site and the building housing his target. The cleric guards, while well trained, were not nearly the threat posed by the clerics themselves. The magic at their disposal could spell his end, and they could strike him from afar if he became too entangled in combat. He needed to thin the defences, and quietly.

A pair of glass orbs knocked against each other, drawing his attention down to the belt he had slung around his chest. For a brief moment, he examined the potions, familiar with all of them thanks to his extensive studies in Ka’vairn. He then decided that quietly was the wrong approach.

Backtracking along the tower’s edge, away from The Eldan’s building, Daijen gave himself some running space while ensuring he remained parallel to the dig site. The cleric’s belt unbuckled and hanging loose in one hand, the Vahlken readied himself—timing was essential.

His breath even, heart rate steady, muscles poised, Daijen set his eyes to the narrow path ahead. He had forsaken Malliath in search of Ilithranda, a fool’s quest given the dragon’s importance, yet there he was, in the right place at the right time to cut the head off the snake. It eased his guilt and, in truth, he was absolutely itching to unleash the warrior Kastiek had made of him.

One powerful arm snapped outward, sending the cleric’s belt arcing across the street in a blur of steel and glass. It glittered once in the torchlight before vanishing into the dark.

At its peak, Daijen moved.

He surged forward—every muscle igniting, every breath more pitch for the fire inside. Even with Handuin’s blood thrumming in his veins, it was a distance no sane Andaren would dare. But Daijen wasn’t aiming for the roof, nor the window beneath it. His course was lower. Sharper.

For precious seconds he was airborne.

The world narrowed to wind and motion—the snap of his Weavers’ cloak unfurling like a shadow given wings.

The belt struck stone.

The courtyard erupted.

Day was born from night.

A detonation of impossible colour tore through the dark, a chorus of thunder and flame. Lightning screamed in wild arcs; fire clawed upward like a living thing. Frost detonated next, bursting outward in a cyclone of razored ice that ripped through stone and shrapnel alike.

Windows exploded across the block. Shutters flew from hinges.

And through it all, one figure cut the air—a silhouette swallowed by the roar.

Daijen crashed through his mark in a storm of glass and smoke. The explosion masked his entry, his roll clean, his landing precise. He rose in a single motion and pressed himself flat against the nearest wall, breathing through the haze.

The world outside howled with confusion—shouts, rapid footfalls, orders barked in panic. Within seconds, the clerics were flooding downward, drawn toward the dig site, leaving Daijen in the echo of their ruin.

With care, he slowly drew Handuin’s scimitar while his other hand lifted the door latch. With one eye, he peered down the hallway. A single cleric guard ran past and made the sharp turn down a set of stairs, unaware that the wolf was already inside the pen.

The Vahlken slipped into the hallway and made for those same stairs, only he went up, confident that The Eldan would be placed as far away from the building’s entrance as possible.

Doubling back on his ascent, a pair of cleric guards were just entering the stairwell. They halted two steps down and stared at the obvious intruder, uncertainty and sheer bafflement in their eyes.

Daijen’s free hand shot out and grabbed the guard on his left behind his heel. A strong yank and he was pulled down the stairs, where he landed painfully on his back at the Vahlken’s mercy. He, instead, found the Vahlken’s blade, its curved tip plunging straight down through his chest. The surviving guard leaped from his higher vantage, sword raised. Daijen’s muscle memory demanded he raise his own and block the incoming attack, but the ring of steel would be all too loud.

Leaving his scimitar standing in his enemy’s chest, the Vahlken dashed up the steps as the Skaramangian flew down. The guard might as well have thrown himself into a tree for all the good it did him. One hand caught his sword arm at the wrist. The other hand caught him by the throat.

Daijen squeezed both.

The wrist broke first, and the sword would have clattered loudly had it not landed on the corpse beside them. The guard went on to die without a sound, the life choked from him by hands designed to grip the reins of an Aegre at full speed.

After placing the body next to the other one, Daijen ascended the last flight of stairs, his scimitar leaving a bloody trail in his wake. Pausing to look out of the nearest window, his feet crunching over the glass that littered the floor, he watched as numerous clerics cautiously approached the dig site. They were completely clueless as to what had occurred, but the smarter ones among them would surely link the event to the deaths of the clerics at the south gate.

Moving on, the Vahlken navigated the top floor—an opulent apartment at some point in its history. Almost every ornament, bust, tapestry, and painting had been vandalised in some way by the human inhabitants. The alcoves for such art, however, still remained, giving Daijen somewhere to pause and wait while guards adjusted their patrols in the departure of their comrades.

Then he heard a voice, commanding and muffled by a mask. The Eldan.

Pride would once have urged the Vahlken into immediate action, risking it all in a display of prowess. And for what? That second notch? No. Accolades were for a younger man. Time, wisdom, and experience had worn down such desires.

And pain.

So much pain.

His objective now was simple—get answers. If anyone could piece together the last seventeen years for him, it would be the Andaren through which all information was channelled.

For all his patience, though, there was little he could do when one of the cleric guards doubled back unexpectedly. He was seen stepping out of a shadowed alcove, a herald of Death come to life in his long black cloak and hood. The guard yelled his warning a second before Daijen’s blade spun from his hand and lodged in the Skaramangian’s neck.

Set to a run now, he doubled back himself, retrieving his sword without losing any speed, and turned the corner to infiltrate the heart of the vast apartment. He was met by a pair of curving stairwells that sloped down into a foyer before another pair of mirroring steps rose up on the other side, where one of the larger suites could be seen.

There he stood, amidst the plush furnishings. The Eldan. Robed in red, his entire head concealed within a mask that flared into wings at each ear, the Skaramangian ruler could only stare back at him, across the pitted foyer, his disbelief palpable.

The order came all the same. “Kill him.”


16
WANDERERS


Kit couldn’t believe her eyes.

Shapes bloomed out of the Spiralflow by the dozen—first shadows, then silhouettes, then an endless procession that blotted out the sea behind them.

“The Adakii,” she signed for Aeris, though it did little to ease the tension seen in his muscles.

The nomadic mer-folk emerged from the current like a tide given form, cresting over the Singing Stones. Their vanguard rode whale sharks and manta rays rigged in living kelp, the beasts pulling colossal structures in their wake.

The caravans drifted like elaborate citadels—lattices of coral, driftwood, and braided kelp, all aglow with lantern-jellies. The creatures pulsed with soft radiance, so that from afar the procession seemed a scattering of constellations spilled across the sea.

Schools of fish, shepherded by dolphins, wove constantly between the caravans, spiralling into jewelled whorls. Their scales flashed every colour of the spectrum, casting ripples of flickering light across the flotilla.

Whale sharks towed garden-nets brimming with kelp forests, swaying like green banners in the current. Manta rays bore platforms of coral spires that glittered with seashell mosaics. From a distance the Adakii resembled a drifting reef, shifting and breathing with the ocean itself.

Up close, Kit saw the artistry etched into every inch, be it in the coral carved into flowing reliefs, kelp ropes knotted with glyphs that told the story of each caravan’s journey, or even the creatures themselves—the sharks, rays, and dolphins painted in patterns of ochre, pearl, and indigo.

They were memory cast adrift.

A member of the Adakii, one from each of the nearest six caravans, departed their dwelling and approached the Nimeans in a cluster that lent them the appearance of a single, but much larger, creature.

They were each tall and slender, their arms elongated with translucent fin-frills that shimmered with bioluminescent speckles. Their skin shifted subtly in hue depending on the light that caught them.

Flowing cloaks of woven kelp streamed behind them like banners, adorned with shells and bright coral beads. Between it all, their naked bodies could be seen, an amalgamation of fish and human, though their head and faces were more akin to seahorses in Kitrana’s opinion.

As one, they fanned their cloaks before the Nimeans, the spectacle added to by coloured streamers tied to their slender wrists.

“A gesture of authority,” Serenya explained. “This is the Adakii ruling council.”

Moving, yet again, in perfect symmetry, the six Adakii formed a corridor between them, one arm held back and up, guiding Kitrana’s gaze to the caravan.

“What is this?” Kitrana asked.

“I’m not sure,” Serenya replied.

Again, the Adakii gestured as one, indicating the expectant migration that swelled about them.

The battle maiden scrutinised the flotilla, noticing the many younglings peering out of their homes. “I think they’re… welcoming us.”

“We trust them?” Aeris questioned.

The Adakii began to pour out of their homes and drift down into the canyon. Aeris tensed all the more, ready to fight or swim for his life.

“Easy,” Kitrana insisted, seeing the event for what it was.

Every Adakii descended with food or clothing, each given freely without want of anything in return. The Nimeans accepted the gifts, if cautiously. They hadn’t known kindness in a very long time.

Kitrana accepted a cloak from a youngling, the green kelp woven with dark strands of driftglass, a soft-edged shell formed in the lands of the Jinn, where volcanic glass and coral sands might collide. Each strand retained a faint shimmering striation, as if the currents themselves were frozen within.

After donning the beautiful gift, Kitrana’s attention was returned to the ruling council who, again, gestured in their dramatic fashion.

“We can’t trust them,” Serenya warned.

“They greatly outnumber us,” Kitrana pointed out. “If they meant to harm us, we would already be their prisoners—or worse.”

“Death is not worse,” Serenya remarked darkly.

Kitrana swam towards the council, her skin absorbing more oxygen to keep the battle maiden floating before them. “We seek the Jinn,” she told them. “We must reach Cyndralith.”

The Adakii moved their hands in an intricate pattern that caused their banners and coloured streamers to ripple through the water—a form of communication Kitrana was unfamiliar with.

The display—or response—ended with a synchronised gesture that led the battle maiden’s attention back to the caravan at large.

It was an invitation—it had to be.

“They will take us to Cyndralith,” she announced, her arms outstretched and high for all to see.

“Kitrana…” There was more than just caution in Serenya’s body language and expression—she was afraid.

Considering the conversation they had just had, prior to the Adakiis’ arrival, Kitrana now imagined it wasn’t fear of being made a prisoner once more, but fear of being robbed of revenge.

“We don’t have to leave anyone behind,” Kit said pointedly. “We go with the Adakii.”
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It had been so long since Kitrana Voden had known any degree of peace or comfort that the battle maiden had almost forgotten what they felt like. It was bliss.

The Adakii had found a temporary home for every Nimean, sharing their caravan without complaint—not that Kit had any idea what an Adakii complaint actually looked like.

They could be observed regularly communicating with each other across the various dwellings, or from shark rider to ray rider, but it was always with graceful arm movements that made their streamers move in a particular way. Their meaning was always lost on Kit, though she did enjoy watching their dance-like language play out.

The Forgewake current was invisible to the naked eye but cool and bracing as it ploughed through the ocean, making for the lava fields, where it would warm and carry on into The Drifting Sea.

Food was plentiful and always brought to them, harvested from the kelp gardens or plucked from the shoals. Kitrana couldn’t help but enjoy the ease of it all. Life had been hard, dry, painful, and alarmingly out of her control.

Looking out of the empty window of her caravan, she watched her fellow Nimeans easing into the same feeling—it had been well-earned. They had lost everything, their very skin forever branded by the Merdians. They deserved the peace.

Still, Kitrana couldn’t help but stare out into the infinite blue of the ocean, where someone else’s peace was being obliterated by the Leviathan. That particular scourge could be laid at her feet—for all time.

Where was it?

What was it doing?

Despite the lack of answers, Kit still couldn’t shake the feeling that it was close by.

Aeris appeared at her door, his young muscles strong enough to pull him alongside the caravan, always fighting the current. His mane of black hair had been brought under control in the days since they had joined the Adakii—knotted atop his crown by one of their younglings.

He had yet to look anything but confused by their generosity.

“How longer we travel?” he asked, moving inside.

“How much longer must we travel,” she corrected, unsure as to how much of her instruction had been absorbed by the younger Nimean. “And I have no idea,” she added. “I’m not even sure what hello is in Adakii. There’s little chance I’ll understand something as complicated as time or distance.”

Kitrana glanced out the window, noticing the young female Nimean still watching Aeris, her gaze only broken by a passing manta ray.

“Making friends?” she asked coyly.

Aeris looked in the same direction, forcing his admirer to busy herself. “Myrel,” he signed, spelling out her name. “She in my tunnel.”

“Was—she was in my tunnel.”

Aeris tilted his head, reluctantly agreeing with the correction before he repeated his response as it was meant to be. “Why Adakii help—” he cut himself off, taking more time and care with his hands. “Why… do the Adakii help us?”

Kitrana smiled approvingly. “Because the Merdians drew a line when the Dread Queen decided to conquer the seas. Now they’re on one side and everyone else is on the other. What do the humans say? The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

Aeris pondered on that for a moment, the concept new to him.

“Have you seen Serenya?” Kit asked him.

“She keeps… to herself.”

Indeed, the elder did keep to herself, not to be seen by Kitrana for another two sleep cycles while the caravan continued through the Forgewake. Their reunion was all too sudden.

Kitrana awoke with a jolt, Serenya’s hands clasping her shoulders, expression creased with alarm.

“What’s wrong?”

“The Adakii have left the current,” the elder signed, her hands moving so fast the battle maiden almost didn’t catch the words.

Kit pushed herself up and moved to the window. They had certainly slowed down, the pressure that had been squeezing her bones fading with every second.

“Where are we?” Kitrana noted the ruins not far away, ancient structures and domed vaults that sat upon the sea floor, half-buried in silt and coral dust like the broken jagged teeth of some dead beast.

“An old trading outpost,” Serenya explained. “See the volcanic stone and the coral arches. The Jinn and the Adakii would come here to barter—before the Merdian expansion.”

A cracked statue with a shattered head dominated the central area—a whale perhaps, or some other kind of large creature. Kelp had long begun creeping through the gaps in the many walls and arches, swaying like torn banners, and all between the faint shimmer of bioluminescent dust constantly disturbed by the current.

It was most definitely not Cyndralith.

“Why would they stop here?” Kitrana asked, wondering if they were to be introduced to the Jinn before reaching their homeland.

“Who knows why the Adakii do anything?” Serenya replied with a cynical expression. “This doesn’t feel right.”

The nomadic caravan settled over the trading post, their number easily blanketing the entire area. Given how lively the Adakii had been during their journey, it was all the more notable now that the younglings were absent, kept in their dwellings.

The six council members glided over and between the flotilla, and in their wake other Adakii began to gather the Nimeans, gesturing for the survivors to follow them down into the ruins of the trading outpost. Kitrana, Serenya, and Aeris were soon swept up with everyone else, led without a word.

The battle maiden rippled her body and accelerated ahead of her kin, until she caught the attention of the council. “Why are we here?” she asked. “Will the Jinn meet us here? The Kells?”

The Adakii said nothing.

Kitrana began to share in Serenya’s unease, watching her people being crowded into the remnants of the outpost’s square, where the whale-like statue loomed over all of them.

“They haven’t disarmed us,” Kit pointed out, to which Serenya tightened her grip about the silvyr-tipped trident she had wrestled from a Merdian.

It wasn’t long before the Adakii had assumed positions all across the ruins, floating upright amidst glowing jellyfish, their ethereal banners and cloaks doubling their height. They reminded Kitrana of human gargoyles, like the ones that clung to the churches devoted to Kaliban. And they watched.

Their synchronicity was uncanny, the nomads moving as one, their arms flowing in exactly the same way, their coloured streamers dancing through the water with precision. It was as hypnotic as it was unexplainable.

“What Adakii doing?” Aeris asked quickly, picking up on Kitrana’s suspicions.

She scrutinised them, looking from one to the other. “I’m not sure,” she replied, not even thinking to correct his speech. “A signal to the Jinn, perhaps?”

Serenya floated forwards, her white hair gathered in a tight braid. Her eyes narrowed. “It’s… I think it’s a…” The elder turned to look at Kitrana. “It’s a countdown.”

“To what?” the battle maiden signed.

The Adakii froze as one, their movements coming to an end as swiftly as they began. It occurred to Kitrana then, and all too late, that they could no longer see anything outside the square, the broken archways concealed by the drape of numerous cloaks and streamers.

Then they came, wraiths emerging from the dark of Kitrana’s nightmares.

The Vorge.

Of all the intelligent life that called the oceans depths their home, the Vorge were the most animalistic—the most barbaric. They cared not for clothing, beauty, art, or even architecture. They did not pursue betterment or enlightenment—only prey. At a distance, they resembled the fabled mermaid spoken of by the humans, oft seen by sailors and fishermen, the Vorge cresting the waves with their long and powerful tails or stalking just beneath the surface.

Up close, they were naught but monsters.

From tail tip to waist, they were entirely fish, but those scales quickly merged into a torso more akin to the Nimeans and Merdians, gracing the Vorge with two arms and a head, though that was where the similarities came to an end. Their taloned hands were unnaturally long, much like the Adakii appendage, and their teeth were those of a shark, only more jagged than a Merdian’s.

As they slipped through the dancing cloaks, their large black eyes found the Nimeans, reflecting the terror that stirred among the survivors. The Vorge possessed no weapons but those they were born with, yet they were still a tough enemy to repel, their speed and ferocity unrivalled by all else.

Dawnbreaker would give them something to think about, its light blinding to deep dwellers.

As Kitrana slowly reached over one shoulder, she caught the shine of a chain in the light of a jellyfish. The battle maiden paused. She could see them all now she was looking—chains of siden steel flowing behind every one of the Vorge, tethered to a collar. A pit opened inside her stomach. The Adakii hadn’t sold them out to the Vorge. They had sold them out to those who enslaved the Vorge.

The first Merdians to emerge were holding the other end of the chains, their bodies donned from head to foot in armour. The Nimeans huddled closer together, their short-lived freedom a source of hope that only made their doom that much worse.

More Merdians made themselves known, slipping out of cover above the ruins, between the caravans. Kit took note of two Karathasaur silhouettes, their presence impacting the various forms of life that accompanied the flotilla. Dolphins abandoned their shepherding, and the fish scattered, some taking shelter beneath the great wings of the manta rays, while the whale sharks fought against the Adakii controlling them.

“Nimeans?” one of the Merdians signed, confusion in the eyes that peered out from her helm. “What a find! I thought the last of you were confined to the vault.”

Word hadn’t reached Atlas then—the Merdians didn’t know the Nimeans had been freed… along with the Leviathan.

Kitrana was braced for battle now, a hand gripped to Dawnbreaker over one shoulder. She would have to kill the Vorge first—they would wreak havoc and diminish their number in seconds. The Merdians would flood the square to eliminate her, the greatest threat, and she would have to keep the fight inside the ruins, where the Karathasaurs would struggle to intervene.

“You do not disappoint,” the Merdian went on, addressing the Adakii council now. “You’ve earned your passage once more. This will grant you access to southern waters,” she added, handing over a golden coin.

One of the Adakii councillors accepted the coin and looked at the battle maiden as they slipped the reward into their cloak. There was no apology in the Adakii’s eyes nor sorrowful expression of any kind. Just cold, hard survival.

“Round them up,” the commander ordered. “More playthings for Gelka Ornst, I think.”

Kit moved forwards, putting herself between the gnashing Vorge and her people. “Your Bright Commander is dead,” the battle maiden announced, drawing Dawnbreaker. “I fed her my sword.”

Her remarks failed to ignite the fear she would have them do, though they did succeed in causing a degree of confusion to ripple across the Merdian ranks. With confusion came delay, and therein was a moment—an opportunity—for the divine Water Maiden to intervene on behalf of her people.

There were no shadows at the bottom of the ocean, yet every living thing in and around the trading post felt the shadow bearing down on them. A force that swelled with the promise of annihilation. A dark cloud of cleansing violence.

Kitrana looked up, bracing herself for the sight of the Leviathan—preparing herself to dig deep and find the savage, unbridled conviction and grit that would allow her to control the behemoth.

But there was no Leviathan.

The Adakii burst apart, scattering in every direction, their flotilla hurtling into open water before the shadow descended upon them. The Merdians were undone by their arrogance, a fact that kept them firmly inside the ruins when a superior force hammered the outpost.

And the Jinn were most certainly the superior force.

Great white sharks, their hides overlaid with segmented plates of shell-steel and volcanic glass, brought the Jinn to bear. Etched with legion sigils in coral-ink, the sharks’ armour gleamed dully as they speared through ruins at speed. The Jinn had also equipped their mounts with protective ridges of carved bones around the eyes, contouring the great white’s gaze into a single, cold slit of intent.

In packs, the Vorge could take down any number of great whites, but while chained around the neck and controlled by fearful Merdians, they were naught but food for sharks now. Kitrana wafted her arms, sending her whole body backwards as one of the Jinn sharks sped past. Among the victims was a hideous Vorge, who lost their left arm, before being sliced open by a dorsal fin tipped with razored obsidian.

The Jinn let go of the handles jutting out of every shark harness and dispersed into an attack pattern, weighing down on the Merdian band in a downpour of glistening armour and volcanic glass. Between their heavy mantles of shark hide—scorched by volcanic heat—and plates of molten coral, all of which looked to have been bound together with hardened vent resins, the Jinn stood up to the Merdian’s silvyr-tipped tridents, at least enough to overwhelm them, muddying the water with dark blood.

Blades of obsidian glass darted through the battlefield with ferocity equal to the sharks, diminishing the Merdians’ numbers dramatically. Those that turned to flee, including the Vorge slaves, were hunted down by the sharks or turned back by the orcas that had created a perimeter.

Those same orcas harassed the two Karathasaurs, charging into the reptilian beasts with their plated helms, crowns of spiralling driftglass and pear-steel. They failed to do any more than wound the Merdian mounts, but it was enough to confuse and distract them until the Jinn warriors interceded with their lava-glass spears.

Swift. Precise. Efficient.

There was a reason the Merdians had left the Jinn until last, conquering all others before taking on the monumental task of invading a race literally hardened by vent resin from the hottest place in all of Verda.

In the chaos, a pair of Merdian soldiers—male fodder as far as the Dread Queen was concerned—darted between the individual battles, evaded the hunting sharks, and speared towards the Nimeans. Baring their wicked teeth, they aimed to die in a cloud of innocent Nimean blood, content to meet their end if it meant they could execute enemies of the queen.

Kitrana unleashed Dawnbreaker, the power of the blade brought to life by equally powerful emotions. Her anger and fear for others collided in a blazing light that pierced every gap in the battle.

The two Merdians were instantly blinded, their weapons abandoned in favour of covering their faces. One good thrust impaled them both, their bodies succumbing to Skara’s magic in a fiery implosion that pulled all the local water into a single spot.

In the wake of their grim death, Kit wielded her emotions and reduced the light blazing from the enchanted steel.

All eyes were upon her.

Weighed by their armour, the dead Merdians rested like stones on the sea floor, while the two Karathasaurs sank in slow motion beyond the outpost, their bodies riddled with spears.

In the stillness that followed the Jinn victory, one among them was brought into the square by a great white shark. He gracefully let go of the handle and sank steadily before the battle maiden.

The Adakii had vanished in the mayhem, their caravan fading into the depths of the sea without a trace—without any loss of life. It was an injustice Kit knew she would have to abandon.

With a displacement of sand, the Jinn landed directly in front of Kitrana, obsidian spear in hand. Like the rest of his kind, the warrior had been born in geothermal vents along the volcanic rifts that surrounded Cyndralith. As a result, he was able to withstand crushing pressure, extreme heat, and even minerals known to be toxic to all others.

It also meant the Jinn were denser and heavier, making them broad-shouldered, muscular, and compact—optimised for bursts of power rather than long-distance swimming. Given their smaller stature too, Kit was reminded of the dwarves.

Grarfath…

Yamnomora…

Memory of the two dwarves pressed upon her then, urging her to help them as much as her own people—after all, the surface war was just as real as the one taking place beneath the waves.

The Jinn warrior hammered his spear into the sand, freeing his hands of any weapon—a sign of peace in their culture. He went on to remove his helm, a rocky and jagged piece of armour that had been painted red like all else he wore. The cracks between were veined by golden resin, though it was his visor of obsidian glass—shaped to protect his eyes in battle—that caught Kit’s attention. Outstanding craftsmanship—Grarfath would have approved.

Exposed now was a blocky head, the basalt-black skin smooth but mineralised, with a faint shimmer like cooled obsidian. He was marbled with veins of faintly glowing amber, the bioluminescent traces of vent-born minerals.

Set into black eyes were horizontal rectangles of sharp orange, through which the Jinn could navigate the likes of a super-heated volcanic current.

“I am Captain Velkor, of the Forge-House Rhyvok,” the warrior declared, and with perfect Nimean sign language. “Who are you to wield such a weapon as that?” he demanded, his orange eyes shifting down to Dawnbreaker.

The battle maiden sheathed the blade over her shoulder and replied, “I am Kitrana Voden of… of Nimala. We have been captives of the Merdians, forced to mine The Black Vault.”

That got the Jinn’s attention.

“So it is true then,” he said. “The Dread Queen desires the ancient beast.”

Not wishing to complicate things quite so early on, Kit skirted around the Leviathan. “We seek shelter, Captain Velkor. More than that, we seek an alliance against the Merdians. We are few, yes,” she went on quickly, “but we bring a weapon of power to the alliance. Even a deep dragon could not stand up to the power of Skara’s blade.”

That sent a ripple of brief discussion throughout the Jinn ranks, their own sign language significantly more rigid and glyph based than the flowing Nimean form. Either way, they knew well of Skara’s legend.

“I cannot speak to any alliance, Kitrana Voden—it is not my place. But shelter… You are welcome to join the others in Cyndralith.”

Kit hesitated. “Others?”

“Nimeans,” Velkor replied, gesturing at those still cowering behind her.

“There are Nimeans in Cyndralith?” Kitrana’s hands moved so fast the Jinn clearly struggled to understand her. “How many?” She could feel her heart thundering rapidly in her chest.

Velkor shrugged. “Hundreds. Maybe a thousand.”

Kit’s hands snapped out and grabbed the Capitan by his mantle of shark hide, jolting him somewhat.

Velkor brushed the Nimean off. “Most have been with us for years, since the Merdians first invaded Nimala, but others have trickled in—those that found us before the Adakii found them. Treacherous scum.”

“Will you take us to them?”

The captain glanced at the hilt poking over Kit’s shoulder. He nodded once and replaced his helm. A single hand movement sent the rest of his battalion into action, the sharks and orcas dispersing until an enormous blue whale topped the ruins, its hide coated in multiple harnesses and pockets large enough to sit in.

Velkor grabbed hold of a passing shark. “To Cyndralith!” he signed.


17
TOO LATE


Besides the praetorian guard—who safeguarded the emperor himself—the cleric’s personal militia were said to be the best in all Andara.

What a hollow, wheezing lie.

Daijen dropped.

He half-slid, half-devoured the distance down the curving banister, black cloak unfurling behind him like a funeral shroud. His scimitar stayed angled at his flank, a crescent moon of steel ready to rise. The first cleric guard to meet him didn’t even get the privilege of the blade. One of Daijen’s feet—reinforced bone, braided sinew, and sheer engineered brutality—punched into the man’s chest. Ribs cracked like dry sticks.

The impact hurled him backward into two others, a snarling tangle of limbs, armour, and clattering swords tumbling down the steps. Behind them, an Andaren rushed forward—only to be erased by a surgical flick of Handuin’s blade. Blood fanned upward in a gleaming, arterial arc, painting the marble like a fresh stroke from a mad artist’s brush.

Daijen hit the last few feet in a single, predatory leap. His knee led the way. It met a guard’s face with a wet, concussive crunch, sending the man sailing backward into the circular table at the centre of the foyer. Wood splintered. Bone snapped. The body hit the floor, neck bent at an impossible angle.

Across the foyer, the Skaramangians dashing up the mirroring staircase froze—then reversed direction to intercept him. The front two vaulted over the railing, dropping to challenge the Vahlken before he could climb.

His true quarry waited above. Daijen could feel the dread radiating off him like heat from a dying forge.

The ghost of Handuin had come for The Eldan.

Steel hissed for Daijen’s skull. He pivoted—left, then right. The blades screamed past his pointed ears. He answered with a low sweep of his own, scimitar slicing effortlessly through tendon and muscle. One guard’s leg collapsed beneath him. He shrieked, missing the moment his companion choked on Daijen’s blade, the curved tip punching through his mask and out the back of his skull.

A backhand—more like a whip of iron cable—sent the next Skaramangian staggering into a pillar. Daijen moved with fluid, horrifying grace, his wrist rotating with inhuman looseness as he flowed through routines that no longer required conscious thought. He guided the remaining two like puppets—until one precise thrust skewered them in a single line, chest to back, pinning them together in a grotesque embrace.

Two of the guards who had been kicked down the stairs were rising with swords in hand. They shook off the fall, ignored their obvious aches and pains, and ran at the Vahlken.

Daijen stepped into them.

A parry. A twist. The flat of his blade cracked against a skull, sending the first stumbling. The second brought his sword down with both hands, a blow meant to split Daijen’s head like fruit.

The Vahlken was simply faster.

His foot shot out mid-swing, sinking into the man’s gut with a fleshy thud. The guard folded around the impact as though Daijen’s leg were a battering ram. Launched across the foyer, he smashed into a column and slid down in a limp heap.

Pivoting in a flash of steel, the Vahlken entertained a brief dance of blades with the last of the guards, now recovered from his clip around the back of his head.

Daijen actually took the moment to look up, spying his true target through the bannister railings. The Eldan was watching him through the cold slits of his helm, confident—arrogant—to believe that he had doomed his attacker with two words.

Kill him, however, would not suffice.

The Vahlken side-stepped, his opponent’s swing terrorising naught but air. A foot to the outside of his knee. Crack! A single hand then wrapped around the guard’s head. Daijen twisted on his heel, his arm yanking with him.

Snap!

The body collapsed like discarded parchment.

Daijen stepped over it without slowing. He ascended the curving stair with casual, inevitable purpose, icy blue eyes locked on The Eldan above—the only heartbeat in the room now hammering faster than his own.

The Skaramangian retreated in blind panic, tripping over chairs and tables, scrambling backward as the Vahlken closed in.

“Do you remember me?” Daijen asked, voice low and cold. “I remember you.”

The Vahlken lowered his hood, allowing The Eldan to see his chalky face and flowing white hair. Was that recognition in his eyes? Was the past flashing through his mind?

“You!” The Eldan hissed, confirming as much. “Vahlken…”

Daijen’s smile was nearly as sharp as his blade. “I watched you pick up that helm—it was still dripping with your predecessor’s blood.”

To Daijen’s perception, it was as if the scene was replaying between them with crystal clarity. He had been perched upon a broken window ledge, on the verge of escaping the imperial throne room in Aran’saur. Slait lay in a pool of blood not far, one ear partially torn off. Skaramangians littered the floor—all dead. In the middle of them all was The Eldan, a headless corpse after Daijen had forced the Helm of Ahnir upon him.

And then, in that quiet moment when only they two had been conscious of the other, the Andaren actually standing before him now had reached down and picked up his master’s winged helmet, coming into the title of Master Cleric and The Eldan in one fell swoop.

“You stole the Helm of Ahnir,” The Eldan said, his voice not quite brave enough to adopt an accusatory tone. “Return it,” he added, clearing his throat and straightening his back. “Return it, and I will forget your transgressions this night.”

Daijen pictured his own hand tossing the helm into the pit of Handuin, deep inside the caverns of Ka’vairn. “You’d have more luck snatching a cloud out of the sky. Perhaps you should like his bone returned instead?”

The Eldan’s eyes lit up.

“You assumed it lost when you sent an army to sack Ka’vairn? I can assure you, Master Cleric, the bone is safely buried where even your people would never dare tread. And like the helm, I have no interest in sharing my toys with you.”

“So you’re here to kill me then,” The Eldan concluded.

Daijen raised his scimitar in a blur of steel, knocking the Skaramangian helm from his enemy’s head. Beneath was the face he recognised from that night, years earlier. Golden eyes. Pointed jaw. Long nose.

“Just get it over with,” The Eldan uttered, a cruel smile curling the corner of his mouth. “You’ve already lost this war.”

“Isn’t it incredible what confidence we can muster when we accept death?” Daijen countered, confusing his quarry. “Until you knew the truth of me, a part of you thought you might live to see the dawn. That hope opened the door for fear. But now… look at you. You have accepted your end, and you would meet it with steel in your veins. I commend you.”

A roll of the wrist. A whistle of steel. A wet thud and a hard crunch.

It all happened in the space of a breath, and before The Eldan could scream in pain. He tried to collapse, but the scimitar standing tall and proud as it protruded from his left foot kept him on one knee. Between his groans and laboured breaths, he tried to pull the blade free, but Vahlken strength had buried it in the floor.

“What do you want?” The Eldan dragged every word from his lips, his voice ragged now.

Daijen took his time responding. He poured himself a goblet of water from a nearby table and drained it in one. Sparing an extra moment to peer out a window, he noted that the clerics were still investigating the explosion, unaware that their inner sanctum had been utterly compromised.

“Is it a Golem?” he asked.

His eyes glazed with fresh tears, The Eldan could only stare at the Vahlken, teeth gritted with pain.

“We both know it isn’t a god,” Daijen went on. “Is that what you found down there? One of his pets.”

Something flashed across the Skaramangian’s face, a flicker of recognition perhaps? It always took them time to comprehend that someone other than a fellow Skaramangian might know their secrets.

“That would give you possession of three, yes? Save the one in the hands of the Jainus. You’re fools if you think they will lead you to him. If you bring even one of those fiends back to life, they will unleash hell. Then you’ll have doomed us all, and your dark lord with us.”

Through his pain, sputtering, and coughing, a jagged laugh escaped The Eldan. “You’re still just stabbing in the dark, aren’t you? We live day to day in fear that our enemies are right behind us—a step in front.” He laughed again. “You really have no idea.”

There was, altogether, too much smugness coming from the man—it irked the Vahlken. He crossed the room in two strides and planted his hand atop the pommel of Handuin’s sword. The Eldan squirmed and moaned, his fists knotting into clumps.

“Enlighten me.”

The Skaramangian’s head snapped up, rage in his eyes. “He’s going to flay you alive,” he quavered. “But only when he’s finished treating you like his dog! He’ll have you collared and chained, barking like an animal for scraps. Only when you’ve forgotten where you came from will you be permitted to join your kin in death. He will be the end of Handuin’s mongrels.”

Without blinking, Daijen grabbed him by the throat and lifted him clean from the ground. A wet scream tore from his chest when the scimitar carved through his foot, cleaving it in two rubbery pieces.

The Vahlken brought him close—eye to eye. He scrutinised every inch of the wretch’s defiant expression, extrapolating the truth from fine muscle twitches.

It then dawned on him.

But it was not the glory of a new day’s sun but the yawning of a bottomless chasm beneath his feet. The Eldan was not speaking theoretically, voicing some fantasy of the future. He believed his words but, more so, he believed his predictions to be imminent, as if it was entirely possible that The Dark One could exact revenge on him that very night.

“How?” he breathed.

The Eldan managed to smile all the more in his grip, until Daijen threw him into one of the sofas. He struck the back and tumbled over with it, knocking glasses and plates off a low table. The Vahlken stormed over and tossed the upturned sofa aside with one hand, there to tower over the wounded man.

“How!” he bellowed in his face.

The Eldan was helpless to stop the Vahlken from roughly grabbing him by his robes and hauling him up. Yet still he grinned like a witless fool. His fear had truly evaporated now, replaced by whatever joy he might get out of tormenting his enemy during his final moments.

“He has returned already?” Daijen demanded. “The Dark One. He’s back? Tell me!”

The Eldan had a faraway look in his eyes. “It was… glorious. That it should be in my time.”

“Impossible,” Daijen muttered, dropping the Skaramangian in a heap.

“He was walking among us this whole time,” The Eldan went on, hardly bothering to crawl out of the debris. “And in a human body,” he added, a look of disgust about him. “The Eikor has walked a lowly path on his return to greatness. But he was in there—I saw it with my own eyes. His power is unimaginable. He has no equal. You won’t even survive in his shadow.”

Words couldn’t hurt the Vahlken, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t make him mad.

His hand snapped out again and snatched the man from the floor. He shoved him once, twice, three times from wall to wall before pushing him towards the railing that overlooked the foyer—a pit of bodies now. Daijen strode towards him and casually pressed a hand into his enemy’s shoulder, forcing him over the edge. A short, sharp yelp and The Eldan crashed into the remains of the table below.

“You will tell me everything,” Daijen said, making his way down the curving steps.

Groaning in pain, bleeding from multiple wounds, The Eldan crawled over bodies and broken glass until a pair of hands picked him up by his back and launched him through a set of double doors.

“You’re the last one,” he croaked, his statement devolving into a coughing fit.

Still, it stopped Daijen in his tracks. “What did you say?”

“You… You’re Daijen Saeth, yes? The one that… killed The Valtorak. Slait told me everything… about you. And here you are… the last of Handuin’s line.”

“You don’t know that. You couldn’t know.”

“Couldn’t I? I’m the one who ordered the executions. Farengir, east of The Sin’duil. Hyperia in the far south. Luthion in the northern wastes. Dead. That only left four of you, and Slait was mine.” The Eldan rolled onto his back, looking now as exhausted as he sounded. “He’ll be dead by now, no doubt, the Dragonlord’s blade in his gut.”

Daijen could hardly move, his feet as heavy as cinder blocks. He knew all of those names, each of them scribed on a map in The Valtorak’s office. He had never met any of them, save Slait, of course, but he had known they were out there, a fact that had offered some comfort.

That left three more names, and he was sure he was one of them.

“And the others?” he dared to ask, his voice threatening to break.

The Eldan glanced sideways, calling on memory. “Tovun,” he announced, eyes narrowing in suspicion that he might have got the name wrong—he hadn’t.

Daijen now had a touch of dizziness buzzing around his head. “What happened to him?”

“He died on these very streets, when Erador… took the city.”

A quick calculation, based off what he had learned from the cleric at the south gate, informed Daijen that Tovun had died seventeen years ago, likely only days after he had left for The Ironbark. That meant Ilithranda had most likely been inside the city when…

“That only left… two of you.”

The Eldan’s body convulsed as another fit of coughing tore through him, splattering blood across his trembling hands. Each breath sounded like it might be his last.

Daijen stood over him, swaying, the edges of the room trembling and warping as though the world itself were unraveling. He fought to keep his mind anchored, to keep from floating into the emptiness that clawed at his skull.

“Speak,” he ordered, his voice raw. “Now.”

“The emperor’s brat…” The Eldan’s lips twisted into a ghastly smile. “Ilithranda. To think that wretched bloodline could birth something fit for a Vahlken. I suppose it was only fitting she be robbed of a Vahlken’s death.”

The words hit Daijen like a spear through the chest, punching through and through.

For a moment, the world went by without a sound.

“Death?” he whispered, barely recognising his own voice.

The Eldan’s eyes rolled back, but his grin held. “She paid the price for bringing… an abomination into the world. The only good thing that boy ever did…” He wheezed, blood bubbling at his lips. “…was kill his mother.”

A boy.

The meaning crashed into Daijen like thunder. The world narrowed to a single heartbeat.

Then another.

Then none at all.

Something broke inside him.

He moved before thought could catch up—before grief could swallow him whole.

The Vahlken stepped over the fallen, each footstep heavy, deliberate. Hanging by a warped hinge, the door before him splintered beneath a single kick, crashing open like the crack of judgment.

The Skaramangian tried to crawl away, but Daijen’s hand shot out, snaring his ankle. Bone and tendons protested as he was dragged backward across the corpses.

The Skaramangian gasped, voice wet with terror. “What… what are you doing?”

Daijen’s eyes burned with something beyond rage, beyond reason. He kicked open the next door, the sound echoing like thunder through the halls.

Trembling with fury and grief that no blade could cut through, he growled, “What I should have done a long time ago—burn it all.”


18
THE CITY OF ASH AND PEARL


Stretching her harness to its last inch, Kitrana Voden pushed herself away from the enormous blue whale and let the seafloor fall open beneath her. There—rising from the shimmering haze of vent-heat—waited a marvel that humbled even the oldest currents.

Cyndralith.

To an outsider’s eye it seemed less a city and more a tectonic dream, with stacked obsidian bastions clinging to one another in impossible tiers, all suspended above a yawning geothermal chasm. Its architecture was brutal and volcanic—angles upon angles, mass piled upon mass—every surface carved by forces that felt older than water itself. Lavafalls, thin as ribbons or thick as rivers, spilled down its flanks in slow, glowing cascades.

Basalt and obsidian towers thrust upward like midnight pillars, their interiors visible through jagged apertures. Within, chambers carved from volcanic ridges pulsed with molten-glass veins, each line smouldering softly in hues of ember-orange, blood-red, and gold. The light didn’t shine so much as breathe.

Great vent chimneys surrounded entire districts, exhaling warm currents that shimmered through the city like living weather. The constant murmur of shifting stone—groans, cracks, distant resonant booms—gave Cyndralith the unsettling sense of a creature turning fitfully in its sleep.

Threading through it all were the bridges—vast spans of cooled magma, sculpted into smooth paths marked with ancestral Jinn glyphs. They crisscrossed the water in predetermined patterns, their glowing symbols guiding the flow of thousands and keeping the city’s swimmers from colliding in the warm, crowded dark.

But it wasn’t just a city for the Jinn anymore.

They had welcomed the Kells into their home, a fact that had changed the face of Cyndralith.

As the Jinn captain, Velkor, had explained to Kitrana on the journey, his people had recognised the Kells’ gift for resonance and restoration. Born from this, they were invited to rebuild parts of Cyndralith rather than letting it crumble under the weight of refugees.

Kit leaned harder into her harness, unable to stop herself from drifting closer. Awe widened her eyes. The Kell additions revealed themselves slowly—sweeping, luminous, almost impossibly graceful—softening the brutal geometry of the forge-city like moonlight laid over stone.

Pearlsteel balconies spiralled around the obsidian towers in delicate, shell-like coils, each one catching the vent-glow and scattering it in pale iridescence. Between the basalt pillars, kelp-silk draperies unfurled and swayed, filtering the harsh furnace-light into soft washes of green, blue, and rose.

What had once been Jinn training pits—raw cavities of discipline and scars—now bloomed with bioluminescent coral gardens. Strange blossoms pulsed in slow patterns, their light refracting off driftglass mosaics that lined the pit walls. Those mosaics caught and magnified everything, from Kell resonance humming like distant song, to Jinn echo-chants thrumming through the stone. The water seemed to vibrate with layered histories.

To Kitrana, the Kell work felt like the touch of a healer—careful and measured with quiet reverence. But even the gentlest mending leaves its marks, and here the seams between cultures were unmistakable.

Cyndralith hung suspended between two worlds, forged in fire yet softened by serenity, a place where the harsh and the beautiful existed in the same breath.

The closer they got the more the water tasted of mineral and ash. While this was likely comforting to the returning Jinn warriors, Kitrana found it somewhat suffocating, not unlike the water itself, which was a touch too warm and hazy for her liking.

The heat only seemed to increase as the whale passed over the vent chimneys far below, where Jinn smiths worked the forges in vent chambers that would blister skin and warp metal. It created a bed of amber glow, contrasting with the soft white luminescence from the Kell-grown coral rings above.

Before they could enter the city itself, Captain Velkor ordered everyone to unclip their harnesses. Absent passengers, the blue whale immediately changed its trajectory and began to swim up, into waters misted by blue-gold flecks of drifting plankton.

Obeying the captain’s gesture, Kitrana swept her people in behind him as he guided them toward a district he called the Pearl Quarter.

The district spiralled upward in elegant loops around several towering Jinn spires, its shell-carved swim-ways encircling the basalt like pale, living vines. True to their craft, the Kells had built resonance halls throughout the area—curved chambers designed to catch their voices, stretch their harmonics, and soften the deep thunder of the Jinn vents rumbling far below.

Sound, Kitrana realised, wasn’t merely present in Cyndralith—it shaped the city. Kell resonance horns sang across pearl bridges in haunting, overlapping tones. Jinn vent-drums reverberated through obsidian foundations, carrying messages by vibration alone. Driftglass plates mounted along distant ridges flashed coded gleams to those out of earshot, and long banners of glowing kelp shifted in deliberate, rhythmic patterns—signal-dances readable from hundreds of yards.

Here, nothing was silent. It was a city of layered messages—voices, vibrations, flickers, currents. It was an entire language woven through stone and water.

From one of the glowing gardens, a trio of Kell drifted upward to receive them. Their contrast to the Jinn was striking. Where the Jinn were compact, broad-shouldered, built like carved boulders, the Kell were all length and grace—slender bodies moving with a fluidity that made even their hurried motions look choreographed.

The trio approaching had a gentle, perpetual sway to their forms, as if their bodies were tuned to currents invisible to everyone else.

Most striking was their head shape—tall, elongated skulls that swept upward before curving back into narrow crests, the look reminiscent of a hardened dorsal fin. A central ridge ran down from that crest along the line of each face, lending their brows and noses an almost sculpted symmetry. Their deep-set eyes, each one a glimmering moon-silver, tracked the newcomers with patient, rhythmic focus.

Captain Velkor greeted the lead Kell, switching immediately to their sign-language out of respect. The Kell responded in a cascade of silent motion—long, frilled fingers unfurling in fluid arcs, their hands cutting through the water like dancers shaping invisible currents. Kitrana found herself momentarily entranced, her gaze caught by the fin-like crests running down their forearms, hips, and spine. Each crest rippled softly with their movements, patterned like delicate fan coral and flashing opal-white when it caught the vent-light.

Their skin was another marvel. The lead Kell’s was a soft, muted rose; the one beside them shimmered with pale blue; the smallest carried a gentle sea-foam green. All three had the same smooth, shell-like sheen—subtle, reflective, as though their bodies held a thin coat of pearl.

And their attire flowed as if alive, their sea-fan shawls, coral-lace layers, and trailing cloaks billowing in slow, blooming shapes behind them. Not a single angle to be found. In every line and gesture, they were the living opposite of the Jinn—water to fire, silk to stone.

Velkor turned to Kitrana. “They will take your people to the others,” he signed. “But you must come with me,” he added bluntly.

Kitrana hesitated, eager to see the other Nimean survivors the captain had told her about. Indeed, her people were already following in the Kells’ wake, excited to celebrate with new faces—perhaps even familiar faces.

“I am to take you or the sword, Kitrana Voden,” Velkor signed again. “Either way, word of the blade has already been sent to my superiors, so they will be presented with the weapon.”

“I will come,” Kit replied, not to be parted from the sword.

“As will we,” Serenya announced, swimming into their midst, Aeris beside her.

“You will first relinquish your trident and blade,” Velkor instructed, his small orange eyes flitting from Serenya to Aeris respectively. “You may keep yours, sword-bearer,” he added, looking to Kitrana. “I leave it to you to display when called upon.”

With the captain and small retinue of Jinn warriors, the Nimean trio cut through the warm waters of the city on shark-back. Velkor’s authority granted them passage over and under the swim-ways, allowing them to take a shortcut between the towers and spires.

“Where are we going?” Kit asked.

“To The Emberheart,” Velkor replied.

The name tugged at memories from Kitrana’s youth, when she had been excited to learn as much as she could about her underwater cousins.

“The hall of the king?” she questioned incredulously, sure that they were to meet another commanding officer in the Jinn army.

“It is an honour,” the captain told her. “In all their days here, no Nimean has been invited into the heart of Cyndralith.”

Kitrana spared a glance at the hilt protruding over one shoulder, feeling more protective than ever where the weapon was concerned. She had gone through hell to get it—she would not allow it to be taken from her.

Rather than ascending, as Kitrana had expected of a royal palace, Captain Velkor guided them into the depths of the city. The temperature increased with every foot they descended, shimmering with rising thermal vents.

Richer in minerals, Kitrana’s breathing felt heavier, like her skin had been bound in kelp wraps. The sharks were relieved of their duty before they too succumbed to difficulties, leaving the group to finish the swim themselves.

The entrance gawped at them, an open jaws of darkness surrounded by Jinn guards. Upon entering, Kit’s eyes adjusted to the low light, struggling here and there where molten light seeped through like veins of fire.

The throne room was carved out of a collapsed volcanic chamber, surrounded by a perimeter of uneven basalt pillars that looked to have been inside the chamber before it was occupied.

Looking ahead, the battle maiden came to understand that the Jinn king did not reside in a palace at all. He sat in a wound carved into the earth, a monolith of obsidian that spoke of fire, stone, and memory.

Kitrana almost stopped swimming to take it in, her eyes tracking the jagged block of volcanic glass rising from the magma-lit floor. It was shaped just enough for the king to rest against it.

Its surface was etched with glowing fracture lines—natural cracks filled with mineral resin, giving it the appearance of a stone bleeding fire.

The king himself looked to be a part of the throne, his glowing veins reflecting off the smooth obsidian around him.

His regalia was minimal, forcing the observer’s eyes to focus on his bare chest, a slab of scars that looked to have been inflicted by both combat and forge fire.

Not that his crown could be ignored.

Uneven and jagged, the cracked circlet of obsidian was a ring of volcanic glass that looked to have exploded and froze mid-shatter. Quite unusually, though, the crown was fitted directly across his orange eyes, forcing him to peer out through two naturally formed gaps.

Beyond the throne sat a geothermal vent—the Eternal Forge as it was known throughout the seas. Kit could see Jinn smiths tending to it constantly, the once-forge now considered a ceremonial fire, its heat radiating through the chamber like a heartbeat.

Kitrana might have appreciated it all had she not felt so nauseous from the heat.

Gathered around the edges of the chamber, wedged between the pillars, were a number of officials, both Jinn and Kell.

Included among them was the Kell queen, for none other could turn so many heads the way a powerful current draws drifting kelp. She was the embodiment of her people’s ideals, displaying elegance, resonance, and even wisdom.

If the Jinn king invoked a living volcano, the Kell queen alluded to a living tide, as if she ruled by gravity, not domination.

If all that didn’t give away her identity, the crown upon her crested head certainly did. The crescent-shaped tiara looked to have been grown from white coral and shaped into a flowing spiral. Inlaid with tiny driftglass lenses, the crown refracted light into soft halos around her.

Captain Velkor gestured for the three Nimeans to stop, allowing him to drift forwards a few extra feet. Being a circular room, surrounded by onlookers, Velkor raised his hands so that all could see his announcement.

To Kitrana’s dismay, she understood about three words of the Jinn sign language. She caught the word sword, Nimean, and something about a vault.

The captain then turned to face her again, his hands now moving through an introduction that informed the Nimeans who, exactly, was sitting upon the throne.

Again, Kitrana’s understanding was stunted by her lack of knowledge where the Jinn language was concerned.

“… King Tartranos!” Velkor’s final words were, at least, clear to Kit.

It was Serenya who initiated what became their collective bow—a raising of the chin to expose the throat.

Respect given, Captain Velkor then turned to the tight cluster of Kells that surrounded their queen. His introduction, thankfully, was made in that of the Kell language.

“Behold the Tide-Sovereign, Nalyssara of the Spiralflow, Queen of the Kells, Keeper of the Resonant Currents, Daughter of the Living Spiral, and Shield of the Pearl-born!”

As was expected of them, the Nimean trio raised their chins one more time.

A member of the Jinn court floated forwards, emerging from the shadow of the throne. He spoke directly to the visitors in his sharp language—gestures of nonsense as far as Kit could make out.

In the absence of an appropriate response, the Kell queen herself pushed off from her entourage and drifted gracefully into the heart of the chamber, her ethereal-like layers coiling behind her.

“Perhaps, Korveth” she signed in Nimean, “we should address our guests in the words of their homeland.”

Korveth, the royal courtier, raised his chin in submission and drifted back into the shadows.

King Tartranos stirred on his throne. “I would see the Blade of Skara for myself,” he signed.

Captain Velkor turned to Kitrana and urged her to advance.

Kitrana moved cautiously, acutely aware of the Jinn royal guard, their presence having forged a ring of brutal killers around the entire chamber.

With Serenya to her left and Aeris to her right, the battle maiden brought them to a halt on the edge of the crater that surrounded the throne. Though it was impossible, it seemed the entire chamber held their collective breath as she reached over one shoulder and gripped Dawnbreaker’s hilt.

The scraping steel was dulled at such a depth, the blade cleaving through the water.

“Can you prove the weapon’s legitimacy?” King Tartranos demanded.

Kit frowned. “Your soldiers saw its power with their own eyes, including Captain Velkor.”

“Their eyes are not my eyes,” the king responded bluntly. “Prove it.”

Both Serenya and Aeris began to back away. Kitrana took the hilt in both hands and looked into herself, searching for an ounce of the rage and hatred to feed the blade.

It wasn’t hard.

Apparently both emotions were just beneath the surface, always eager to be unleashed.

As she thought of her years trapped in The Black Vault, the humiliation and death of their princess, the imprisonment of her people, and the glee Gelka Ornst had taken in torturing them, the Blade of Skara came to life.

The runes etched into the fuller were brimming with orange light. It bled into the rest of the steel, competing with the ceremonial fire behind the throne. Then it outshone everything, a star born in the darkest depths of the world.

Sure to put on a show, Kitrana began to sing. The membranes in her throat vibrated at inhuman speed, rippling through the water until the song kissed Dawnbreaker. As before, the sword’s light took on a liquid appearance, much like the molten lava that oozed out of the vents. They drifted out from the blade, detaching here and there, hardening into clumps of ash that fell to the chamber floor.

“Enough,” King Tartranos signed, one hand shielding his rectangular eyes.

Kitrana let go with one hand and held the sword at her side, the magic fading rapidly.

“The blade was broken for a reason,” Queen Nalyssara stated. “It is too dangerous to be wielded.”

“Too dangerous for a Nimean,” King Tartranos remarked, conversing as if Kitrana couldn’t see every word. “In the hands of a Jinn, it could prove enough to dissuade any Merdian invasion.”

“Quite the opposite,” Kit interjected, garnering looks of shock and appal from the gathered courtiers.

Korveth shot forwards. “You will speak when spoken to, Nimean.”

Kitrana’s rage was still hot in her veins, sending a flare of light through Dawnbreaker. “I will speak when sense is demanded,” she responded, eliciting a physical reaction from the crowd.

“How dare⁠—”

The battle maiden sheathed Dawnbreaker over her back and pushed up, interrupting the courtier. “The ocean is at war,” she declared, looking from king to queen. “You cannot hide in the depths and pretend otherwise.”

“If we were hiding,” Tartranos responded bluntly, “you and your people would have been sold to the Merdians by now.”

“And we are grateful for your intervention, good king. But patrolling the fringes of your realm isn’t enough. The Fangoras are gone. The Adakii are little more than nomadic savages. My people are broken and scattered. The great Kells are dependent on your graces. Even the Vorge are enslaved by the enemy. The Jinn—the mighty Jinn—still stand. But for how long? Do you really think the Dread Queen will be content with all but your kingdom?”

“You presume to know our defences are incapable of—” Korveth was, again, cut off—by the king himself.

Tartranos rose from his throne, his sable skin gleaming softly in the vent light. “The Dread Queen knows better than to come here, maiden of the Swordsworn. If she thought otherwise, they would already have fallen on Cyndralith and been repelled.”

“Then you don’t need the sword to dissuade them,” Kitrana countered, using his own words against him.

Queen Nalyssara drifted closer to the throne. “Putting this weapon in the hands of your protectors can only serve your people, Kitrana Voden.”

“The Jinn are not my protectors,” the Nimean was sure to point out. “You have no idea the battles I’ve fought, the horrors I’ve survived. I have earned the right to wield this blade, just as I have earned the right to be the one to run it through the Dread Queen’s heart.”

A look of understanding crossed the king’s face. “You have not come here seeking shelter,” he said knowingly.

“I have not,” Kit confirmed.

The Kell queen looked from Tartranos to the battle maiden. “You mean to take the fight to the Merdians.”

“I do.”

A movement cascaded throughout the crowd, signs exchanged between every one of them as they tried, and failed, to discreetly discuss the revelation.

“I have come to Cyndralith seeking an alliance,” the battle maiden continued boldly. “Together, with the Blade of Skara, I believe we can end the threat of the Merdians.”

“Together?” King Tartranos echoed. “Your people offer nothing in such a fight. Nothing except that sword. Why should I not take it and secure my realm?”

Dawnbreaker pulsed with light once more. “You have neither the right nor the power to take the sword from me.”

“You would challenge me before my own throne?”

Kitrana had expected to see a degree of outrage on the king’s face, but he expressed something else. Intrigue? Astonishment? Could it have been admiration? The Jinn, after all, respected strength above all else.

The battle maiden allowed her anger to seep away, draining the sword of light. “I would argue, good king, that it isn’t enough to secure your borders anymore. The Merdians won’t stop until they control every drop of water in the sea.”

“They will never control these waters,” Tartranos affirmed.

“I wonder if the Fangoras ever said as much. Or the Adakii. I know my own people believed that to be so.”

The king’s eyes narrowed. “You will take more care with your words in my presence.”

“Forgive me if my words wound you,” Kit remarked, jabbing at the king’s sense of strength. “My people and so many more have bled in this war—lost everything in this war. It’s time to end it.”

“Give me that sword, and your people are permitted to live here in peace,” Tartranos offered. “The war need not be your concern anymore.”

Exasperated, Kitrana had to work to keep her emotions in check, lest the blade give her away.

“So long as the sword is here, the Merdians will come for it. The war will go on without end until the Dread Queen possesses it.”

“Let them come,” the king signed. “Then you will see for yourself why the Jinn still stand.”

“And how will you stand against their magic?”

The word rippled throughout the crowd—a mythical power forever beyond the underwater realms. It was often cited as the main reason why every race beneath the waves was forbidden from dealing with the surface-dwellers.

Tartranos called for calm with a raised hand. “Magic?” he questioned suspiciously.

“There are those on the surface world who seek the sword for themselves. They have made a deal with the Merdians to secure it.”

Queen Nalyssara expressed the trouble felt by all at that. “You’re saying the surface-dwellers have offered them magic in exchange for the sword?”

“They have already given the Merdians some of this knowledge, and they have used it against my people. Are you ready to repel magic, King Tartranos?”

For the first time since conversing with him, the Jinn sovereign looked ill at ease. How could he defend against something he didn’t understand?

“You believe taking the fight to the Merdians will alter the outcome of conflict?” the Kell queen wisely posed. “Would we not face their magic either way. Better, I think, that we meet them in our waters, where we have more control.”

“No.” It was the king who signed as much, stirring a current of hope in the battle maiden. “We would still be forced to face their magic, but attacking would catch them off guard, reducing their preparedness. It would give us an advantage—perhaps our only advantage.”

“Not our only one,” Kit reassured him, hefting the sword of power. “You can’t win in a fight against the Merdians without the sword,” she proclaimed defiantly, provoking yet more derision from the offended courtiers. “And you can’t have the sword without me and my people. A true alliance is our only chance to get out from the shadow of the Dread Queen.”

King Tartranos held the chamber for a moment, his commanding presence enough to make all else wait on him. But he was doing what all good rulers were supposed to do—he was thinking, considering all the options, and weighing up the potential consequences.

“You would have us commit our people to a fight that could doom us all,” he said simply. “And we should do this behind you, because you alone, battle maiden, can wield that sword—our greatest weapon.”

Kitrana maintained her steadfast pose, floating before the throne. “Yes.”

The king deliberately paused before signing, “No.”

Kit’s heart sank, but it didn’t hit the bottom before Tartranos spoke again.

“You will prove to me—to all of us—that Kitrana Voden, battle maiden of the Swordsworn is worthy to lead such an alliance and wield the Blade of Skara. Succeed, and we will take the war to the very gates of Atlas. Fail, and I will take the blade as my own, and Cyndralith will be secured.”

Kitrana hesitated. “How am I to prove such a thing?”

King Tartranos approached her, his body gliding through the hot waters. He beheld her for a long moment, his thoughts his own. Then he rose above all three Nimeans and addressed the entire chamber.

“To The Crucible!”
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A REAPING


Floor after floor, Daijen hauled The Eldan’s limp body down the spiralling steps, each thud of the Skaramangian’s frame against the stone punctuating the storm inside him. At some point—between The Eldan’s pathetic whimpers and the wet gargling of broken ribs—it had begun to rain.

By the time Daijen dragged him out into the street, sheets of water hammered the city, drowning the sounds of their arrival, smearing blood into long red threads behind them.

Rain sluiced down his face, indistinguishable from the tears he refused to acknowledge. He was already halfway across the road before the scattered guards and clerics even registered the sight of their master, bruised and bloodied, dragged like refuse at the heel of a demon they had prayed never to meet.

Shock rooted them to the spot. No one breathed.

Daijen released The Eldan’s ankle without so much as a glance, letting the man collapse into a growing puddle that swallowed his robes. He flicked his scimitar out to one side, the blade singing through rain.

“Here I am!” Daijen roared, the sound tearing from deep in his chest. “I am the last of your enemy!” He hammered the flat of his blade twice against his cuirass, a challenge older than kingdoms. “You die or I die! Skaramangian! Vahlken! One of us will not see the dawn!”

In that moment, he truly didn’t care for the outcome. He just needed to unleash.

The horde exploded. Clerics, guards, zealots—all screaming in their misguided devotion as they charged the mutant in their midst. But to Daijen, they were little more than shadows rushing toward him through the rain.

His mind, his heart, his very bones seemed to be elsewhere.

All he saw was Ilithranda’s face—her calm, her hope, her trust. All he heard was her voice when he vowed to return. A vow broken.

His final words to her—now a curse on his soul.

The grief struck him like a blade driven under the ribs. He felt himself hollow out—emptied, scraped clean—leaving a perfect void into which rage poured, molten and unrestrained. It ignited every nerve in his body, set his blood to roaring fire.

They were running toward him now, dozens of them.

Good.

Let them come. He welcomed the tide, not because it would distract him—nothing could—but because violence was the only shape left for his grief to take.

He wanted to break them all. Split them open. Burn their corpses until not even the rain could quench the flames.

“The only good thing that boy ever did was kill his mother.”

The Eldan’s words were barbed, the spikes digging into Daijen’s flesh. They filled his mind with visceral images of Ilithranda bleeding out, alone, while Tovun died in the streets and likely Androma beside him.

If only he had been there.

His body moved, and seemingly without conscious thought. A dip in his shoulders allowed him to avoid the thrusting blade of a cleric guard, the steel puncturing naught but air and raindrops. Daijen stepped into him, his free hand whipping up into the exposed throat beneath the iron mask. His fingers snapped shut in a spray of gore and garbled agony.

The Skaramangian was still choking to death on his own blood when the next one leaped the distance between them, sword swinging down. It should have cleaved Daijen shoulder to groin and would have had he not shoved his first victim into the path of the incoming blade.

It hammered into the back of his head with a wet thud, lodging the weapon just long enough to render the guard defenceless against Daijen’s counterattack. He didn’t even see the scimitar, the blade slid neatly between the arm and ribs of the dead Skaramangian until it found his comrade, plunging up through his gut. The Vahlken’s precision was deadly accurate, severing the artery that fed the heart and ensuring death.

Daijen had hardly been aware of his actions, that there were two corpses at his feet already. He was still living inside that moment, The Eldan’s words repeating over and over again, confirming his worst fears.

She was dead.

Gone.

Forgotten by all but him.

Two more bodies landed at his feet—he didn’t recall killing them, but his scimitar was coated in that much more blood. He was also holding one of their swords now, granting a weapon in each hand. He wanted then, more than anything, to dwell on his days training in Ka’vairn, opposite Kastiek as he instructed him in the ways of dual-wielding combat.

But there was no getting past the image of Ilithranda. She blotted out everything behind her, from his memories to the world itself.

A trio of clerics came at him, the lead of which threw a vial in his direction. With unmatchable deftness, the Vahlken intercepted the vial with the flat of one blade and swiftly pivoted while twisting the sword. His momentum came to an end with an outstretched arm, the vial redirected at speed and launched back at its owner.

A crack of raw power ripped through the night, intensified by a staccato of lightning that erupted from the impact site—the cleric’s chest. Amidst the smoke and steam, the trio lay in the street as one amalgamated being, their insides on display bursting and bubbling in a pool of sickening fluids. It gave the others pause.

“Is that it?” Daijen bellowed, knocking one of his blades into his chest again.

One brave Skaramangian came for his life, sword carving round from on high. Daijen blocked the attack with one sword and chopped his hand off with the other. A backhanded whistle of steel took his head clean off.

“More!” the Vahlken fumed, desperate for the numbing embrace of combat. “Come on!” he beckoned, his words little more than a feral growl.

The Skaramangians obliged, and by the dozen.

They piled on, rushing him from every angle. They jabbed, thrust, swiped, and hacked, no better than a pack of hungry animals. In truth, it was the closest he had come to sparring with Kastiek again, the old Vahlken so fast on his feet he had been a one-man battalion.

Daijen flowed through them, his body twisting, turning, and coiling through the gaps. His swords lashed out left and right, nicking arteries, opening airways, and severing tendons. One after the other, Skaramangians collapsed under their own weight, blood mixing with the rain.

“More!” he roared.

One guard received a slip of steel across his gut, doubling him over. Daijen rolled over his back, boot whipping out to smash through another’s jaw. Both of his blades rotated, following the swift flow of his legs and hips, and slashed across the faces of two guards, shattering mask and skull.

There was a warning screaming in the back of his mind, a tolling bell raising the alarm. He was bleeding. Numerous parts of his body had taken a blow of some kind. His back stung with stab wounds. His legs threatened to heed the gashes exposing his muscles. His arms strained to maintain the weight of his swords, the blood streaming down over his knuckles.

The injuries could have been inflicted on someone else for all Daijen cared. The pain didn’t register. There was only her—only the void left by her.

And there she stood—Ilithranda Lhoris. Her tall muscular form was that of a pale sentinel, just beyond the crowding Skaramangians. She was waiting for him, beckoning him. He had only to reach her, as he had promised to do.

A stray sword glanced off his own and ploughed into his shoulder, just beside the edge of his cuirass. It tore a growl from his lips and robbed his view of Ilithranda, adding more pitch to the fire raging in his veins.

Daijen rammed his way through to the culprit, one arm rolling up. His scimitar found its mark right between the Skaramangian’s legs, biting through to his navel. On his tiptoes, the guard could but scream, though his agony was cut short when the Vahlken fed him his secondary blade. Skewered now, the guard was heaved and thrown into the group.

Two more consecutive slashes dropped a pair of Skaramangians at his feet, their throats ajar like the grotesque mouth of some wicked beast.

“Dawn is coming!” Daijen yelled, striding back into the midst.

He dodged aside, narrowly evading a sword tip aimed between his eyes. A swipe of both blades—left to right—dragged two red lines across the guard, his chest torn asunder.

“More!” he yelled again.

They answered him with just that, the buildings steadily emptying of Skaramangians, their boots pounding through the puddles to reach him. With tears in his eyes, Daijen waded in, a Wraith of steel and fury. He cut through the legs of one, flipping him to the ground, before a powerful kick to his gut sent the cleric skidding into three more, tripping them up. A swift dash, Handuin’s blade held low, and the Vahlken dragged the blade along their necks, killing all three of them with one blow.

He deflected, parried, and blocked his way into the heart of them, until he became the eye of the storm, where he could inflict maximum damage while creating ultimate chaos. His every movement, every flick of his blades, ended another life, drenching Harendun in more blood. It was a slaughter unlike anything The Undying City had ever seen, and there had been naught but carnage in its streets for generations.

But it would not suffice—not until they were utterly decimated. Not until there had been such a reaping of Skaramangians that they never recovered. And so he butchered them without mercy, his grief little more than a starving beast that could never be satiated. They needed to die, all of them.

Even as his rage gorged on the bloodbath, it still wasn’t enough for him. Death was too good for them. Too quick. But Death itself had long been Daijen Saeth’s puppet master, always pulling his strings. He just wasn’t fighting it anymore.

For the first time in decades, Daijen felt truly unleashed.

And for all the rain that pelted them, there would be no cleaning either of the Vahlken’s blades. They were forever passing through someone, stabbing them, and hacking off limbs. When needed, he used their pommels instead, hammering at his foes until their skulls caved in. One Skaramangian, robbed of his mask in the fray, received a headbutt directly to the face—killing him instantly.

There was something visceral in the act, more intimate. Daijen launched his blades, one after the other, impaling a cleric each. He didn’t need them anymore.

More Aegre than Vahlken now, he ploughed through the ranks of Skaramangians as an animal, ripping and tearing with his bare hands.

His mutations could not be denied. He snapped bones, over-extended tendons, shredded muscle, and popped sockets. Such was his strength that he even yanked limbs from the body, wielding them as ragged clubs. The smell of it all was thick in his nose now, the taste bitter and acrid on his tongue.

“The only good thing that boy ever did was kill his mother.”

Daijen roared, barrelling into another cluster. He twisted heads, pummelled skulls, and crushed throats, ignorant to the blades that hacked at his cuirass. He just needed to purge the earth of them.

And then there was only one.

A single cleric guard, braced somewhere between fight and flight. On the fringes, he had just watched his entire company of devoted Skaramangians meet a bloody end. He hesitated, proving some degree of intelligence at least.

“Kill him!” The Eldan squawked from the other side of the massacre, barely able to see them over the pile of bodies.

The last survivor scanned the dead, seeing any number of deaths that awaited him should he advance. None of them were good. He turned and fled, running away as fast as he could.

But a culling wouldn’t do—only total annihilation.

Daijen toed one of the swords lying haphazardly across a corpse, spinning the blade up and into his waiting hand. If the Vahlken aimed, he wasn’t really aware of it, he just gave over to muscle memory and launched the weapon like a spear. The impact made a satisfying sound as it blew through the guard’s cuirass, back, and out through his chest.

In the wake of his death, there was only the sound of rain clattering against armour and discarded swords.

Daijen stood in the middle of it, dripping with watery blood. His hair, once white as snow, was stained red. His face, an angelic sculpture of marble, was a tapestry of cuts and bruises, and just as smeared with blood as his cuirass, pauldrons, vambraces, and all in between. He thought of the pool of blood before the emperor’s throne and the helpless souls who emerged from the Ankala with red skin.

Just like them, he had seen the future while submerged in so much blood. A future without Skaramangians. A future where the shadows didn’t have faces.

The Vahlken turned to lay eyes on The Eldan. Every movement elicited pain. He could feel the bones in his shoulders and hips grinding together. His clothing rubbed against bleeding cuts, stinging the exposed nerves. From atop one particular pile of bodies, he recovered Handuin’s scimitar, his knuckles splitting that much more as he gripped the hilt and replaced it on his belt.

“This won’t… stop us,” The Eldan wheezed.

“No,” Daijen breathed, his stare cold and distant. “But it’ll hurt. Then the others will know what’s coming for them. That’ll do. For now.”

Without warning, the Vahlken grabbed the Skaramangian by the ankle again. Dragging him through the uncountable dead, he made for the dig site. The Eldan protested, clawing uselessly at the bodies.

“What are you doing?” he cried, seeing the jagged edge of the site.

Daijen didn’t say anything. He just threw the wretch into the hole. Using one of the ropes draped over the edge, the Vahlken repelled down at speed, pleased to find that his quarry yet lived—if utterly broken.

The Eldan had landed feet-first, the fall more than his legs could withstand. He lay screaming and panting, both in shock and horrified by the sharp bones now protruding through the skin and clothing on both legs.

Daijen ignored him, his neck craned to take in the site’s only other inhabitant.

There was no mistaking the skeleton for anything but a Golem. Outside of Ahnir’s memories, it was the first time the Vahlken had seen one of them with his own eyes.

It sat slumped against the wall, surrounded by suspended drops of waters that glistened in the light of the torches fixed to the walls. Every bone was a piece of art, the etched runes displaying an exceptional level of craftsmanship.

Daijen glanced around, half expecting to see Ahnir standing in the shadows, silently observing. He wasn’t, of course, and never had been. That part of his subconscious had died when he learned the truth of the Andaren people.

His glazed eyes found The Eldan once more. “You’re going to tell me everything—everything. And then, if I’m satisfied, I’m going to tell you everything. Only then, when you realise how hollow this has all been… only then will I permit you to die.”
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THE CRUCIBLE


“This is ridiculous,” Kitrana complained, her signing irritating Serenya and Aeris while they fitted various parts of her body with the armour Captain Velkor had gifted the Nimean. “We should be making plans, preparing to enter the Veilstream and take the fight to the Merdians.”

“War is a sacred fire to the Jinn,” Serenya told her, before going on to fasten the straps around the battle maiden’s left vambrace. “They cannot follow anyone into battle who hasn’t first been tempered. Nor can they trust a weapon they’ve not seen survive the heat… and pressure.”

Kitrana thought of the depths she was soon to enter, still shocked to have discovered there was anywhere deeper than the royal Emberheart. The pressure down there would more than test her body’s resilience—their current depth was already enough to make it feel like her bones were encased in a suit of tight armour.

“Just prove your worth, and we can have our war,” Serenya added.

Kit observed the Nimean elder, reminded that the woman had been hollowed out by revenge. The death—the murder—of her son, demanded blood, and Serenya was not to be denied her vengeance.

“I don’t even know how I’m supposed to do that,” the battle maiden replied, wincing where the obsidian cuirass cut into her hips.

Aeris drifted back a few feet, making a point to look at the armour she now wore. “You must fight,” he observed, his sign language showing some improvement.

“Fight whom?” Kitrana questioned before Serenya required her right arm. “Am I to kill Jinn warriors? Every one of them I cut down is one less fighter in the battle to come,” she fumed, before noticing how different the right vambrace was to its twinned left.

It was Nimean…

The battle maiden twisted her arm to examine the whole vambrace, noting the trident sigil on the forearm—the symbol of their people. She looked at Serenya questioningly.

“One of the survivors living here gave it to me,” she explained. “They wanted you to have it. A piece of home—something to fight for.”

Kitrana gripped it with her other hand, her thumb running over the sigil. A piece of home.

The older Nimean then moved to occupy all of Kitrana’s view, her hands gripped to the edges of the cuirass until she had the battle maiden’s full attention. “Do whatever you must,” she urged. “Without the Jinn, we won’t even see the gates of Atlas before the Merdians cut us down.”

A rhythmic vibration began to pulse through the water, reverberating off the walls of their chamber. Kit hadn’t been among the Jinn long enough to make sense of the signals they communicated through their drums but, in this case, she didn’t need to.

“Time to go,” she signed.

Aeris collected Dawnbreaker from the corner of the room and presented it to the battle maiden. He maintained his grip on the scabbard as Kitrana drew the steel into uncomfortably hot water.

Having volunteered to escort her, Captain Velkor guided Kit through the canyons, most of which appeared to house ancient gladiatorial training grounds and living quarters.

The canyon ended abruptly, revealing that there was yet more fathomless depths to traverse. Their intended location, however, was easy to spot, if not by the trail of thousands swimming towards it, then the sheer size of the co-called Crucible.

Kitrana had never seen anything like it. The colour of rusted iron, the colossal structure was one massive cylinder resting at the bottom of the ocean. One end, closed off by a circular iron wall, was exposed to the ocean, while the other end disappeared into a mountain of jagged rock that dominated the horizon.

Closer now, Kit could see that the cylinder was dotted with misshapen apertures, each no wider than a set of shoulders, where an audience could peer inside. That audience coated it in the thousands, the Jinn slowly, but surely, concealing the structure like bees on a hive.

The battle maiden would have asked the captain what to expect of such a strange place, but he remained always ahead, unable to see her hands.

King Tartranos and his retinue made their approach from atop the cylinder—astride a gargantuan crab. The crustacean was careful to avoid the many apertures as it advanced towards them, though it seemed to care nothing for the Jinn spectators, some of whom were knocked aside by hardened legs.

“You must enter The Crucible of your own free will,” the king announced, seated on a makeshift throne behind the crab’s eyes. “Prove yourself worthy to lead Jinn in battle—or die with honour.”

The latter, again, made Kitrana think about whom she was expected to fight. Or—how many she was about to fight. The best she could hope for was some kind of chosen warrior, a Jinn considered to be unbeatable. At least that would conclude with only one death.

After a nod from the king, Captain Velkor directed Kitrana to one of the warped breaches at their feet.

Kit steeled herself, sparing a glance back at Serenya and Aeris. They both offered an affirming nod of confidence—an easy thing to do when they weren’t the ones descending through a tiny hole into a cage of unknown danger.

Keeping Dawnbreaker close to her chest, the battle maiden positioned herself over the nearest window—as it was—and consciously altered the pressure inside her body, briefly changing the flow of oxygen through her skin. Inch by inch, she sank into The Crucible.

She was completely alone therein, granting her some time to take in the new environment. The cylinder was entirely hollow, though the base was not that of the material curving around her, but an uneven ground of boulders and drifting long grass.

And skeletons.

They were everywhere, and not all humanoid, their remains scattered without care. Among them were weapons—a trident here, a sword there.

Looking up and all around her, the battle maiden discovered thousands of Jinn eyes looking back at her. Among them were Serenya and Aeris, though it would have been easier to find a plankton in a coral reef than spot the pair.

All the while, her joints ached, and her whole head felt like she was wearing a helmet several sizes too small. How was she to fight at a depth Nimeans weren’t even supposed to swim in?

Without any warning, the collective Jinn swarming The Crucible began to beat the outer cylinder like a living drum. The slow and rhythmic beat steadily increased, much like Kitrana’s heart rate.

Her instincts kicked in, a prickling sensation felt in the respiratory lining inside her mouth. She was drawn to the other end of The Crucible, where the cylinder met pure darkness as it pressed into the base of the mountain.

Something stirred the shadows inside.

Quite naturally, Kitrana began a slow retreat towards the walled off end, her eyes fixed on the abyss staring back at her. The Nimean knew then that she had been asking the wrong question. It wasn’t whom she was to fight. It was what.

The darkness shifted again. There was no sound. There was nothing to see. Yet it moved all the same, exerting new waves of pressure throughout The Crucible.

Then the current shifted. Slowly. Reluctantly—as though something vast was displacing the sea, pushing aside ancient silt as it emerged from whatever hell had birthed it.

Ribbons of silky sinew explored beyond the cave mouth, coiling and flexing with intelligence.

But they weren’t ribbons.

They were tentacles.

Pale and ghostlike, uncoiling from the blackness in long sinuous arcs, they intruded on The Crucible. They came silently, each one as thick as a ship’s mast near the base, tapering to serpentine tips lined with teeth-like ridges that caught the faint glow of the vent light.

One tentacle touched the seafloor, and the sediment flowered upward in a cloud.

Another curled across a shattered boulder.

A third brushed the wall of the Crucible with a sound like wet stone grinding.

And behind them…

The beast itself.

The Kraken.

A great mass of striated flesh and volcanic-black plating, its main body was mostly concealed within a warped conch shell. Fused with living muscle, the contour of it—arched, jagged—evoked the silhouette of a wave just before it breaks and destroys everything beneath it. Scratching the top of the cylinder, it tilted, rotated—alive yet alien—revealing the underside where a ring of gnashing suckers spiralled in a monstrous bloom.

Then its mouth opened.

A whirlpool of teeth, rotating slowly, grinding the water with the sickening noise of bone caught deep inside a vent.

It lurched forwards as though dragging the ocean with it, the light from numerous vents catching its armoured crest.

A ripple of silver-blue shimmered across the shell-like structure, a wave frozen in motion that made the creature look like a living storm.

As it lifted itself fully into the Crucible’s half-light, the pressure intensified all the more. The vents roared in answer, as if the very depths recognised the beast returning to its domain.

A low, thrumming bellow resonated from inside the shell, the sound of it felt in the bones. Kitrana’s body had no choice but to absorb the vibrations, conjuring images of ancient hunting grounds, drowned cities, and the crushing dark of trenches untouched by sun or memory.

Suddenly, the battle maiden felt incredibly small.

Kitrana tightened her grip on Dawnbreaker, reminding herself that the blade made her a Giant.

Of course the Jinn have a Kraken, she thought to herself.

“This is foolish!” she exclaimed with one hand. “We could turn the beast on the Merdians!”

But the Jinn were slave to their traditions, her words taken as no more than a desperate plea. In their eyes, she was doomed—there would be no war.

Feeling the pock-marked wall at her back, Kitrana ignored the hands that reached through to touch her—if only so they could boast of it later. Instead, the battle maiden gripped one edge and braced her feet against the unusual stone.

What was a Kraken after she had faced down a Leviathan?

That thought didn’t embolden her as much as she had hoped it would. There was something about the Kraken—the way it moved, the way it explored its surroundings. There was an intelligence to it she hadn’t witnessed in the Leviathan, a brute of a monster that knew only insatiable hunger.

She couldn’t make out any eyes, yet she knew it had already spotted her, advancing with the deliberate slowness of a predator that knew it had cornered its prey.

You think I’m stuck in here with you, she thought, shedding any feelings of being the prey. You’re stuck in here with me.

She opened the wound and let the anger out.

Dawnbreaker drank greedily, adding its orange light to The Crucible.

Kitrana pushed off from the wall with both feet, her whole body rippling as she cut through the water. Ounce by ounce, she poured her fear into a forge, burning it away until only wrath and ruin remained. Dawnbreaker shone brighter and brighter, forcing every Jinn spectator to shield their eyes. They would miss her moment of triumph, but they would behold the aftermath, and implosion of hot ash and Kraken meat.

Then war.

The Nimean’s focus, however, was too narrow, her gaze fixed on the flesh inside the beast’s shell. She missed two of its six tentacles, both of which had been snaking through the long grass, weaving and threading the boulders, beneath her. It took but one of them to snatch her mid-charge. The limb coiled around her waist and thighs, the small fangs biting into her skin and clawing at her armour.

Dawnbreaker flashed, high to low. A shrieking bellow erupted from the Kraken once more, the tip of its feeler severed by searing steel. Kitrana was instantly dismayed to see that the remainder of the tentacle only burned for another foot before the magic faded, leaving the rest of the monster intact.

It was too big.

Kitrana hadn’t anticipated that, believing the Kraken would implode in its entirety like all else. And there was no time dwell on it, the second creeping tentacle shooting up out of the drifting grasses.

The battle maiden shrugged herself loose of the coiled feeler and darted to the side, narrowly avoiding the fanged limb. She jabbed in its direction, only to watch the tentacle arc out of the way—directly into her.

The world went black for a moment, only coming back to the Nimean when she struck the interior wall. A number of Jinn hands immediately pushed her away, forcing the battle maiden back into the fight for her life.

Whip-fast, she whirled around the incoming limb, her right hand lashing out with Dawnbreaker singing in her grip. The Kraken recoiled at the loss of more flesh, its outcry a blaring horn in the deep. Rolling under the wounded tentacle, Kit came up with another swing, dicing up another chunk.

Her confidence growing, Kitrana made for the main body, twisting and slipping around a third limb snapping out of the shadows. Surging forwards, with all her convictions feeding Skara’s blade, she again attempted to drive the sword somewhere of vital importance. In response, the Kraken gathered its six tentacles, amassing a web of thick and spiked coils.

The battle maiden threaded what she could, closing the gap, but one of the thorny barbs dragged across her right leg, staggering her momentum. Another tentacle bunched in her path, creating a wall of pale flesh. Pain and turmoil robbed Kit of momentary sense, her ears filled with the sound of oily skin sliding over oily skin.

The sword was gone!

She felt its absence as she might a severed limb. Panic set in, threatening to unravel her training and mind set—her conviction. As the blade fell into the depths of The Crucible, its steel dull and ordinary, Kitrana reached out and gripped one of the tentacle fangs, allowing it to pull her along at speed. Her other hand dashed out to reclaim Dawnbreaker, but her fingertips did no more than brush the pommel.

Working in harmony, the rubbery limbs parted as one, bringing Kit face to face with the Kraken’s main body—its mouth. The tentacle dragged her towards the ring of teeth, a trail of blood pluming from her wounded leg. The battle maiden tucked up her knees, fought against the pain screaming in her thigh, and pushed off.

She speared up through the water, hands outstretched until she could grab the rim of the Kraken’s shell. Pulling herself over, she took momentary shelter behind the curved lip, bracing against the monster’s movement. It had no feeling in the shell, but she didn’t doubt the creature could sense the vibrations.

One after the other, tentacles towered overhead, sweeping across the shell in search of her. Kitrana pressed herself flat inside the curve of the rim. One of the limbs she had hacked through probed the area, its blunt end singed and charred black.

She couldn’t stay there forever.

But movement could spell her doom.

With all care, the Nimean rolled herself up and round, so she could peer over the edge. Her big blue eyes scanned The Crucible floor, desperate to catch a glimpse of Dawnbreaker. With the tentacles busy looking for her, the Kraken’s bulk steadily lowered, displacing the grass and vent currents.

There!

The steel caught the light of a vent, offering a chance at victory—if only she could wield it.

One of the uninjured limbs was coming for her, its fangs scratching against the shell. Kitrana flipped over the rim, somersaulting through the water, until she could launch herself off the underside of the carapace. Coiling forward, the Nimean dived, and hard.

Had she ever swam so fast? Even the Vorge would have struggled to catch her. But it wasn’t enough—the Kraken had speed and size in its arsenal. One long limb unfurled, the tip of its feeler slamming into the battle maiden. She was, again, robbed of the sword having no more than nudged the hilt with her fingers.

Tumbling through long grass and over jagged rocks, Kit heard the muted clatter of bones as she became entangled in some old skeleton. Without thinking, she snatched at one of the bones, splintering its ends, and only a second before that same tentacle slipped through the grass to smother her.

With all her strength, the Nimean stabbed the bone through the end of the feeler, momentarily pinning it before the creature recoiled, splitting the tentacle around the bone in a cloud of fresh blood.

Feeling the rapid displacement of water against her skin, Kit didn’t even look for the incoming limbs—she turned and swam. At such speed, the battle maiden had no choice but to enter the naturally formed tunnel that cut through a section of rock. Her cuirass scraped, and her skin split, but she didn’t care—pain was for the living to worry about, and, at that moment, she was just fighting to stay among them.

A powerfully thick tentacle rammed through the tunnel after her, shattering the rock with force alone. Kitrana emerged half a second before the limb and made a hard turn to the right, her armour peppered by debris.

Dawnbreaker was dead ahead, the blade plunged into the sandy bottom.

The Kraken floated overhead, eclipsing The Crucible and replacing it with a roof of teeth and malice. At last, its eyes were revealed from amidst the folds of flesh that rippled out from its circular mouth. A crown of orbs, six in total, and all speckled with gold across smooth purple domes, they focused not just on its prey but on that which had proven deadly already. It was in that subtle shift that Kitrana saw something of the creature’s true intellect.

And its intent.

The Nimean grasped the sword as one unavoidable tentacle struck her whole body. By sheer force of will, Kitrana kept hold of Dawnbreaker while she was flung end over end in a churning spin. The volume of water slowed her down, however, before she could impact the other end of The Crucible. Still, everything hurt. Her muscles felt starved, her bones flexed even beyond their capabilities, and wounds bit into her skin like teeth.

It would all wait.

The Kraken was coming.

The beast pulled itself along the length of The Crucible to the rhythmic drumming of the enveloping Jinn. How much longer could she really last? There would be no outrunning it, and she would die from exhaustion before she could hack the thing to pieces.

Dawnbreaker came to life in her grip as an idea was born in her—a memory in truth. The battle maiden held the blade out in front of her, just as she had done when facing the Leviathan.

Then she sang.

Her hatred, fear, anger, and will to dominate stirred in one melting pot—pitch for the fire. Dawnbreaker brought the sun to the darkest depths of Verda’s ocean, its light dripping away as it had in the Jinn throne room. Her song morphed into something akin to a battle cry, disturbing the water all the more. The magic housed within the sword amplified the song, pushing it out in every direction, drawing in every living sea creature.

The Kraken hesitated, its tentacles jittering, retreating.

It was hers. She could feel it.

The battle maiden sang her will into the blade, commanding the beast to return to the abyss from whence it came. Retreat or die, she told it mentally.

The Kraken tilted as it moved backwards, its six eyes reflecting Dawnbreaker’s light. What had Kitrana just seen in them? What was that? A pinch of understanding? A frown from a Kraken? One tentacle ceased its retreat and, instead, pushed forwards again. Then another mimicked it. And another.

A sinking sensation took root in Kit’s gut, dampening her convictions. Unlike the Leviathan, apparently, Kraken was not to be subdued by a smaller mind.

She lost her grip on the behemoth.

The Kraken came again, surging forwards, tentacles lashing as if it was insulted now and not just hungry. Kit swiped once with the glowing blade, disintegrating enough of a tentacle to leave the end hanging on by a thread of sinew. The Nimean wasn’t nearly fast enough to defend herself against the second limb.

The fangs bit into her left leg and pulled her down and across the floor of The Crucible, her cry of agony creating a surge of light as it impacted the steel. There was no fighting it, no escaping it. The tentacle slithered between the rocks and through the grass, dragging the battle maiden to her grim fate.

With both hands, Kit ploughed Dawnbreaker into the ground, but the super-heated steel did nothing to slow her down, the bright edge slicing through earth and stone as easily as it would through flesh.

In defiance, Kitrana screamed into the depths, her vocal membranes pushed to their limit. Liquid light was scattered in her wake, solidifying into a winding black trail of bubbling debris.

Her scream was met with a roar ocean-old—a tremor that shivered through the water like crushed stone. The layered sand leapt from the seafloor. Even the water itself seemed to tighten.

It had not come from the Kraken.

The sound deepened, the grinding groan of tectonic plates shifting against one another. Every creature within miles must have felt it in their bones. The spectating Jinn certainly did. Some fled, some froze, their instincts collapsing under ancient fear.

And then it rose, erupting upward in a colossal spiral of sound and pressure, a bellow that tore through the deep like a tidal shockwave. The water churned violently, currents snapping like broken ropes.

It was a roar of declaration, a warning—a promise of devastation for those who had felt it.

When the final vibrations faded, the deep was left echoing with its aftershocks, as though the sea struggled to remember how to be quiet again. Perhaps it never would be, but in that tumultuous moment, a new shadow overcame the structure.

The Leviathan had come.

A black mountain of muscle and tentacle rammed through the end of the cylinder, walls exploding outward as though made of rotted driftwood. Even the Jinn—scattered and fleeing—felt the impact rattle the armour on their bones.

Some would live.

Some would not.

There was one death, however, that felt set in stone, and it was not Kitrana Voden’s.

The beast released her as if burned, every limb recoiling. Then—panicked—it began dragging its bulk toward the far cavern, its massive shell grinding trenches into the seafloor. But next to the Leviathan’s fury, the Kraken moved like a thing drowning in tar, every motion sluggish, doomed.

Kitrana flattened herself against the sand, knowing the gesture was worthless against warring gods.

The Leviathan struck.

Its tentacles punched through the broken walls, pulverising stone and whipping the water into a vortex of silt and debris. The entire chamber became a storm of black hunger, a living nightmare of rage and ancient power that no Nimean song could ever hope to tame fully.

Sensing retreat was impossible, the Kraken turned in a final, desperate act.

Its last mistake.

The Leviathan’s limbs coiled around it with continental strength, each grip a commandment of destruction. Pressure swelled. The Kraken shrieked—a wet, tearing sound—and its tentacles burst under the Leviathan’s squeeze, dark blood boiling into the water in thick, writhing clouds.

The Leviathan did not hesitate—it never hesitated.

It seized the surviving limbs and reeled the Kraken in, rotating the beast with the slow inevitability of a stormfront rolling across the deep. The Kraken’s shell exposed its softer underside.

From behind a fractured slab of stone, Kitrana watched, frozen in awe and horror, as the Leviathan’s maw unfurled. Not a mouth but a blossoming abyss.

Pinned beneath the larger titan, the Kraken thrashed uselessly. Every movement cost it more flesh, more bone, more of itself ripped away.

The Leviathan descended.

Its jaws plunged into the Kraken’s central mass with a force that shook the ruins, tunnelling through shell and sinew. The feeding became a violent ritual—long, grinding, relentless—churning the seafloor until the water turned murky with gore and drifting fragments of shattered carapace.

The Crucible was no longer an arena.

It was a graveyard with two titans fighting over the grave.

Kitrana lifted Dawnbreaker, summoning every last thread of her strength. Her voice rose in a final, desperate song—a command, a plea, a warning. The Leviathan heard, and with a brutal shove, it hurled the Kraken’s carcass into the abyssal tunnel from which it had crawled, the corpse tumbling back into the blackness where it belonged.

Silence followed.

Silence, and ruin.

Nothing remained of the Crucible but a gaping wound in the earth, shattered walls drifting like broken shards. Kitrana rose slowly, Dawnbreaker’s light cutting through the floating haze.

Haunted by what they had witnessed, thousands of Jinn stared back at her, their molten eyes reflecting the carnage below. Among them, his crown burning with ember light, was Tartranos, their bewildered king.

He knew then, at last, that a storm had come to Cyndralith.

And it had her name.
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The first whispers of sunlight were edging over Harendun when The Eldan finished his tale of events.

Despite his constant pain, he had taken Daijen through the invasion of The Undying City and Vander’s subsequent fiefdom, to the rebirth of Skara Pendain in the bowels of Azad-guul and his alliance with Baelon Vos—an alliance that had led to the current siege of Valgala.

The Eldan knew nothing of the siege’s outcome, but he had known plenty about a young man named Joran Pendain.

Seated upon a rock beside the skeletal Golem, Daijen Saeth could but absorb it all. He had missed so much. All the years he had devoted to destroying the Skaramangians and preparing for the return of The Dark One, only for him to be absent for that most pivotal moment.

Joran…

He muttered the name, feeling it on his lips. Ilithranda had a son—a son called Joran. And what a life he had already lived in a mere seventeen years.

The Eldan had detailed their hunt for him, spear-headed by Slait. Some cruel twist of fate had seen the boy adopted by none other than The Dark One himself.

It felt a sickening pit in his stomach that Ilithranda’s child should now share a name with the fiend.

“Where is the boy now?” Daijen had asked at that particular juncture.

“I do not know.”

“Don’t lie to me,” the Vahlken growled, his face smeared with Skaramangian blood.

“I’m not,” The Eldan had insisted, wincing and sweating through his pain. “He fled Azad-guul as we did. Word of him has yet to reach me.”

And it never will, Daijen had thought to himself.

After that, The Eldan went on to detail his journey alongside Skara, taking them from Azad-guul to Thedaria and then Harendun. Skara had instructed him to return to the city with the army that had recently invaded Erador.

Since then, with every Skaramangian having joined them from Ehrendil and The Saible, they had been digging through numerous areas previously highlighted by Skara himself.

The Dark One was looking for his children then.

Daijen sighed, his limbs heavy. He needed rest, though he knew in his heart he would never rest again. How could he in a world where Ilithranda was forever absent? There was only grief and pain.

Joran…

The boy was a glimmer of hope on a bleak horizon. He had done well to survive everything the world had thrown at him thus far, but how much longer could his luck hold out? And at seventeen years old, luck was all he had.

And then it struck the Vahlken again, an image he couldn’t get out of his mind. Androma fleeing with a baby Joran, forced to leave Ilithranda’s body behind while the city collapsed under the weight of invasion. He kept seeing his sister’s body just lying there on that bed, in that room—alone. At some point, after the humans had conquered Harendun, someone would have come across her body and…

Daijen could see his sister burning on a pile of Andaren bodies, her corpse discarded with all the others. It brought fresh tears to his eyes, their paths tracking lines through the blood on his cheeks.

What must Ilithranda have thought of him in the end? She had wanted him there, and he had promised to return in time. Did she think he had abandoned her? That he didn’t care?

He tried to take comfort in the knowledge that both Androma and Oaken were alive, and still were as far as The Eldan could say. But then the Vahlken imagined her running with a half-blood baby and Slait in pursuit.

That must have been terrifying.

If only he had been there, he agonised. Valyra could have got them clear of the city—clear of Andara if needed.

But to think—if he had remained in Harendun just a few more days, he would have been in the same place as Skara Pendain, even if the man didn’t know he was Skara Pendain. Not that it would have mattered. Daijen could have passed him a hundred times and never suspected he was in the presence of The Dark One.

The Eldan groaned, a sharp wince cutting through his expression as he lay awkwardly across the rocks.

What a wretch he was. Daijen recalled his telling of events in the depths of Azad-guul. He had no idea what this smuggler looked like, but he conjured a vivid image of a man being forced to wear Aphrandhor’s vambrace in the shadow of that grotesque pillar, a sentinel of ancient skeletons.

Daijen personally understood something of what the man went through then, after he touched the oldest skeleton in the Skaramangian’s possession. After all, Daijen had interacted with one of Ahnir’s bones and become a vessel for its memories, risking his own personality being hollowed out in the process.

He failed to sympathise for the smuggler though. Unlike him, Gallien Drakalis hadn’t been absorbing foreign memories—he had been remembering buried memories.

How crowded his mind must have been all those years—how shattered. He entertained images of Skara in those early years, after he had used the necklace to transfer his mind into his apprentice’s—the same skeleton Gallien had interacted with.

He must have watched Gelakor and the other Riders dismantle his empire. He might even have retained his memories enough to observe the order of Dragon Riders flourish in a world without him. But, eventually—inevitably, madness had taken root. Of course it had. Without Malliath, his human mind must have crumbled under the weight of so many lifetimes.

Thinking of the hardship Skara must have endured throughout it all was almost enough to bring a smile to Daijen’s face. He deserved to suffer, and for so long as well. It should have humbled him, and perhaps it would have had he not lost his mind along the way.

What Daijen could not imagine, however, were the series of events that had to have taken place to bring Gallien and Joran together. According to The Eldan, the smuggler had taken care of the boy since he was a babe, parting ways with Androma after one of Slait’s ambushes.

How could The Dark One be responsible for the survival of Ilithranda’s child? That was true madness, a tangled web that even Fate could never have orchestrated.

Out of nowhere, his imagination summoned the noise Aphrandhor must have made when Skara slit his throat in Azad-guul. He hadn’t heard it, of course, but he knew well the sound of steel slicing through an airway. It assaulted the Vahlken as readily as a physical blow.

How, he wondered, had goodness continued to prevail in a world without The Green Leaf?

It was then that he discovered something remained of his heart after all, for it shattered all the more.

“What now?” The Eldan hissed, his face dripping with sweat despite the cold air.

Just the sound of his voice made both of Daijen’s hands clench into fists. “Now I shall grant you a gift,” he replied cryptically. “I’m going to give to you the very thing you’ve spent centuries distorting. The truth.”

The Eldan frowned, though it could have been pain. “Truth?” he echoed incredulously. “The truth has already been reborn. The Dark One will come for you.”

“You think Skara is the truth? You know nothing of him. His truth would unravel your entire order in a single breath.”

The Eldan sneered. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Your head is filled with Vahlken propaganda.”

“I have used the vambrace,” Daijen announced, standing up and giving the fool a moment to acknowledge the power of which he spoke.

“The wizard,” The Eldan breathed in revelation.

“Yes. When it was in Aphrandhor’s possession. Do you know what I touched?”

The Eldan could only stare at him.

“A femur bone, taken centuries ago by Handuin from God Fall.”

“Ahnir,” the wretch uttered, eyes wild.

“Yes. I touched a god. Imagine my disappointment when I discovered it was no god at all.”

“You think me some cleric initiate. I know of the Golems. The gods were among our first fabrication, mutant.”

“I don’t doubt your knowledge of his grimoire,” Daijen replied calmly. “Your warlocks have been studying the bones long enough. But I doubt you understand their part in Creation.”

The Eldan’s eyes twitched. “Creation… What are you…” He licked his lips. “They are not beings of creation. They are his living grimoire. They were made to safeguard his knowledge.”

Daijen crouched down in front of his prisoner. “I saw all that Ahnir saw. All of it. His birth in blood. His journeys beside Skara. His connection to a world of shadows and monsters. I watched the Golems topple kingdoms and challenge dragons. And then I saw…”

The scene played out again, and Daijen watched the human succumb to the effects of Ahnir’s blood, the historical moment reflected in The Dark One’s greedy eyes. The birth of an entirely new species.

“He made us,” the Vahlken stated clearly.

The Eldan blinked, his confusion almost enough to drown out his pain. “He didn’t make us,” he rebuked. “He is us. Skara Pendain was the greatest of Andarens, the only visionary this world has ever known.”

“He was a Dragon Rider⁠—”

“Yes,” The Eldan interrupted, spitting the word. “The First Rider. You’re going to have to do better than that, mutant. You’re talking to the very embodiment of history. We know he was a Rider, the very first of them. His only mistake was accepting humans into his ranks. They betrayed him. Shattered the peace he was building.”

“Lies,” Daijen told him bluntly. “Skara Pendain was born a human, and long before any Andarens walked the earth. We weren’t even supposed to exist. Neither god nor nature saw fit to make us. But The Dark One was losing his war. The Dragon Riders were closing in. He saw the future he had been murdering for slipping through his fingers. He decided that if he couldn’t make his people embrace peace, then he would make a new people to replace them.

“He took some poor soul—a soldier who had fought for the Riders. They made him drink of Ahnir’s unnatural blood. I watched it happen like I was there. The blood changed him. Broke him. Then it rebuilt him. The human was gone, and the Andaren was born.”

The Eldan said nothing, his breath somewhat ragged, a single tear breaking free of a golden eye. “Lies,” he whispered.

“I’ve no need to lie when the truth is so much more devastating,” Daijen informed him earnestly. “I just wanted you to know the truth before the end. I wanted you to know that everything you’ve spent your life working towards—and all those who came before you—was for absolutely nothing.

“The Dark One isn’t going to raise you up. He isn’t going to eradicate the humans. His heart was poisoned by greed and hate before our language even existed. East and west. Human and Andaren. It doesn’t matter to him. We’re all just subjects living in his world. Even if you bow, the only gift he has to give is death.”

Tears were streaming down The Eldan’s face now. He had told enough lies in his long life to know the truth when he heard it. He also knew the power of the vambrace, a relic he had seen in action.

“Now you know something of how I feel,” Daijen said, rising to his full height. “To have your world hollowed out, the ground snatched from beneath your feet.”

He wandered over to the mighty skeleton, eyeing the long ulna bone that would have supported half of the Golem’s forearm.

“Yes, all of your endeavours have been a colossal waste of time and lives,” he went on, reaching down to yank the bone free. “And yes, the Skaramangian order is built on just as many lies as it told.”

He turned the splintered length of bone in his hands, studying the jagged end where it had once joined one of the Golem’s four great hands. The thing was heavy—dense with some awful purpose.

The Eldan could only stare. His face was pale, his breath shallow, the dogma of a lifetime crumbling beneath the weight of what he’d seen—what he’d heard uttered by the Vahlken.

“I suppose my real gift is mercy,” Daijen murmured, voice raw and trembling with something deeper than rage. He stepped closer, dragging the bone along the stone floor, the sound shrieking through the silence. “I could let you live. Let you suffer and see for yourself what the Skaramangians have unleashed. Let you live long enough to die at his hands instead.”

He tested the bone’s heft like a swordsman appraising his blade.

“The only good thing that boy ever did was kill his mother.”

It struck Daijen like a hammer all over again. He envisioned Ilithranda dying in his mind all over again, her body picked up and discarded on a heap of others and put to the flame.

“I just can’t live in a world where you’re still breathing and she isn’t.”

The Eldan’s eyes went wide, horror breaking through disbelief. He tried to speak—to beg, perhaps—but no sound came. The moment froze, breathless.

Daijen drove the bone down with both hands. It struck with a sickening crack, splintering through chest and earth alike, anchoring The Eldan where he lay.

A single gasp escaped him, thin and broken. His gaze flickered, then drifted, unfocused and glassy.

Daijen stood over the body, chest heaving, staring at what he’d done.

The snake had lost its head.

The sun rose a little further while Daijen sat in the midst of his work. He looked at the corpse for some time, indulging in a future where the remaining Skaramangians fell into complete chaos. It would take them a long time to make sense of what had occurred in Harendun, take stock of their numbers, and reshuffle the crown of power.

It would render them useless to the newly reborn Skara.

The Dark One pressed upon him then. His need to prepare for the fiend’s return was now replaced by a desperate urgency to confront him. To kill him. And he already had the required weapon, even if it had flown away.

A spark of revelation took root in him.

He knew then where Malliath was going.

The dragon had made a straight shot east from The Eros Mountains. In his mind, Daijen drew that line and discovered, without surprise, that it intersected with Valgala—the very same place Skara was currently invading.

Their inexplicable bond must have reignited when Malliath returned to Verda.

Without further delay, he made for the rope that would allow him to ascend. He had to return to Valyra and fly to Erador’s capital city with all haste.

He paused, hands gripped about the length of hanging rope.

Joran…

Finding him was paramount. Besides the fact that he was of both realms, or that he carried both royal and imperial blood in his veins, Joran was Ilithranda’s son. As far as Daijen was concerned, he was the only family the boy had.

But where to begin?

Should he begin?

The latter weighed on him. He had already diverted from his mission in search of Ilithranda. For all his training and the responsibility that sat upon his shoulders, the Vahlken wasn’t blind to the emotions he had allowed to guide him.

In the end, he could turn to naught but simple logic. He didn’t know where in the world to begin searching for Joran, but he was confident he knew where Malliath could be found. Pursuing Malliath would likely lead him to The Dark One, and killing that monster would save them all, Joran included.

The Vahlken was already climbing over the edge of the dig site when he came to that conclusion. And there, in the cold light of day, he looked at his work—his savagery.

He had taken many lives in his time—he thought of the battle of Ka’vairn, where he had killed more people in a day than all the years that had led to it. Before him now, the Skaramangian corpses totalled even more than that fateful day.

Damned if he didn’t care. Daijen was numb. The world had lost a significant shade of colour.

“Spread out!” came the barking order.

Daijen slipped immediately into the shadows, back pressed against one cold wet wall. He waited, eyes scanning the street beyond the courtyard.

The army had finally moved in. They must have noticed the complete lack of cleric guards patrolling the inner perimeter and got curious.

They swept across the street, giving the massacre a wide berth. They looked on with sickened expressions, a hint of fear creeping in—they didn’t know what had happened. They would speak of ghosts and spectres for the rest of their days, no doubt. Tell stories of the time a phantom army passed right through the walls of The Undying City and butchered every cleric in cold blood.

For they surely would not discover the culprit, who was, even then, topping the adjacent building and leaping over the roof. They would never know that the spirit of Handuin had come—that vengeance now had a beating heart.
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A SEED OF EVIL


The world blurred beneath Skara to the steady, hypnotic thunder of Herragax’s wings. Each beat rolled through his body—deep, bone-shaking pulses that carved into him like a sculptor’s chisel working old stone. The wind hammered his face, tore at his cloak, and howled past his ears, yet there was comfort in its violence. He knew this rhythm. He knew the rise and fall of a dragon’s spine, the flex of titanic muscles bunching beneath his legs, the brief weightlessness between each powerful stroke.

He had flown like this before, so of course the past would take him. It only surprised him with how fast the world could change.

Gone was Herragax’s lustrous crimson hide. In its place obsidian scales, plates of living night, caught the light like shards of glass.

Malliath.

Skara knew this sensation even more intimately—the subtle twist Malliath made before a dive, the coiled strength gathering under him, the charged air humming over the dragon’s wings.

They had just cleared the jagged crown of The Spine of Erador, and instantly Malliath folded into a steep, predatory plummet. Lake Kundrum erupted into view below—a vast mirror shattering under the onrush of wind and speed. The cold bit at Skara’s cheeks, the air thinning, the world spinning into a breathtaking blur.

Beneath him, Malliath’s heart pounded with a force Skara felt through the saddle and into his own chest. Longing. A deep, aching pull toward Icerys—his mate, his missing half. The emotion struck Skara as sharply as if it were his own.

But they would not reach her. Not that day.

That day was the beginning of the end.

Malliath skimmed the lake, a spray of water in his wake, and came to a thunderous landing on the slab of land that protruded into the lake. It was obvious to Skara then that the dragon’s longing to see his mate was out of a desire to temper his anger—which was aimed squarely at his Rider.

Just say it, Skara told him, leaping to the ground with Dawnbreaker on his hip.

The dragon didn’t say anything for a time, his rage too hot to form anything but a growl.

Malliath—

How could you be so foolish? the dragon fumed, turning his horned head on the man. His eyes, vast and purple, bore into him. How could you be so impulsive? You are supposed to be beyond that kind of reaction.

It was still fresh in Skara’s mind. The vibrant red of the blood. The gasp of a royal court in shock. The sound of a decapitated head thudding against the cold stone. It always amazed him how quickly the stench of innards spoiled the air. The king of Akmar was dead, his blood still staining Dawnbreaker’s steel.

I told him not to utter another word, Skara reminded the dragon.

Malliath snorted. You would end violence with violence, he chastised. What does that teach them? All of Akmar will fall into war now. That will inevitably spread north, where they will—again—clash with the kingdom of Dunmar.

An example needed to be made, Skara argued. The people of Akmar got themselves into this mess. Their greed and lust for dominance trickled down from their king. They supported war with Dunmar. If we hadn’t stepped in, it would have escalated. That path only leads to more pointless death.

Cutting off the head won’t stop the body from writhing, Malliath told him.

Good, Skara replied firmly. Let Akmar consume itself. In their ruin we will start again. Install a new throne—new people.

Malliath tilted his head, his anger taking a sharp turn into concern. That is not our role, Skara.

Of course it is, he argued. We built both of those kingdoms and the rest besides. We chose their bloodlines. We carved out their borders⁠—

That was then, Malliath countered. That was when the world was still burning in Barad-Agin’s fires. They needed direction, guidance. They have to rule themselves now. They have to learn from their mistakes but, most of all, they have to want to be better. It isn’t enough to instil fear by the edge of your blade. They have to grow.

Skara was pacing, shaking his head. Maybe we were wrong, he posed. You’ve seen it for yourself, Malliath. Look at what they’ve done with their freedom! Look at what they’ve done with this new world we fought for. He was hammering his fist into his chest with every fresh point. Akmar and Dunmar aren’t the only realms at each other’s throats. Gelakor and Duun are trying to settle a dispute in Qalanqath as we speak. Nathara and Qif are trying to keep peace between the Peluns and the Ithornians—that’ll come to bloodshed.

They’re doing just as our tenet demands, Malliath responded with frustration in his voice, his claws churning the earth the beneath him. They bring their honour, valour, and sacrifice to bear, so that an example can be set. Peace must be allowed to take root, Skara. Decapitating kings in public will only spread resentment.

Skara turned on his companion. Would that be so bad? he asked, centuries of his own frustrations bubbling over. They resent us. They fear us. They see us as guardians against monsters and evil—as we were. But now they fail to see that they are becoming just that. Perhaps our time as guardians and peacekeepers is at an end.

Malliath drew his head back, his concern spiralling now. And in place of that we should be—what? Vengeful gods that descend from the heavens when they step out of line? Or would you put the crown upon your own head…

The dragon trailed off when he saw the truth of just that in Skara’s eyes.

You cannot mean that, Malliath said, hope and fear stirring in him now.

Skara couldn’t look at him; his gaze turned to the still waters of the lake. It wasn’t shame, he knew. It was merely a lack of boldness. Malliath was a stalwart pillar of conviction—not an easy creature to disagree with.

Can’t you see that future? he asked the dragon. We should have ruled from the beginning. There would be no borders to dispute over. No in-fighting.

This world belongs to them.

Malliath’s words took up space between them, each a weight on Skara’s shoulders. They had once been his words, a declaration of defiance voiced in the face of Barad-Agin.

I am nothing like him, Skara hissed.

The Blood-drinker believed as you do now—that one should rule it all. He stopped seeing people and saw only generations. He was blind to the countless lives he wiped out because his gaze was ever cast into the future⁠—

“I am nothing like him!” Skara yelled aloud, his chest heaving.

Malliath rose on his front legs, thick as trees, a towering block of dark scales and corded muscle. Yet you would put a crown upon your head!

We have to do something! All we do is react! Some king or queen gets offended and starts a war. Hells, sometimes they just wake up one morning and decide they want more. They incite rebellions, breed warlords, and wield justice like a child playing with a toy.

Then teach them, Skara! Don’t just replace them.

It isn’t enough! Their lives are like sparks. They wither and die just as wisdom comes within reach. Together, Malliath! Together, we could bring them real peace.

The dragon glanced at the mountains, from where they had come. I have seen the peace you speak of. And I see now the price it will cost.

Is it not worth it? Skara snapped.

Not when the price isn’t yours to pay. You would have Akmar consume itself so you might start again. But how many innocents will die in that purge? You speak of wielding the kind of power that corrupts.

We already have that kind of power!

Which is why it is so important that we serve! Our tenet keeps us in check. Malliath sighed, his nostrils exhaling a cloud of hot air. My kind are not from this world, Skara. Our very presence causes an imbalance in nature.

Your presence was warranted—it still is.

My point, Malliath went on, a growl in his throat, is that our power is your power. You are as much of an imbalance as we are. And while we have become a part of Verda now, we were never meant to rule over it.

Skara heard every word, and every word of it was a searing rod of iron running through his head. His rage burned bright like the sun, fuelled by bitter disappointment and even a sense of betrayal.

“How can you be so weak?” he screamed, his emotions triggering a flare of magic that rippled across the sandy shore.

Malliath bristled, claws digging deeper into the earth.

“I gave everything,” Skara murmured darkly. “I lost everything!” he exclaimed. “I stepped up when everyone else bowed their heads. I fought for Verda, for its people. And what did I get for my service? My entire family slaughtered! So don’t tell me I’m some sort of slight against nature. This world has done nothing but take from me. I am owed! It is my birthright to⁠—”

Malliath broke the world with his bellowing cry, a sound so raw and powerful it hurt. Skara clapped his hands over his ears, forced to wait until the dragon took a breath.

For centuries I have ignored it, Malliath said in a low, rough voice. I quashed the fears that rose in me, I made excuses for your behaviour. But listen to yourself! Can you feel it? Can you feel the seed Barad-Agin planted in you? You cannot give into it. The dragon raised his head, his eyes narrowing on the Pendain. I will not let you…

Skara felt no such seed, but he did feel his companion’s heartbreak. And something else. What was that? It slithered through the shadows in the back of his mind. It was numbing, cold. For just a moment, he felt the fires of his rage cool to embers.

But then they returned with a vengeance.

An explosive force of compacted air swelled from his core, throwing out a wave of sand in every direction before impacting Malliath. It wasn’t nearly enough to displace the dragon, but it knocked his head to one side, disrupting his concentration.

“How dare you.” Skara’s voice warbled with hatred. “You would really do that? You would seek dominion over me? I can feel you in there. You would take control of my emotions, my very will. You are welcome to try again, old friend, but you will not prevail. Did you really think I would ever allow for you to sway my soul? I severed that connection years ago.”

He thought of that moment, sharing it with the dragon. Malliath saw it in his own mind, when Skara had inhabited their sanctuary, that pocket dimension that only existed between them. The Pendain had found that secret place, that manifestation of Malliath’s ability to conquer his human mind, to direct his thoughts and feelings.

Skara had destroyed it, just as Malliath had now destroyed the trust between them.

“I never thought you would actually do it,” Skara said, his own heartbreak buried beneath righteous anger. “What existence would that be? Me the puppet, you the master. Could you really live like that, forever?”

If it stopped this madness—yes. I would see you dead before I saw you become Barad-Agin.

Skara’s wrath demanded action then, his hand snatching Dawnbreaker from its scabbard. The blade was a beam of burning orange, as if it had just been removed from the forge fires. It washed out the purple in Malliath’s eyes, who did not shy away from the heat it expelled.

“You betray me,” Skara managed to say through gritted teeth.

You betray us all.

Skara pointed Dawnbreaker up at Malliath’s face, yet still the dragon did not recoil.

“I gave you purpose. I gave you meaning. Without me, you’d just be another dragon trying to survive in the Realm of Magic. Food for the natives. How dare you turn your back on me now.”

Malliath reared back, his front claws coming up to rival the sharpness of his bared teeth. Skara snarled and arced Dawnbreaker over his head, ready to swing with abandon.

But the dragon did not return. Instead, his wings hammered the air and launched him into the sky. With glassy eyes and a craned neck, Skara stood on the shore of Lake Kundrum and watched his companion fly away.

The beat of his wings was like a drifting breeze, luring Skara back into the real, where he sat astride Herragax once more.

But it was not Herragax.

Seated in his saddle of old, with Vander still positioned behind him, Skara looked out on Malliath’s colossal form carving through the sky. The dragon turned his head and laid a single purple eye on him.

You took everything from me! Malliath seethed. EVERYTHING!

The spike of fear that ran through The Dark One was enough to ground him in reality again. He jolted in the saddle, finally returned to the present. He ignored Vander’s query of concern and, instead, scoured the clouds around them, searching for any sign of the betrayer.

As ever—since that day by the shore—he was alone.
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AN ECHO OF THINGS TO COME


Whatever the afterlife had in mind for Baelon Vos, Hell would hold no surprises for him now. There would be no roar of torment, no frenzy of suffering.

There would be only silence.

Time had collapsed into a shapeless blur inside the Jainus cell, but he guessed that days—perhaps many—had passed since the Magus slipped poison into his veins. In all that wretched span, no voice, no echo, no whisper had reached him. Only the intimate betrayals of his own body kept him company, be it the blood surging like a restless tide beneath his skin, bones rasping together with every shift, each breath a thunderous disturbance in the tomb-still air. Even his stomach growled rebelliously, a beast railing against the void.

And absolutely nothing from Kalaghan, be it a whisper, impression, or emotion.

Nothing.

He had feared the worst during those first hours, vowing to slaughter every wizard inside their high walls if they had harmed his companion. The truth dawned on him later, after attempting to break free of his cell using magic.

How ridiculous he must have looked, thrusting out an empty hand at the walls, like a man casting out the apparitions of his mind. He had been entirely cut off from magic and, with it, his connection to Kalaghan.

And yet, he was surrounded by magic. The small cluster of candles, left alight in the only alcove, never lost their flame nor an inch of wax. The cell itself possessed no door, offering its prisoner four blank walls of bricked stone, black as pitch. Ringing the top of the cell, where the surfaces were smoother, he had taken note of the glyphs etched into the stone. He only recognised a handful of them and couldn’t make any sense of their arrangement.

The Jainus, apparently, had been withholding the true depths of their knowledge where magic was concerned.

At least their knowledge concerning medicinals was somewhat advanced. His wounded wrist had continued to ache, but the sting had been removed, and the skin had already begun to granulate.

He was, of course, left with the mental agony of only having one hand—and a hand he could still feel, even if it wasn’t there. Sleep had only come to him after hours of visualising how he would exact his revenge on Vander, and only a moment before he would go on to kill Skara.

It was after such a fitful sleep that the Dragonlord awoke to another presence in his cell, just as he had previously to plates of food and cups of water. Absent his overly large hat, Eldric, the Magus, stood before him, draped in green robes of Demetrium silk and cotton. Behind him was a door Baelon had never seen.

“Good morn to you, Master Vos,” the Magus greeted happily enough, as if he was oblivious to Baelon’s captivity.

The Dragonlord snapped to his feet and tried to mask the dizziness that overcame him. “Robbing me of magic won’t stop me from breaking your neck, wizard!”

“No, but hers will.”

The Magus stepped aside, revealing a middle-aged woman in robes of indigo, like every other accomplished wizard who had surpassed the initiate stage. She flexed her fingers from the other side of the threshold, and Baelon left the floor. He felt the breath hammered out of his chest when the wall met his back, and there he remained for precious seconds, pinned like a bug.

“This is Marinen,” the Magus went on, formally introducing her. “Marinen represented Jainus interests in the king’s court—until recently, of course.”

“Can I trust you to employ some manners, Master Vos?” Marinen asked smugly.

Baelon could only sneer, his face pressed upon by an unseen pressure.

“That will do,” the Magus said.

Marinen tilted her head, and the Dragonlord fell atop his cot. The list of those who would experience his wrath continued to grow.

“Come along, Master Vos. There is work to be done.”

Groaning with effort, Baelon followed in the Magus’s wake, only to be stopped by Marinen and a pair of wizards previously unseen. One of the unnamed guards fastened a loop of iron around the Dragonlord’s neck. He didn’t see what they used to lock the collar in place, but he heard the mechanism secure with a click.

“No magic,” Marinen said. “No bond.” Her smile curled, wicked and sure of itself.

Baelon met her gaze—calm, direct. Then he drove his forehead into her nose, a battering ram of pent-up fury.

The crack was wet and immediate—satisfying beyond measure. Blood sprayed across her face as she reeled backward, hitting the wall with a dull thud. A guard lunged, hand rising to shape a spell, but Baelon caught his wrist with his one good hand and twisted hard. Bone snapped like dry timber. The man shrieked—of course he did—but Baelon was already moving.

His elbow shot backward, burying itself in the second wizard’s throat. The man’s breath—and his incantation—died in the same instant. Baelon seized him by the jaw and slammed his skull into the wall. Once. Enough.

The first guard was still clutching his broken wrist when Baelon’s backhand crashed across his face, flinging him sideways and out of the fight.

A sting bit into Baelon’s left arm, sharp and brief.

He glanced down and saw a slender needle jutting from his flesh. He tore it free, the end red with his blood.

Then he looked up the corridor, following its obvious trajectory.

The Magus stood waiting, one palm lifted toward the ceiling. Suspended above his hand, a halo of identical needles hung motionless in the air, glinting in the dim light—held aloft by the old man’s magic, each one aimed squarely at Baelon Vos.

“Blue Ribwort,” he said. “A plant of my own creation. It produces a fascinating form of pollen that creates a paralysing concoction when mixed with the sap from a Queen Retten.”

Baelon’s eyes twitched, his mood wholly murderous. But he couldn’t feel his left arm. His fingers—his only fingers—refused to come together in a fist. Indeed, the entire limb was dead weight hanging from his shoulder.

“I can see we’re going to have to do this the hard way,” the Magus proclaimed, after which he let fly another needle.

Even at full strength, Baelon couldn’t have stopped it from stabbing into his throat, just above the iron collar. He managed to pull it out before his vision darkened and his legs gave out.
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The next time Baelon’s eyes opened, his upper body also sprang up into action, his mind still in a place of violence.

His environment had changed now, the passage and his cell replaced by a large chamber. One of its walls was reserved for a set of black iron doors, providing a threshold large enough to accommodate a Giant in height and, perhaps, four Giants abreast.

The chamber itself looked to be some kind of research space, though it obviously shared the area with alchemical experiments and even some smith work by the look of the forge. Milling throughout, attending their studies and investigations, were the Jainus themselves. Through the motion of their hands, they levitated books, scrolls, and tools around the room, seemingly unaware that they were all being watched by a man who would happily murder them all where they stood.

“He wakes, at last!”

The loud announcement turned the Dragonlord’s attention to the rest of the room, behind him. There the Magus awaited his gaze, and with his rounded hat returned to his head. Behind him, Marinen offered what scowl she could with a very obviously broken nose and two black eyes. The absence of blood on her face told Baelon that some time had passed since he fell unconscious outside his cell.

Feeling the iron collar about his neck, the Dragonlord picked himself up, having been abandoned on the cold floor at some point.

“As you can see,” the Magus explained, “my work went beyond the confines of my office. I needed more space, more eyes, more hands…” The old wizard trailed off, his eyes drawn to Baelon’s wound. “Apologies, Master Vos—no offence intended.”

Baelon shifted to conceal his bandaged wrist, offended more by the jibing apology.

“Do let me know if you require more care. I wouldn’t want the pain to return.”

“Where is Kalaghan?” Baelon demanded.

“Ah, yes. Forgive me. After nine hundred years inside each other’s head, it must be its own form of torture to be cut off.” The Magus tapped his own neck while looking at the collar fastened around Baelon’s. “You’re the first, you know? We weren’t sure it would work. It’s crude, I admit. But cutting off your supply of magic isn’t easy. Another day—two at most—and those spells will burn out, and your magic will return. But don’t get your hopes up, Master Vos. We have a fresh binding ready to be applied.”

“Where. Is. Kalaghan?”

“You’re right,” the Magus replied enthusiastically, nodding at Marinen beside him. “Your reunion is overdue.”

Marinen raised both hands and parted them left and right. Rather than open on hinges, the massive iron doors slid aside on railings.

The chamber beyond was thick with shadows, as if black smoke reigned from wall to wall. Marinen marched towards the dark and rolled her wrist in the air, one finger shooting out. Her spell banished the shadows in an instant, revealing a chamber three times the size of the one Baelon inhabited, its interior now illuminated by a series of braziers and wall-mounted torches.

The Dragonlord froze.

Kalaghan lay sprawled across the stone like a fallen titan, his great body reduced to trembling ruin. Thick irons clamped around each of his limbs, forged wide and heavy to bite into scaled flesh. His tail was hammered down beneath a barbed shackle, and his wings—those vast, sky-carving banners—were cinched tight beneath a lattice of spiked chains that dug cruelly between the membranes. A rigid collar encircled his neck, identical to Baelon’s but built monstrously larger; even his proud spinal horns had been sawn away to make room for it, leaving raw, ugly ridges behind.

Exhaustion clung to him like frost. A haunted stillness trembled through every breath. His scales, once radiant as molten gold and honeyed metal, dulled beneath a film of blood and soot. Whole patches were simply gone—cut out with surgical precision, leaving exposed muscle that throbbed with each rise of his ribcage. His emerald eyes, once bright with ancient cunning and vitality, now guttered like dying coals.

Deep gouges scored the stone beneath him—furrows carved by his own claws in some desperate fit, the tips now cracked and splintered from the effort. He had fought. By Kaliban, he had fought. And the wizards had taken everything they could without yet taking his life.

And yet, even broken, he radiated a terrible, trembling majesty in Baelon’s eyes.

“What have you done to him?” Baelon’s gaze snapped to the Magus. “What have you done to him!” he raged.

The Magus twisted his hand through the air, his fingers closing into a fist. At that same moment, the rattle of chains snuck up on the Dragonlord and, before he could turn around, a pair of manacles closed about his good wrist and ankles.

The chains were whipped taut under the pressure of Baelon’s rage, but the wall they were bolted to did not yield, keeping him several feet away from the wizards.

At the same time, Kalaghan heaved himself onto his claw, pushing his own restraints to the limit, threatening the integrity of the chains and even the stone. There he was—the dragon. He might have bathed the whole chamber in fire were his snout not sealed shut by a cage-like muzzle.

“You see?” the Magus said with some exasperation. “He has fight in him yet. This is our dilemma. Our work must be precise—perfect. Yet he continues to defy us. This leads to imperfections which, in turn, will lead to failure.” Eldric turned his cold gaze on Baelon. “And we cannot fail,” he added slowly, his every word deliberate and weighted by a responsibility the Dragonlord couldn’t comprehend.

“That’s why you’re here,” Eldric went on, his tone lightening. “We don’t have nearly enough ingredients in our gardens to drug Kalaghan as I did you, Master Vos. So I must turn to alternative means to force compliance.”

Baelon looked from the Magus to Kalaghan then, both companions brought neatly to the same grim revelation.

“I can take it,” Baelon growled, his words meant for Kalaghan.

“No,” the Magus said, disagreeing. “You really can’t.”

Marinen adjusted the satchel hanging at her waist and reached inside. The sword she drew caught the torchlight, reflecting in Baelon’s eyes. It was his silvyr blade, the weapon concealed within a pocket dimension.

Kalaghan huffed, his torn muscles burning in an effort to break free.

“Settle now,” Eldric bade, his hands raised at the dragon. “The arrangement need not be complicated. You will allow us to complete our work, Kalaghan. You will. Should you choose otherwise, Marinen here is going to chop off your companion’s only hand. Then, we will take his feet. After that, it’s up to you how much more of him you’re willing to lose, but, I guarantee you, we will not let him die. Do we have an understanding?”

“No!” Baelon fumed.

“Silence!” Marinen hissed, bringing the silvyr blade to rest at his throat.

The Magus tilted his head, eyes boring into the dragon. “Do we have a deal?”

Kalaghan sighed, his legs bending to return his bulk to the floor. He looked at Baelon just the once before turning his head away, claws braced against the stone.

“Very good.”

Eldric caught the attention of several Jainus, all of whom had been watching from the threshold behind. At his cue, they removed their outer robes and donned leather aprons, all of which were laden with sharp instruments.

His eyes glazing, Baelon could only watch as they went back to their work. Using a combination of magic and tools, one team removed more scales while the other began carving into Kalaghan’s flesh.

“What are you doing to him?” The words almost caught in his throat.

Magus Eldric gave a half-hearted wince. “This must appear rather savage, I know. If we could mute the pain we would, but dosage is something of a conundrum when it comes to dragons. He will have to endure.”

More Jainus arrived, and with fresh equipment and jars of unknown fluids. One of them had the sole job of wrapping up the discarded scales and taking them to one of the workstations in the adjacent chamber.

“You’re harvesting him,” Baelon breathed.

The Magus frowned. “Heavens no.” His expression then smoothed out. “We did that decades ago. I wasn’t there, but I am assured the capturing of a wild dragon was difficult to say the least.”

Given his grave concern for Kalaghan, Baelon had no choice but to skip over that particular gruesome fact. “Then what is this?” His chains were yet to experience any slack.

For a long moment, Magus Eldric stared at the Dragonlord, his thoughts to be weighed and measured before he responded. “I suppose you were always destined to change the world, Master Vos. You were just mistaken as to how. Come.”

Baelon could only glower at the wizard, sure that he was being mocked for his inability to go anywhere.

Eldric paused and looked back. “Come along now.”

Marinen lowered the Dragon Rider blade and accompanied her master while Baelon glanced at his restraints, the three chains still very much in place. Reminding himself of the magic always at play within the Jainus walls, the Dragonlord took an exploratory step forwards and discovered that the chains increased in length, the links growing from nowhere.

With a last look at Kalaghan, whose blood was steadily trickling between his scales and pooling around the wizards’ boots, Baelon steeled himself and trailed his captors into the adjacent chamber.

The Magus was already standing to the far left, where a bank of desks lined the wall. The wall itself, however, was hard to see, the stone layered in scrolls, maps, drawings, and one large picture that had been sketched over numerous sheets of parchment and pinned in the centre.

Baelon stopped and scrutinised it before joining the others. It was, ultimately, three horizontal lines—one atop the other—with various tidbits of information scrawled in between them. The line in the middle had the addition of a single tower drawn in the middle, and not just any tower but the very same one that sat within the Jainus walls.

The top line had a tree drawn where the middle line had the Jainus tower, along with sections of writing that talked about volume of blood.

The lowest line also had a tree, but it had been drawn upside down, the broken trunk shaded in black. A tapestry of runes and glyphs were scrawled around the dead tree, and all with shorter lines connecting them to paragraphs of explanation that Baelon couldn’t make out.

“What is all this?” he demanded, his nerves so very raw.

“Fascinating, isn’t it? My life’s work. My predecessor’s work also. And some of this he acquired from his predecessor.”

With a glare, the Dragonlord spat, “But what is it? I see nothing here that makes sense of what you’re doing in there.”

The Magus removed his hat, leaving it on one of the desks, before holding out his arms to the inexplicable drawings. “This, Master Vos, is our existence. You’re looking at a rudimentary drawing of the mechanics that make our universe what it is.”

They knew.

It struck Baelon like a blow to the gut. He had thought the Jainus blind to the truth of it—to the source of magic. But there it was, drawn on a piece of parchment like a child’s scrawl.

Eldric was analysing him closely. “You already know, don’t you?” He looked from the sketches to Baelon again. “You know about the tree—where magic comes from.”

Baelon didn’t have the energy to lie with an expression.

The Magus chuckled to himself while he removed an elegantly carved pipe from one of his voluminous pockets. He let Baelon stand there with the gut-wrenching knowledge that his enemy knew a dangerous truth, as he packed the bowl and ignited it with naught but a gesture from his thumb. He pumped his lips until he was able to inhale the contents and then exhale a cloud of smoke.

He laughed again. “For years, I have wondered if the Riders knew of its existence. I suspected, of course. Like ours, yours has always been an order of secrets. It seems you are the ones who have been withholding from the rest of us.”

“Why do you seek the Realm of Magic? There are no more answers there than there are here.”

“On that we agree, Master Vos. But, then again, we aren’t searching for answers. We are quite content to explore the mysteries of magic as we always have—through experimentation and the like. No… What we seek is control.”

Baelon clenched his jaw, but only because he heard some of Kalaghan’s discomfort and the squelching of boots stepping in the dragon’s blood.

“Control?” he questioned, distracted. “You already control magic. Too much, I’d say.”

The Magus smiled. “Don’t confuse harness with control. Magic is a force of chaos unto itself. The tree produces it in such vast quantities that it literally spills over the boundaries of one world and into the next. All we can do is harness some of that overflow. And thanks to Demetrium,” he added, “we can harness it with some finesse. But that is not control.

“As I told you in my office—you showed us the way, Master Vos. Your obvious move for control, however slowly you were to make it, presented us with a quandary. Why aren’t we the rulers of Verda? Unlike you Dragon Riders, we have the power to shape the world. We don’t just blow holes in walls and burn castles to the ground. Our magic has purpose.”

“You think this madness has purpose?” Baelon spat, nodding his head towards Kalaghan.

“You have no idea what we’re doing!” the Magus yelled, revealing something of the passion that still burned in his aged body. “And that is why we will never share power with you. Riders,” he sneered. “Cold-hearted warriors who think they can play god. Without your dragons you’d be nothing. And without magic, they would be nothing.”

The truth dawned on Baelon like the first light of a blinding sun. Now he understood what control meant to the Jainus.

“You’re going to… You bloody fools. You really have succumbed to madness. You can’t destroy magic. No more than you can destroy the sun. Even if you could, it would leave all of you as fit to rule as everyone else.”

“Unless we retained our magic,” Eldric posed, his words delivered short and sharp. “You see? Finesse. It’s the difference between a hammer and a blade. You think of everything in black and white. What you can kill and what you can’t kill. There’s too much dragon in you—too much animal.”

Baelon reminded himself that he was too old to get into a bout of words with a greedy wizard. He needed more information.

“How does Kalaghan fit into all this pointless scheming? How does hurting him lend you any control? You can’t even get there,” he added, jutting his chin at the top line and its proud tree.

Eldric gave a conceding tilt of the head. “In truth, we’re a step ahead of ourselves where the mighty Kalaghan is concerned. But like I said, I saw an opportunity, and I decided to take it. It’s not like dragons just fall out of the sky. Although, that does seem to be happening more often these days.”

The Magus drew on his pipe, eyes narrowed on the Dragonlord. He blew out the smoke, only there seemed considerably more than before, perhaps more than should have been rightly possible. The wizard then began to mould the smoke, creating an image between them.

Baelon watched as a tower took shape, not too dissimilar to the Jainus tower outside, though there remained enough differences to inform him it was not a replica.

“There are spells capable of containing one’s magic within them, making a spring out of their bones—a never-ending well of magic at their disposal. Such a spell would render the tree useless. Unfortunately, these spells require significant power to enact.”

The Magus walked around the tower of smoke, his movement displacing its wispy edges.

“We have conducted many experiments, testing an incalculable volume of theories over the years. Alas, we have concluded that this power can only be harvested after achieving a specific set of measures. The tower you see. From top to base, it must be constructed from pure silvyr.” The Magus sighed. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the mines of Morthil are closed indefinitely.”

He drew on his pipe and exhaled another cloud of smoke, the chaos of it shaped into something else, above the tower.

“When we finish constructing the tower, we must bring down the power of a storm upon it. Not just any storm. It must be something far more ferocious than anything nature has ever unleashed. That’s where Kalaghan will play his part for a better tomorrow!”

Baelon turned to look at his companion, desperately trying not to squirm while Kalaghan’s flesh was carved up.

“He will be made a living spell,” Eldric declared eagerly. “I can’t wait to witness it after all these years of testing. The runes being cut into his flesh must be exact. He must achieve a specific altitude to activate the spell, but it’s nothing he won’t be able to handle. After which, a storm will be born in the heavens.”

The smoke played the scene out as he described it, swirling above the tower like a hurricane.

“That kind of power, combined with our spells, will allow us to create new generations of wizards without need of the overflow from the Realm of Magic. Of course, that still leaves us with the problem of the overflow itself. The tether must be severed. In time, the magic will cease to bleed over, and every living dragon will be disconnected from magic. Believe me when I tell you, they cannot survive that.”

A smile began to creep across Baelon’s face, curling the white beard across his cheeks. Then he started to laugh, a snickering that grew into amusement born in the belly.

“Perhaps I missed the joke,” Eldric remarked.

“It will…” Baelon had to tame his laughter. “It will take you years to amass that much silvyr and twice as long to construct the tower—if you can without dwarves. And you, you wretched piece of wrinkled old leather, will be long dead before the first stage of this nonsense is completed. Even then, your successors will have naught but a shiny tower and a wet day. You’ll never be able to sever the magic—it doesn’t come from this world.”

The Dragonlord began to laugh again, imagining the utter disappointment they would suffer after years upon years of toil. It wouldn’t matter who reigned over Verda in that future, they would still raze the Jainus order to the ground.

The Magus flipped his hand and sent every bit of smoke into Baelon’s open mouth, assaulting his lungs with a relentless burn, suffocating him. His face immediately flushed red, and his knees buckled. Wisps of smoke trailed from his lips, the chains rattling at his sides.

Eldric then clenched his fist, and the smoke was drawn out of the Dragonlord and allowed to dissipate. Baelon was left gasping on the floor, coughing until it hurt.

“This was a courtesy, Master Vos. You, your dragon—your Riders. All of you. You will all be sacrificed for a better tomorrow. I’m telling you this so you might take heart in the end—and the end is coming. It is not the future you envisioned, I know, but it will be a peaceful one all the same. A sky free of dragons. A land free of monsters. No meddling kings or emperors—no ancient Riders or cults. And don’t worry about the Realm of Magic,” he added, a sly grin on his old face. “We know exactly how to get there…”
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A QUEEN’S GAMBIT


It seemed to Cob that the mountains of The Gold Rise yawned open like a ravenous god of stone, its jagged jaws parting to reveal what it had swallowed long ago—New Nithrael, gleaming in the dark.

The city clung to the canyon’s inner wall like a jewelled tapestry, thousands of lanterns and torches winking from balconies and terraces carved into the rock. They shimmered like tiers of amber stars, stacked haphazardly on shelves of shadow and stone. From a distance, New Nithrael looked almost weightless, a miracle of firelight suspended in the abyss.

Then came the horns.

Low and thunderous, they rolled through the canyon like the growl of some ancient beast. One, then another, then dozens more—the voice of the mountains themselves announcing the return of the Kedradi sons and their indomitable queen.

Movement stirred within the city.

Torches flared to life along the high streets, and the people began to pour out through the gates like a river of gold and smoke. They flooded the markets beyond the walls, laughter echoing faintly against the cliffs.

Cob could see so many faces uplifted, hopeful and hollow all at once. Not all would be celebrating. Many of the Kedradi would not be returning from Valgala, that cold and terrible place where the fallen still lay unburied, their blood dried into the stones. Yet their queen would name them heroes all, and history would call it glory.

The ground began to tremble.

A deep rumble rose through the canyon floor as Garganafan rounded the high corner behind the ranger, his horns scraping the moonlight. His nostrils flared, releasing steam that coiled like ghostly fire in the chill air.

For a heartbeat, the cheers of the crowd died. Then panic rippled through them like a breaking wave.

Screams erupted as Morgwyn swept down between the canyon walls, his deep purple wings catching the torchlight in pink flashes. The smaller dragon landed beside Garganafan, the stone beneath his claws cracking under the impact.

From the walls above, soldiers shouted. Ballistas groaned, their shadows turning like watchful serpents as bolts were drawn and levelled. Drogals hissed and reared, their riders fighting to steady them. The entire city seemed to teeter on the edge of madness.

Then, through the chaos, she came.

Queen Hurelia of the Kedradi drove her Scataq forward—a creature like a gilded nightmare, feathers rippling in hues of sapphire and bronze. It vaulted over carts and soldiers alike, talons clattering on stone, and the queen herself stood high in the saddle.

Her scimitar caught the light, a white arc against the night, and though Cob could not hear her words, her voice thundered all the same. She was shouting commands, rallying her people, demanding calm.

The crowd parted for her like water before a blade.

She pressed onward toward the city’s heart, her mount’s plume shimmering beneath the torchlight. All around her, the chaos began to settle—if only a little. The people saw their queen astride her impossible beast, fearless beneath the dragons’ gaze, and for a fleeting moment, New Nithrael held its breath.

The next set of orders came from Kassanda, who had Garganafan, Morgwyn, and the full complement of Valgalan homeguard halt on the path. The Kedradi soldiers continued without them, reunited with their anxious families in the moonlight.

Inevitably, the cheers and squeals of happiness were mingled with sobs and heart-broken screams. Those robbed of family would find no solace in glory that night, nor many nights to come. And every one of them would have traded it for their flesh and blood.

Cob’s heart broke with theirs, his eyes glazing with tears as he looked on from the wagon.

Cutting up through the ranks of homeguard, King Edris Etragon made his way towards New Nithrael on foot. It was a humble approach—slow and sorrowful. He could easily have continued astride Garganafan and loomed over the Kedradi, reminding them that he was lord of all Erador.

Kassanda wasn’t far behind him, waving Joran over before her gaze found Cob. The Dragon Rider bade he accompany them as well, beckoning him with a tilt of the head. The ranger held out an arm, allowing Thessaleia to scramble over from Grarfath’s lap.

“Catch ye later, pup,” the smith called out.

Cob now had the strength to lever himself over the wagon with one arm, Thessaleia gripped to his shoulder. A twinge shot through his chest, reminding the ranger that his ribs were at least bruised if not still fractured. The claw marks that lined his face, however, were almost gone entirely, leaving naught but a couple of scars that crossed his forehead and left cheek.

He hurried to catch up with Joran, who was already beside Kassanda, their sandy cloaks coiling in the night breeze.

“I’m aware it’s complicated,” Kassanda was saying. “Yes, he’s your father. And yes, his parting with your mother wasn’t ideal. But,” the Rider emphasised, “he is first and foremost the king of Erador. You will treat him with nothing less than your oaths demand. Do you understand?”

Joran considered his answer, if only for a moment. “I understand.”

“Good, because while we’re here, His Grace will need a level of protection the homeguard cannot afford him. We will have to remain close at all times.”

“He’s safe here,” Cob interjected, speaking for his people.

“His Grace,” Kassanda corrected. “You are a Dragon Rider now. The king is entitled to your respect, even when he isn’t present. And no, His Grace is not safe here. As a rule, the king is never safe. That fact increases tenfold when away from the palace and hundredfold when away from Valgala. Make no mistake, Blood Etragon has enemies even here.”

Cob thought of the Kedradi generations that had come and gone since the king of Erador had ordered the destruction of Kanofell—too many to count. Yet they had lived as if they were ever under threat of invasion from the Etragon throne, tainting the peoples’ view of Erador. And now the king was among them, on their soil and without an army at his back. Added to that, there were now an unknown number of grief-stricken family members who could easily place the blame for their loss at Edris’s feet.

Looking back, the ranger noted that neither Garganafan nor Morgwyn were accompanying them.

“Would it not be wise, then,” Cob replied, “to at least keep Morgwyn close. He will still fit through the streets.”

Kassanda shook her head. “Those who fought in the north might see Garganafan and Morgwyn as allies, but everyone else… No. Dragons razed your ancient home to the ground. Best to keep them at bay for now.”

“Besides,” Joran remarked, “there will be very little warning should Morgwyn experience another… growth spurt.” He turned to look directly at Cob. “It would kill anyone near him.”

The ranger frowned, creasing his new scars, as a thousand questions tried to leave his lips at the same time.

“That won’t happen again,” Kassanda stated before he could say anything.

“It won’t?” Joran asked, his lack of knowledge shining through.

Kassanda glanced back at Morgwyn. “He has absorbed all the magic he can. His growth will continue at a rapid rate, but naturally.”

“What about Thessaleia?” Cob had visions of her expanding in size while seated on his shoulder, crushing him in the process.

“Different circumstances,” Kassanda told him. “Morgwyn hatched into an environment dense with centuries-old dragons. The collective magic of such a congregation is quite potent. Morgwyn would have absorbed a lot in a small space of time. Thessaleia’s closest source of rich magic is Garganafan alone.”

“What about Morgwyn?” Joran almost sounded offended.

“He is still young,” Kassanda pointed out. “His bones will be pulling in magic all the time. It will be years yet before he has enough to emit magic.”

Cob raised his hand and ran a single finger along Thessaleia’s arching wing. “So she will remain like this for—what? Years if we keep her away from other dragons?”

Kassanda almost allowed a small laugh to escape her—almost. “No,” she said succinctly. “Garganafan is a significant source of magic, but even without his presence, Thessaleia will grow at an expedient rate—at least by any rate humans are accustomed to. We must be vigilant. If we sense a growth event, we must act to protect those around her.”

While the wounded Thedonus was carried ahead of the convoy and the queen, Hurelia made a point to dismount and enter her city side by side with King Edris. They were nestled between a corridor of Kedradi honour guards and Valgalan homeguard, with three Dragon Riders at their back, though Cob hardly felt he was among the latter.

Behind them, Yamnomora, Grarfath, and Androma followed the royal party. The dwarves, in particular, garnered curious looks from everyone who could see them.

Then there was Slait.

The Andaren’s presence brought stunned silence. The shock of him moved through the crowd like a living thing, even bending the attention of reunited loved ones. It didn’t help that Rengyr, bound and gagged, was slung over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

The Dawn Sword had been heard to say no more than a handful of words since Haran’s Town—since Kassanda had bested him. Cob had decided his pride was wounded, another lambasting to go with his internal war. No one really knew what was going on inside the zealot’s mind, though the ranger suspected he was following the fastest path to violence, whatever the cause.

Cob returned his attention to what lay before him, the arch of the city’s entrance towering over him. How different the experience was to last time. No one stopped him now, no one demanded answers of him. Indeed, to everyone watching him, he was a Dragon Rider, his immortal companion there to be seen on his shoulder. Very few, if any but the soldiers, would know he was the queen’s brother—the cursed.

“Valarius Cobenian Thayne, prince in-exile, is exiled no more!”

Kassanda’s words came back to him then. It was exhilarating to pass over the threshold with his head held high—he who had done the impossible. Cob only wished his brother, Cassius, could have walked beside him, free of the curse.

“Wow…”

It was Joran who had voiced his awe, neck craned to take in New Nithrael as it rose in sweeping tiers along the southern mountainside, a marvel of stone and vision carved into ancient rock. Each ascending level bristled with towers and needlelike spires, their silhouettes framed by immense statues—eternal sentinels honouring the fabled heroes of the Kedradi’s dawn age. Roads spiralled upward in graceful curves and tight switchbacks, threading through arches and monuments until the whole city seemed to twist and breathe like a vast, sculpted labyrinth.

From walls and terraces, life spilled freely—emerald vines draping from balconies, blossoms bursting through cracks in the masonry, trees rooting wherever sunlight could reach. Greenery wove itself into the city’s bones, blurring the line between crafted stone and untamed growth until artifice and nature seemed one and the same.

At the summit, beneath the sweeping arc of the mountain’s overhang, stood the Red Palace—a structure less built than crowned, its walls gleaming with the deep hue of sunset iron. Even among such wonders, it commanded reverence, a sovereign presence above the city’s heart.

Every inch of New Nithrael spoke in the language of its creators. The vast encircling wall curved like a guardian’s arm, its surface alive with carvings that danced in the light—chronicles of victory, sorrow, and rebirth. In its stone was written the soul of a people forever striving toward perfection. They were proud dreamers, fierce artisans, and makers of legends immortalised in their own handiwork.

Cob couldn’t help but smile at the young man. Despite the weight of the world that had been heaped onto his youthful shoulders, he still had wonder in his heart. There was also a craving in him—heard in his voice—to see more, to know more, to do more. He embodied that goodness that Androma had once spoken to him of.

“We are good, you and I,” the old Rider had said upon the sands of Qalanqath, her blade having just saved him from a Draven. “That makes us rare creatures in this world. Creatures of light.”

Joran was such a light. Cob could see as much even at a glance.

The royal procession made its way up through the city, to the Red Palace. There, Thedonus was taken into the care of numerous physicians, all of whom received brief advice from Androma on how to treat dragon burns. Hurelia left her husband with parting words, before inviting King Edris into the palace proper.

They might have made it inside had two young girls not charged at his sister.

Joy swelled in Cob’s heart to see his nieces, Adowa and Esca, collide with their mother, and in their bed robes. Not far behind them, a nurse maid arrived with baby Aurelian in her arms. Crouched between her daughters, the queen accepted her son and held him close, the moment closed off by embracing arms and bowed heads.

Hurelia managed to rise between them, little hands tugging on her clothes and cloak. She spared Cob a look, Aurelian in her arms. Her love for the boy was such that no words, nor even any singular emotion, could truly convey how happy she was that her son would live a normal life.

Kassanda caught Cob’s eyes, the Rider leaning in to mutter something for Edris alone. He nodded in agreement and approached the Kedradi queen, who then made the appropriate introductions before the king obviously relayed Kassanda’s concerns.

“The hour is late,” Edris admitted, smiling briefly at the children at his feet, “but our time is short. Perhaps it would be best if we made plans now, so we might implement them come the dawn?”

Hurelia sighed, happily distracted by her three children. “Wise, King Edris. Most wise.” She kissed Aurelian’s head one more time and ran a hand down her daughters’ faces. “Luthion,” the queen called out, bringing one of the palace servants to her side. “Have chambers made for our guests. And inform the staff that Prince Valarius is among us. He is to be assigned rooms in the east wing—with us,” she added, offering her brother a beaming smile.

Kassanda stepped forwards. “Forgive me, your Majesty,” she began. “That will not be necessary.”

The queen narrowed her gaze. “It won’t?”

“Valarius will remain with us,” the Rider replied, gesturing at Joran behind her.

“My brother is a Kedradi prince—he belongs here.”

Kassanda glanced at Cob. “No, Your Highness. He is not a prince. Valarius Thayne has pledged himself to the order of Dragon Riders. In doing so, he has forsaken any and all titles pertaining to his previous life. His loyalty is to the throne of Erador and Blood Etragon.”

Hearing it put so plainly felt like a weight in the ranger’s gut.

The Throne of Erador.

Blood Etragon.

He had never felt like a true Kedradi, but that didn’t mean he perceived himself to be a son of Erador either. It was to family he felt loyal—to his sister and the people who needed him. Aligning with a throne or a crown made him wonder if he was to be little more than a political weapon.

But he had taken the oath. He was bound now, as surely as he had been bound to his family’s curse. It was momentarily suffocating, and being awkwardly placed between Kassanda and his sister wasn’t helping matters.

“Brother?”

Cob met his sister’s expectant look. “I am…” He couldn’t honestly believe the words coming out of his mouth, but a quiet shriek from Thessaleia emboldened him. “I am a Dragon Rider, Your Highness.”

The queen held the moment all her own, a royal mask—years in the making—concealing the true depths of her upset. “Either way,” Hurelia replied curtly, her response aimed at Kassanda, “it is not for a Dragon Rider to tell me how I am to allocate the rooms in my house. And there will always be a room in my house for my bother, and the man who broke the curse of House Thayne.” The latter was announced with greater volume.

“I did not mean to offend, Your Highness,” Kassanda was sure to include. “I would rather the situation be clear before things become… muddied.”

A sharp and knowing smile cut the queen’s lips. “Come inside, Master Grey, and I will show you how clear things really are.”
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While Slait and their prisoner were redirected to the cells one tier down, Cob and the others were escorted inside the palace walls, where it seemed every servant had been awoken to receive the queen.

Moving through the hallways, the ranger caught the flickering gaze of every one of them. Unlike the masses below, they knew exactly who he was. Of course, it would prove difficult for them to simply accept the fact that he had broken the curse just because the queen declared it. He knew, in reality, it would take his people many years to see the truth of it—when Aurelian came of age and showed them.

Unlike the last time he had been permitted inside the Red Palace, Cob was taken to a different area, and via a multitude of locked doors. Beyond, the interior lost a notch of its lavish decor, and the number of windows reduced with every passing room until the final chamber, where there were naught but torches and braziers for light.

Not that there was much to highlight. The room itself was cuboid and tall enough that a mezzanine could have been constructed. A number of shelves lined the walls, all packed from board to board with thick tomes and bound scrolls. A collection of chairs, sofas, and tables were already being moved around by the servants, who received instructions from the queen in their native language of Ked. One such servant hurried back to the entrance and sealed the doors before locking them with a bolt.

The far wall caught Cob’s attention the most, his curiosity drawn to the seemingly random collection of alcoves carved into the stone. Each alcove housed what looked like crystals—prisms perhaps—and not all the same number or arrangement. Either side, resting on bronze rails, was a short ladder and a tall ladder and, above it all, there hung on thin golden chains a large horizontal cylinder with a pair of hooks at each end.

Queen Hurelia managed to peel her daughters off and have them rest on one of the cushioned sofas in the corner. They were, of course, accompanied by maids, minders who knew them well and could keep them calm and quiet for a time. Cob would have liked to spend some time with them, but he had a feeling his sister was about to demand everybody’s attention.

Chairs were offered to the king and the Riders alone, leaving Androma and the dwarves to stand awkwardly. King Edris, however, was the only one to take a seat—until Yamnomora realised no one else intended to sit down. The dwarf promptly sat down beside the king of Erador—and his bemused expression.

Hurelia issued one more command, and two servants with hooked poles reached up to latch onto the cylinder above. Foot by foot, the cylinder unravelled, revealing a massive semi-transparent sheet of silk. It covered the wall of sporadic alcoves, slotting in neatly between the four ladders, all of which were now occupied by a torch-bearing servant.

As one, they inserted their torches into empty alcoves, bringing light into the hollow spaces behind the prisms. That light was then projected at a multitude of angles onto the back of the canvas.

Cob’s eyes lit up with wonder as he looked upon an enormous map of Qalanqath, its edges and details revealed only in the light like a living skin of geography.

Situated in Erador’s most southern region, The Gold Rise could be seen as a skewed U-shape of mountains, like the jaws of a mighty beast trying to swallow whole the desert. To the right, Old Drift snaked alongside the eastern mountains like a remora shadowing a shark.

Cast in shifting highlights, the hidden Kedradi regions came to life, the rivers glimmering, mountains shaded, and secret cities sparkling. It was the first time anyone but a Kedradi had been privy to the other locations dotted within Qalanqath.

Hurelia instructed the servants again, and the two pole-bearers reached up and pulled down another sheet of silk. The image changed, displaying a zoomed in map of the various canyon paths that connected the hidden cities and villages.

The queen accepted a finely sculpted pointing stick from one of the servants and approached the map. “Saruun-Tel and Marqesh,” she proclaimed, pointing at two cities in the eastern mountains. “I will have messengers sent to both in the morning, informing them that the population of New Nithrael is to be split in half, and that each city should make preparations for their arrival.” As she spoke, a group of advisors began to make notes, scribing as fast as they could. “They shall also be informed that every abled warrior is to assemble here.” The stick was shifted to point at Erador’s most southern tip.

“The Moonfen Peninsula—that’s where you advised I have my fleet make harbour,” King Edris commented, always careful in his choice of words.

“Should they not all be directed here?” Androma asked the room.

“After our trap is sprung,” Hurelia explained cryptically, “there won’t be a here.” She snapped the stick even further south. “Kanofell is our future.”

The response was met with stunned silence and confusion.

“Kanofell is our past,” Cob felt compelled to point out. “Your Highness,” he added with a glance at Kassanda.

“It was our past—until you broke the curse of our line. Now our people have a chance to start again, where we belong. Kanofell has always been our home. Every Kedradi knows that in their heart. And every day we remain on Erador’s soil is another day we live in a world not our own, an extension of pity. Our ancestors brought about this tragedy—yours and mine, Valarius. It’s time we closed the circle. It’s time to take our people home.”

Every word struck a chord in the ranger. Had anything ever felt so right? He felt tiny claws on his shoulder and knew there was one other thing that had, but he saw the future clearly in that moment.

The Kedradi would return to Kanofell.

King Edris cleared his throat. “When you say there won’t be a here… What do you mean?”

The queen’s lips curved in a small, measured smile—her response was utterly unbelievable.
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A COUNCIL IN THE DEEP


If the ocean possessed a beating heart, it throbbed in Cyndralith. The Jinn drums boomed across the city in unison, their deep rhythmic pulses travelling through water and bone with purpose. Each strike vibrated through Kitrana’s weary chest—a constant reminder of what was to come.

War.

Her battle with the Kraken had become legend before she’d even returned to the city proper. It felt as though every citizen of Cyndralith had witnessed it; everywhere she turned, hands flashed signs of Leviathan, Kitrana, or Kraken-slayer—the latter usually offered to the Nimean, the title following her like a tide.

Since her passage through The Crucible, she had found rare pockets of peace among her people in the Kell gardens. Serenya tended to her wounds daily, paying close attention to the deep puncture in her thigh where the Kraken’s fangs had skewered muscle. Even now, the flesh ached with each movement, the pain tugging at her temper with silent teeth.

The two halves of Cyndralith had united in her honour, proclaiming her Skara-reborn. She let them. She hadn’t the strength to challenge ancient myths—nor the clarity to explain who Skara truly was, not with fatigue dragging at her limbs like anchors. They could call her whatever they wished.

War had never demanded truth, after all.

At King Tartranos’s command, Captain Velkor was dispatched to break through her fragile rest and escort her to the war room. As they ascended toward the spire above the city, the relentless drumming mercifully softened, the vibrations thinning until they were little more than tremors brushing her skin. The elevated levels lacked the open swim-ways of common quarters—restricted exclusively to soldiers and those sworn to the king’s service.

Near the pinnacle, a set of colossal doors waited—two perfectly rounded halves carved from volcanic glass and veined with shimmering silver channels. They pulsed faintly, reacting to the movement of water as the guards pushed the doors apart. When they opened, the currents hummed through their hollow interiors, making them resonate like distant thunder.

Beyond lay Cyndralith’s war room—something a human might have mistaken for a cathedral drowned beneath the sea. The vast chamber stretched before them, the vaulted ceiling rising so high the jelly-lanterns upon it resembled stars caught in water. Giant pillars spiralled upward like the trunks of ancient ocean trees, etched with the history of Jinn warfare.

Yet despite the grandeur, all activity pulsed at the centre, where soldiers, strategists, and nobles clustered around the war-table platform—a great slab of stone illuminated from beneath by captured bioluminescent currents, lines of light crisscrossing like veins across an organic map.

Her arrival did not go unnoticed. An attendant seized a stone hammer and struck the vent-bell mounted to the chamber wall. Gas trapped within burst outward in a deep, rolling thoom that rippled across the entire war room. Conversations ceased. Heads turned.

Captain Velkor guided the battle maiden to her designated place—her muscles protesting every stroke as she moved—before he propelled himself upward, ascending to his position among the ranks suspended near the vaulted heights.

Previously concealed within the cluster of Jinn and Kell, a great map was now laid out before Kitrana. It was a massive circular basin carved into black basalt, set into the floor so the commanders could gather around and lean over it. The map itself was a relief model of the seafloor, spanning hundreds of leagues of what the surface world called The Drifting Sea.

Kit recognised the miniature that depicted Cyndralith, made from pale coral inlays. The same had been used to display Nautyss, the Drowned Steppe, the Singing Stones, and Atlas—the Merdian capital.

Naturally, Kit’s gaze wandered across the miniature seafloor until she located Nimala. Like the other cities, it had been carved from pearl, but basalt stones had been placed around it, like Nautyss and other ruins. Even in miniature, the sight of it dug a pit in her stomach, though she was sure to fill it in with righteous fury. Thankfully, Dawnbreaker was resting over one shoulder and not in her grip.

Dotted throughout were tiny pearl studs, placed to symbolise known outposts, patrol points, and watch towers. Right away, Kit was able to discern that the black pearls were Jinn placements, while the red ones informed them of Merdian-controlled areas. Between these were the neutral reefs, the seafloor sparkling with green and blue driftglass.

Weaving throughout the physical map, grooves had been cut into the model, channels etched in stone to represent the mighty currents. Each was filled with powdered driftglass, the contents driven by hidden vents that had access to hot and cold water. Somewhere beneath them, current-keepers were manning those vents, assuring a real-time flow through the carved paths.

Adding to the clever design, the currents could also be differentiated by the colour of the driftglass. The Forgewake was easy enough to find, snaking its way past Cyndralith with faintly red-tinted glass.

If all that wasn’t enough to take in, the map was always in flux, the pieces being moved and colours altered by attendants. They appeared to be receiving constant updates from specialist navigators—swimming in and out of the chamber with regularity—who were returning from scouting parties across the water realm. Kitrana caught snippets of their hand gestures, informing her that they were testing currents with weighted lines, dyes from squid ink, and drifting lantern-jellies.

Other scouts returned and reported on enemy movement, resulting in yet more tokens and markers being moved about. Kitrana watched, fascinated, as artisans floated about and carved or added new overlay to the basin.

On the other side of the map, a courtier flashed a flat disk, its smooth surface catching the vent light and informing everyone that the king was to speak. Kitrana recognised the courtier as the same Jinn she had exchanged biting words with days earlier.

“Welcome, Kraken-slayer,” King Tartranos began. “You have proven yourself worthy of this council. The Jinn would know honour if they were to fight in your waters.”

Kit bowed her head. “The honour will be mine, good king.”

“The enemy is moving,” he told her, his orange eyes glancing over the map.

Kit examined the shifting tokens. “They’re retreating?”

“It only looks like a retreat,” one of the Jinn commanders responded, his pauldrons sloping into sharp spikes. “It seems the Merdians are aware of recent events—they know the Leviathan is loose.”

Kitrana understood. “They’re shoring up,” she signed.

“Yes,” the commander agreed, “that has been our assessment. They’ve pulled back from almost every arena.”

“They don’t know what to expect from the beast,” King Tartranos remarked. “They are filling The Trench with rank upon rank of soldiers.”

The Trench was impossible to miss, a jagged scar that marked the seafloor as a crescent moon marked the night’s sky. On the inside of the curve, the city of Atlas grew out of the mountain that pushed up one corner of the map. The surface, of course, had not warranted sculpting, but Kitrana knew it was Erador’s most southern tip, where The Drifting Sea met The Hox. The latter had been mostly unexplored by the mer-folk, since reaching it had always meant trespassing in Merdian waters.

“What about the deep dragon?” Kit asked to any who could answer.

The same commander glanced at his fellow soldiers. “Lies, we think—to make them sound stronger than they are. No deep dragon has ever been seen.”

“They’ve conquered most of the ocean,” Kitrana pointed out, “they don’t need to lie. And I heard from a high-ranking Merdian that they used it to lay siege to Nimala.”

“Think about what you’re saying,” the commander urged. “No one can make a deep dragon do anything.”

“They say the Dread Queen can.”

A subtle ripple of hand gestures went around the group. They had clearly heard the same thing.

“It does not matter,” King Tartranos interjected, his gaze homing in on the battle maiden. “We have a Leviathan.”

Kit felt every set of eyes turn to her, the weight of their expectations pressing upon her shoulders.

“With all due respect, good king, a Leviathan is not a battle strategy. We’re as likely to suffer just as many losses on our side if we simply charge in behind it.”

Tartranos tilted his crowned head, his eyes piercing the gap between the twines of obsidian that crossed his face. “And what does the battle maiden advise? Are we to charge in behind Skara-reborn?”

Kit refrained from rolling her eyes, though the human trait would have meant nothing to the gathered Jinn and Kell. “Our point of attack will count for naught if we don’t have the numbers behind it.” The Nimean deliberately cast her eyes over the map. “If these reports are accurate, the Merdians outnumber us… three to one.”

“They are accurate,” the commander assured, “but their numbers will not matter when pitted against the might of the Jinn. Every vent-born warrior counts for three Merdian soldiers.”

“I do not doubt it,” Kitrana replied tactfully, “but they have the advantage of familiar territory and in-built defences, traps, and a large force of Karathasaurs. They’re in the midst of preparing for a Leviathan,” she added. “They will be ready for us.”

King Tartranos raised a hand, silencing the commander before he could respond. “You have a place on this council, Kraken-slayer. I would see what you’re not saying…”

Kit paused—hesitated rather. She had spoken to Serenya at length regarding the obstacles they would face when attacking an entrenched force with superior numbers. It was a subject Serenya had many opinions on, leading Kit to wonder if the elder had a history in Nimala’s once proud army. It spoke more to her grief, however, that she proposed such a radical solution. And what madness it spoke to that Kitrana agreed.

“The Merdian threat is a shadow we all live under,” the battle maiden began. “All of us. If we are to win this war and end that threat, we must all fight.”

The Kell queen was quick to sign, “My people are not warriors. We will support in whatever way we can, but open battle would be a slaughter for us.”

“I know, Your Majesty,” Kit replied, bowing her head. “And no one wants to see the end of the Kells. I was referring to our cousins… in The Maw.”

It wasn’t so much a ripple of discord than a wave of outrage that ran through the gathered council.

“They are no cousins of mine,” the commander signed furiously.

“Savages!” another exclaimed.

“No better than mindless beasts!”

Kitrana surged forwards and into a crouch, where one hand could find purchase on the jagged edge of a hole carved into the map. It was off to one side, but between Cyndralith and Atlas, the rim shaped by artisans to look almost identical to The Maw itself.

“The Vorge have suffered as we have⁠—”

“They are monsters,” the commander interrupted. “How could they suffer as we have? They live in a hole in the ground. They know nothing of love or family. They hold to naught but their hunger.”

“They have as much intelligence as we do,” Kit argued back. “They have simply chosen to⁠—”

“They care nothing for those taken by the Merdians,” another commented firmly, signing more vigourously.

“Their hands are good for nothing but killing,” a captain stated.

“They cannot be reasoned with,” King Tartranos said, silencing further discussion.

“Begging your pardon, good king, but we don’t need to reason with them—they already have a reason to fight. How many have the Merdians enslaved? How many are served up as delicacies? The Vorge have as much cause as we do to hate the Merdians, but you have to understand their nature.

“The Vorge are opportunistic predators. That means they won’t take a chance unless the odds of victory are in their favour. Allying with us gives them that chance.”

“I will never fight alongside a Vorge,” the commander told her.

“I’m not talking about putting your weapons in their hands or cladding them in your armour.” Becoming exasperated, Kit gestured at the last advisor to have spoken out. “You said it yourself, their hands are good for nothing but killing. Well, we have something that needs killing. Let’s aim them as we would a spear.”

King Tartranos leaned over the map table, his brow knotted behind his crown. None dared to speak, allowing the lord of Cyndralith to think. Only then did Kit notice the two shells in his right hand, his finger and thumb rubbing them together as if they were the mechanics behind his thoughts.

“Commander Harok,” he said at last, naming the outspoken Jinn. “How many more of your forge house would live to tell of this war if their numbers were bolstered by the Vorge?”

That stopped Commander Harok from putting forth anymore arguments.

King Tartranos nodded and looked to Kitrana. “Is it even possible?”

“There is the problem of offering them such a chance,” the Kell queen posed. “None have ever got close enough to The Maw to barter words.”

“If,” Kit emphasised. “If an offer could be made and the Vorge accepted, would this council include them in an invasion strategy? They would have to have assurances. Equal say. Equal rewards. No reprisals in the event of victory.”

Commander Harok frowned, on the verge of renewing his argument, when King Tartranos spoke instead. “What kind of rewards?”

“Surely ridding themselves of the Merdian threat is reward enough,” Queen Nalyssara suggested.

The battle maiden recalled Serenya’s suggestion and announced it plainly. “Territory.”

Commander Harok folded his arms. “Their hunting grounds are too vast as it is.”

“Letting them hunt beyond The Drifting Sea would benefit us all,” the Kell queen said wisely. “They have long been wedged between the realms, making prey of us all.”

“With the Merdians gone,” Kitrana put forward tentatively, “we could… give them The Hox.”

“Preposterous!” King Tartranos signed with one hand. “The Hox should belong to the Jinn, it would be ours by right of victory.”

“The Drifting Sea would be yours, good king. And The Rael,” she added, reminding them that the sea beyond The Fangs of Andara would be theirs to claim without competition. “Let them take the east. We will keep the west. In one strong current, we would be eliminating a threat on two sides—while using one of them to beat the other.”

No one said anything, her logic irrefutable to all but the greedy. It was for the good of the sea, then, that Tartranos was not a greedy king. He also wasn’t a fool.

“You, Kitrana Voden, will make this bargain with the Vorge. Or… you will die trying.”

It should have been a moment of triumph for the battle maiden, but it was dread that cooled her bones.


26
SONS OF CHAOS


Days into nights, nights into days—the world spun in an endless blur of gold and silver light. Through that ceaseless churn, Skara and Vander swept across Erador’s skies and into the western reaches of Andara, borne aloft on Herragax’s vast back as though riding the wings of a dying storm.

Rest had become a rare commodity. When they did halt, sleep lasted only minutes before shattering again, always broken by pain. Closing his eyes was no relief—Malliath pressed at the edges of his consciousness, his presence seeping through the fractures in his mind like water through cracked stone.

And there were many fractures.

His unravelling would have been complete already if not for Herragax. Their bond—though wild, unstable, and dangerously deep—was the only thing keeping the mountain of lifetimes inside him from crushing his sanity. Each day he drew on her raw power to cage the chaos threatening to split him apart.

The cost was etched across his own body. A sheath of hardening scales now covered most of his torso, spreading steadily down his left arm. Soon he would have two dragon hands—ten obsidian talons sharp enough to carve through stone and bone.

But Herragax bore the far worse price.

Even from the saddle he could see the black rot devouring her. It spidered along the base of her jaw and along her neck, a network of diseased veins pulsing like ink-choked rivers beneath the scales. Patches had already begun to slough away, revealing raw muscle that shimmered darkly in the wind. One side of her face had taken on a sunken, brittle look; the scales there had lost their lustre, curling at the edges like burnt paper. A sickly sheen coated the largest horn, its once-unyielding surface now cracked with fault lines that crept deeper each day. It would break soon, snapping under its own failure.

Herragax’s death was inevitable now.

And when she fell, what would become of him? Would the madness he held at bay pour in like floodwater? Would he be left alone, entombed in a monstrous shell of crimson scales, trapped with the ghosts of a thousand former selves clamouring through the darkness?

Which of them would rise to claim him?

He needed to find Methuselah before then. He needed every scrap of Barad-Agin’s knowledge⁠—

Something was sliding through the shadows of his mind. It was vast and erratic, if shrouded. Malliath. The dragon was seeking him out, using their renewed bond to home in on his physical location.

Skara clenched his dragon fist and called upon even more of Herragax’s essence, drawing her power into him. Herragax shook her head, feeling the drain no doubt. A rogue scale broke loose and tumbled back through the air, careening off Vander’s invisible shield.

It lent strength to Skara’s mind, bolstering the defences. Again, and only for a time, he was able to push Malliath back, protecting his location and thoughts.

It was a stark reminder that he needed the Golems at his side, that their resurrection was an absolute necessity if he was to survive Malliath long enough to unlock Methuselah’s secrets.

Herragax folded her wings and let the world pull her in. The clouds swept by, a curtain of intangible fluff that guarded the realm against the sky. Piercing the veil, the travellers were greeted by a sprawling forest of green, the trees seemingly unaware that they were supposed to be within winter’s grasp.

They were in the right place then.

Ahnir’duil, so named for the godly bones discovered in the forest’s heart.

While Skara was confident that The Eldan would uncover Yohem in the depths of Harendun, he had made the choice to forgo The Undying City. It seemed unlikely that they would have located the bones yet, and he knew for sure that God Fall possessed both Ahnir and Govhul.

They were soon to be reunited with Meliax, whose bones resided inside the cart now braced between Herragax’s claws.

The dragon skimmed across the canopy like a bolt from a ballista, whipping up the leaves in her wake as she made for the forested canyon in the middle. After direction from Skara, the dragon made to land in one of the few clearings she had spotted that could accept her size.

He was sure to check on Meliax’s bones after landing, as he had with every stop along the way. The cart was showing some serious wear and tear after being deposited by the dragon a number of times, but its precious contents remained undisturbed beneath the tarpaulin.

Vander was turning on the spot, neck craned as he took in the forest that engulfed them. “This place is… unnatural.”

Skara’s gaze wandered over the trees, their trunks unusually wide and impossibly tall—he had seen bigger. The setting sun struck the canopy at a sharp angle, cutting through the twisting branches that stretched from one tree to another, making it difficult to see where one ended and the other began.

The leaves bathed in the dying light, though Skara noted how they changed colour depending on the angle he was observing them from. His mind peeled back the centuries—the millennia—taking him back to Mount Athan. From there, he had entered the Realm of Magic and stolen from the greatest tree in all creation.

He looked at the vambrace on his arm, hidden within which was one of its crystal ruby leaves, moulded in dragon fire to house one of the tree’s sacred seeds. His memories felt like oil, so easily slipping into his present reality until the Ahnir’duil was entirely replaced by that most magnificent vista.

The tree stood before him, a god of bark and crystalline leaves. He could even feel the cool water around his ankles and the small crystals under his feet. He was there—he was really there.

No…

No, he wasn’t. Where was he? Reality was like sand falling through his fingers, beyond his grasp. He had been somewhere else. Somewhere important.

A sharp exhalation of hot air washed over him, turning The Dark One on the spot. Herragax. Her name came to him with perfect clarity.

He was in the Ahnir’duil!

The memory collapsed, the oil dripping off the Realm of Magic until the forest took its place in the setting sun. Herragax was actually looking at him, her blue eyes boring into his. She had sensed his absence, his mind tumbling down the well of ages.

Hollow though it was, Skara allowed some of his gratitude to pass between them, emboldening their bond—pushing Vander out.

Something stabbed at his back, scraping against his right scapula. Skara winced and pivoted, confident he was about to be faced by an assailant. There was naught but Vander and his gormless expression.

The pain came again, and now the feel of something trickling down his back, soaking through his shirt. He reached over with his left hand...

Something was protruding from his skin, sharp and coarse. His hand was returned with blood on the fingertips. He would have investigated further had he not caught Vander’s expression of concern.

“What?” he snapped.

The Rider hesitated. “Your eye… Your Grace. It’s… different.”

From his pointed gaze, Skara knew he was talking about his right eye. “Different?” he questioned, probing the area around the eye. He discovered scales where only yesterday there had been human skin.

“It’s very blue and…” Vander licked his lips. “Well, it’s a dragon’s eye.”

Skara turned to Herragax and imagined his own eye mirroring hers, a black slit dividing the blue in half.

“The rot progresses,” he said, taking any and all opportunities to keep the pair enthralled in his lies. “I fear it will kill us both,” he added.

Herragax’s head shot up and forwards, her nostrils flaring as she inhaled the environment. At the same time, Vander turned, his sandy cloak flying out behind him as a blade of silvyr flashed in his hand.

The dragon had detected something.

“We should continue west of here,” Skara declared in the absence of action. “Time is against us⁠—”

He should have known better than to disregard a dragon’s senses.

They exploded from the trees—arrows, not men—loosed from a hundred hidden bows. The volley moved like a single creature, splitting mid-flight into three perfect streams aimed at the intruders.

Herragax answered with a thunderous roar that shook leaves from their branches. The first wave hammered into her like a storm of iron hail. A few shafts punched through the thin membrane of her wings, but the rest glanced off her scaled hide with nothing more than the sound of snapping wood against stone.

Vander moved with the usual reckless grace of a Dragon Rider, hurling himself aside as the ground quivered beneath the impact of the arrows meant to skewer him. He rolled, came up slashing—a whirl of steel. Two arrows met the edge of his blade and splintered in midair. Impressive, perhaps, to all but Skara, to whom it was merely what a Rider owed the world.

The Dark One didn’t bother to move. Arrows burst apart against his shimmering shield, the barrier glowing like sunlit oil in the gloom of the forest. He considered uprooting the entire canopy with a gesture—but Herragax acted first.

Her jaws yawned wide, exposing the swollen fire-glands pulsing behind her fangs. Liquid kindled into living flame like an erupting forge. In an instant, daylight returned beneath the canopy as she exhaled unbridled devastation.

The firestorm tore through the trees, a rushing tidal wave of heat so intense it stripped bark, flesh, and breath alike. Branches curled into cinders. The ambushers shrieked as they plummeted from the burning heights, some hitting the ground still alive, their bodies writhing in agony until the flames claimed what little remained.

Herragax swept her head in a brutal arc. More fire belched forth, carving a blazing barrier through the forest until a towering wall of flame roared behind them.

Through the flickering inferno, Skara watched the survivors—those quick or lucky enough to still breathe—bounding deeper into the forest, their movements eerily fluid as they leapt from branch to branch.

He stopped beside one of the fallen and rolled the corpse with his boot. Beneath scorched scraps of clothing, the skin was coated in a hardened, bark-like substance, painstaking camouflage crafted to vanish among the trees. Even their pale hair had been shorn to the scalp for silence and stealth. All that work. All that patience. All undone in a heartbeat of dragon fire.

“They’re moving west,” Vander called out, over the roar of burning trees.

“Closing the defences,” Skara remarked more to himself than anyone else, his mind working through the endless strategies he had encountered in his long life. “They will warn others, closer to the warlocks. We must push through.”

Herragax snorted—short, sharp, and filled with purpose. Determination rippled through every plate of her scales. The earth trembled under her advancing steps as she bulldozed into the forest’s heart, low branches snapping like brittle bones against her horns and snout. Nothing survived in her wake. Her eyes alone were enough to pick out the Andaren guardians clinging to the treetops, but her senses went deeper—smell, taste, the tremor of their fear on the wind. She ripped them from their perches with snapping jaws, shredded entire limbs of the canopy with her claws, and vomited sheets of fire until the forest glowed a furious orange beneath the smoke.

Through the blaze and ruin, arrows still came screaming. They carved thin lines of death through the air, each aimed at Skara or Vander with desperate conviction. The Dark One pushed forward, wrapped in his shimmering shield, while Vander flicked up barriers with a clenched fist, tiny bursts of spell work that caught arrows mid-flight and sent them spinning away.

A few dared something bolder. Guardians dropped from the burning heights, falling upon them with blades ready. Skara’s grin spread wide—too wide, almost feral. Chaos suited him.

He lifted both hands as if surrendering to their charge—then snapped his axe into existence with a snarl of magic.

The first attacker swung high. Skara ducked under the arc, stepped in, and rammed the blade into the man’s gut, hoisting him clear off the ground. A twist of the haft flung the corpse aside like discarded meat. The next guardian barely touched down before Skara’s axe met his face, snapping his neck back and launching him into the dirt. The Dark One tore the weapon free, shifted his grip closer to the blade, and surged into a brutal charge of his own.

Vander handled the stragglers at the flanks, cutting down those darting from the burning underbrush. Skara met the centre head-on. His human hand swung the axe in blistering arcs, carving open muscle and bone, while his crimson dragon hand ripped and shredded, talons sliding through flesh with the ease of slicing soaked parchment. Their enemies were slow—painfully so. Predictable. Even with superior numbers they stumbled, unused to true battle, guardians who had never had to defend more than the quiet edges of Andaren territory.

Together, they carved a bloody scar into the Ahnir’duil, a path of corpses and flaming ruin. At times, the greatest danger came from the trees themselves as Herragax’s tail swept them out of existence, sending trunks crashing into the chaos below.

Not even the clerics of the inner ring could halt their advance. Their alchemical arts flared bright—bursts of colour, smoke, and crackling energies—but Skara met each spell with raw ethereal force. His blasts hit like thunderheads. Concussive waves rolled out, folding bodies inward, splintering bone, snuffing out life in an instant.

Skara was laughing in the mayhem. The Andaren line was meant to hold forever, and he had shattered it in a single march of blood and flame.

The thrill of it was enough to distract him from the pain in his back, where he was sure a dagger could be found pressing into his skin.

Under a moonlit sky, Herragax erupted with a roar of victory. They had discovered the sacred land in the heart of the Ahnir’duil, though it was certainly lacking the ceremony and pomp of such a place.

Skara scrutinised the single door standing in the middle of the clearing, its exterior coated in grass. It clearly fed through to a short passage that promptly angled into the earth and vanished from sight.

Crouching on one knee, The Dark One sank his dragon hand into the grass. Beneath them was a well of magic, the combined maelstrom of Ahnir and Govhul in one place. Gelakor had been wise to bury them in different parts of the world, scattering the intensity of the spells etched into their bones.

A wiser man would have buried the individual bones in different places…

A mere hand gesture brought Meliax’s remains into the clearing, the cart having been dragged through the forest by a simple spell.

“See to their safety, Herragax,” Skara implored.

The dragon looked down at him with a face of two halves, her right eye notably dulled compared to her left. Her assurances were felt rather than heard, her vow given that none would touch the bones while she stood over them.

Only then did he notice that Vander was no longer standing beside him. “No!” Skara yelled, confident that the fool of a Rider had gone to the door—the only door that led down into a sanctum of Andaren warlocks.

The door exploded with a thunderclap.

Skara recognised the flash of green and stench of sulphur that accompanied it. The door had been rigged with a simplistic alchemical trap—essence of Dycaine, he guessed.

Vander was flat out but still moving. His cloak was licked with flames, and his blond, singed hair fell over a face black with ash.

Pathetic.

From the shadows and smoke there came a new threat, a monster of terrible speed. It shot from the doorway like a spell of darkness, its hulking body shrouded in rags and a tattered hood.

Skara had just enough time to build his shield, though only one plane, leaving his flanks exposed. Like the payload from a catapult, the creature hammered its fist into the shield. The spell flared and even cracked while Skara was shoved backwards, his boots carving through the clearing.

Again and again, the creature thrashed his shield, a crazed dwarf tempering stubborn silvyr. One last blow—delivered by two meaty fists knotted together—collapsed the shield altogether, throwing Skara back into the nestled roots of a great tree.

Herragax moved, her sheer size disturbing the surrounding trees. Her forked tongue ran over the edge of her fangs, all bloody and gore-coated.

Skara shot out a hand—a firm directive to stay out of it.

With strength Gallien Drakalis had never known, the once-smuggler’s body flipped onto its feet with graceful ease. The beast wasn’t to give him a moment longer, closing the gap in a sound-breaking leap.

The Dark One sank into his reservoir of malice, letting it wash through him like black fire. In that state, exhaustion fled, doubt evaporated, and only dominion remained. His human hand rose between them—steady, rigid, an executioner’s command.

The earth obeyed.

The ground convulsed, erupting in a violent blast that sent dirt skyward in a choking plume. The abomination lurched forward but froze with its jaws inches from Skara’s face as roots—thick and hungry—burst from the mutated tree behind him. They wrapped around the creature like constrictors, tightening with the sound of straining timber.

Bones groaned. Flesh tore. Something inside the beast popped with a wet squelch.

Skara swept his cloak aside and approached the trapped monstrosity with clinical interest. Its hood and rags had been torn and shredded, revealing the horror beneath. One glance was enough—he knew his own art when he saw it, even in such a crude parody.

A lesser Golem.

A butchered mockery of his craft.

It had been assembled from the dead with no respect for design or symmetry. Pale Andaren skin stretched in strips across one shoulder; the knotty, stone-like musculature of a dwarf bulged across the torso; scraps of human limbs were stitched unevenly along its flanks. Some joints were held together by rusted iron plates, the metal bolted directly into discoloured flesh, while other segments had been melted and fused, leaving grotesque ridges of scar tissue like cooled candle wax.

Its face—or what passed for one—was a mask of mismatched features. A dwarf’s jaw. A human’s brow. And a single Andaren eye, milky and furious, glaring at Skara from a socket too large for it.

Vander staggered upright, ash streaking his cheeks, blood drying at his jaw. His sword wavered in his grip as he tried to focus on the abomination.

“What… what is that thing?”

“A crude mimicry,” Skara said, circling the restrained creature. “Someone’s idea of my work. A Golem—though barely deserving of the name.”

The monster strained, muscles bunching beneath stitched skin, iron plates grinding as it tried to tear free.

“How do you kill it?” Vander asked.

Skara exhaled a humourless laugh. “You can’t kill what was never alive,” The Dark One informed him, the fool too brainless to have observed the Golem’s lack of breathing. “You simply dismantle it… and pray nature is merciful enough to reclaim what’s left.”

He raised his hand again, fingers splayed like a blade.

The roots obeyed instantly.

They constricted with a thunderous crack, wood scraping on wood, compressing until dead limbs snapped like branches, and the torso collapsed inward. A final shriek of splitting bone echoed through the clearing.

Then Skara flicked his wrist.

The roots whipped outward in opposite directions, hurling bloody fragments of the creature across the forest floor—the limbs scattering like discarded firewood, the torso landing with a sodden thud, the head rolling until it struck a smouldering root and burned.

The Dark One watched the pieces fall, indifferent.

“That,” he said quietly, “is how you unmake a mistake.”

With the conviction of the ages behind him, Skara Pendain strode across the smoking clearing and entered the warlocks’ dwelling. A short descent and a long corridor brought him to a large circular door, though whether it rolled aside or operated on hinges remained to be seen.

Not that he cared.

With a flash of his teeth and an outstretched hand, the conjured spell obliterated the door, showering the chamber beyond in sharp debris and powdered stone.

Beneath some of it lay a body—certainly dead now. An Andaren cleric perhaps, though he wasn’t attired as the others had been. Two more rushed The Dark One, their aprons and belted tools revealing them as servants to the warlocks, or even apprentices.

A word snapped out of the gloom, and the two Andarens came to a sudden halt, hands raised with a serrated blade in each. The word was followed by more, a question if the tone was anything to go by. Skara knew he had the Andaren language somewhere in his mind, but it was webbed with other languages and older dialects. It would prove too costly to his sanity were he to start rummaging through his past lives.

Instead, he crouched down and touched the wrist of the dead body. He had been right—they were apprentices. Three of them there were and all poised to replace the aged warlocks. The deceased Andaren had nearly a hundred and fifty years of memories inside him, most of which Skara burned away. He needed only the language.

“Stop!” the craggy voice had said earlier. “Who are you to trespass on sacred ground?” had been the follow up question.

Skara rose to his full height and walked beyond the foyer, his every step pushing the apprentices back. He located the owner of the old voice, though he was significantly more diminutive than the younger apprentices. Bent over by a crooked spine, the warlock’s head was twisted at an angle so he might see the intruder. Beneath his left eye was the same sigil Skara had charged into battle with, the same that had marked all his banners.

Behind him were two others, warlocks each by the apparent age of them. They had to be approaching the end, easily having surpassed their six-hundredth birthdays already. The other two were not so small in stature, their backs stooped but not nearly so bent as their vocal kin.

The Dark One spared them mere seconds before his attention shifted dramatically to the central pit that dominated the chamber. He beheld his sons, Ahnir and Govhul, both laid out side by side, their bones dull in the torchlight. They were exquisite. He recalled carving every glyph into their bones—an ingenious grimoire.

His gaze lingered on their skulls, taken from monsters Barad-Agin had unleashed from the Shadow Realm. The creatures had possessed four eye sockets, all of which Skara had hollowed out and layered in new flesh. His Golems didn’t need eyes to perceive the world.

“It cannot be,” the crooked warlock muttered, to which the other two offered hushed whispers into his ears. He batted them away, his pale blue eyes catching the vambrace on Skara’s arm. “The Eldan said you had returned. Is it… is it really you?”

The Dark One smiled with a stillness that made the gesture feel unnatural, as if someone had taught him the shape of the expression but not the emotion behind it. The result was a mask of mockery, serene and horrifying.

“We have much work to do…”


27
A HOLE IN THE WORLD


Life for Baelon Vos had collapsed into a single ritual—waiting.

Waiting for the thin sliver of each day when his jailers allowed him from his cell, when he could stand—if only for a moment—in Kalaghan’s presence. That fragile mercy was both balm and blade. It soothed him. It destroyed him. The storm of emotion it stirred dragged the true Dragonlord to the very edge of madness.

Only his imagination kept him from toppling over—vivid, merciless visions of retribution in which every soul within the Jainus walls learned the shape of hell before he delivered them to it.

Kalaghan’s torment was nearly complete. The dragon’s vast body lay carved from snout to tail, etched in the harsh language of magic. The sight alone was agony for Baelon; the thought of what Kalaghan must endure drained the strength from him. In nine hundred years he had never known such helplessness.

They had suffered before—together. A thousand battles, horrors beyond naming, the grief of outliving loved ones. But never separation. Their bond had been the one constant, the unbreakable thread that held them through centuries of violence and fire.

The Jainus had found a way to sever even that, and in doing so had discovered the truest form of misery.

Slumped on his cot, Baelon stared at the stump of his right arm where his hand had once been. It still felt wrong—empty, incomplete—as though his body itself mourned the loss. Most of the pain had faded now, and that only deepened his disgust. He wanted the ache. He wanted the reminder of his failure—raw, constant, unforgiving.

In the span of a mere blink, as if the effect was beyond human comprehension, the door to his cell appeared as it usually did. Marinen escorted him—always from behind—while a pair of wizards led from the front.

Baelon looked left as he was guided to the right. They always went left.

“Where are we going?” he demanded.

“The Magus requests your presence elsewhere today.”

“If he’s taking requests,” Baelon quipped, “I’d have him fix that nose of yours.” He glanced back to see an unimpressed scowl on Marinen’s face, most of which was still swollen and bruised after his initial escape attempt.

The light of day was a blinding affair, reminding Baelon that he rarely knew what time it was. The late morning sun washed over the Jainus campus, occasionally eclipsed by Giants crossing the top of the enormous wall they were still constructing. He was shown to a building he had never seen before, though it did not boast the size of the chamber housing Kalaghan. It was still guarded. Jainus wizards were stationed inside and out, and they were the ones he could see.

“Ah, Master Vos!” Magus Eldric greeted him from the other end of the passage, and with his familiar jovial attitude. “I was just heading in myself. Come, come.”

He waved his hand, and a series of unseen locks and cogs stirred inside the double doors. At the last click, they opened of their own accord. While not the largest chamber he had been introduced to, it had still been designed like a miniature cathedral. Tall windows of stained glass cast a menagerie of colours across the floor, their hues splashing up the walls and over the work stations.

Towering over the room, from inside the hollow of the tall spire, were numerous gargoyles, their claws outstretched and wings flared. The chamber itself, however, was designed to draw the occupants’ attention to the altar on the far left. Circular in shape, it rose from the foundations with a set of stone steps granting access to the platform at the top. Not that there was anything to see up there. Unless it was invisible, of course.

Damned wizards.

The doors sealed behind him, leaving the Dragonlord alone with the Magus and Marinen. They presumed they were safe with him, his only hand now bound in iron and chained to a belt around his waist. Between that and the collar keeping him from accessing any magic, they were only mildly safe.

“Our work with Kalaghan is almost complete,” Eldric began, removing his overly large hat. “As you pointed out, if rudely, it will take quite some time to construct a tower of pure silvyr. Decades perhaps. That’s an awfully long time to keep you in that little cell. I don’t want to risk you losing your mind. After all, you’re the only thing keeping Kalaghan docile. So, I thought we would continue our little chats,” he added with a beaming smile Baelon wanted to claw off his face.

“I’ll take the cell, thank you.” The Dragonlord would have walked away were his path not blocked by Marinen.

The Magus chuckled. “Come now. I am not a violent man. I take no pleasure incarcerating you, Master Vos, nor the pain we’re putting Kalaghan through. But you of all people understand the power of sacrifice. I would very much like for you to also understand why we’ve chosen this course of action. Maybe even a bit of the how.”

“I didn’t come here to understand why you do anything⁠—”

Something scraped across iron to his right.

Baelon whipped his head around and laid eyes on thick velvety curtains of plumb red. They covered the wall as if to conceal a painting or some other decoration upon the stone. The Dragonlord, however, spotted the masonry around the curtain, the blocks arranged in an arch, suggesting there was more beyond the curtain than a simple wall.

A long and crescent smile carved through Eldric’s white beard. “You might never get to see the Ruins of Gelakor, I’m afraid, but you will get to see something most could only dream of.”

The Magus walked over to stand beside the curtains. “When I was just a boy, no older than fair Andrid—whom you met upon arriving here—there was quite the buzz about the campus. A discovery of the ages! A phenomenon unlike anything ever recorded. Unknown to human kings, Andaren emperors, and fearsome Dragon Riders, our world had a hole in it.”

Baelon narrowed his eyes at the wizard, his attention snatched from thoughts of ruins and lost necklaces. “A hole?”

“A gaping wound through which you could glimpse wonders beyond imagining,” Eldric explained. “Surely enough, it closed before we could conduct any meaningful research. There was, however, a trail. Something had come through from the other side. The Jainus of the time tracked that something down, subdued it, and… well, you have to see to believe.”

A flex of his fingers drew back the curtains on both sides, revealing a wall of iron bars, each of them etched with powerful runes. The same had been carved into the stone around them, reminding Baelon of his own cell. It was larger than his, though, the space beyond comparable to the chamber he stood in.

The Dragonlord stepped closer to the iron bars, uncertain whether the dim light was deceiving him. The stone floor of the cell had not merely been disturbed—it had been torn open, as though something beneath had clawed its way to the surface. Through the ragged wound in the masonry, soil breathed fresh air for the first time in centuries, and from that soil an entire grove had risen.

Baelon blinked, stunned. What he had taken for debris resolved into slender trunks, their bark glistening like wet obsidian; leaves of impossible geometry fanned outward, each bending light into hues no sunlit forest could conjure. None of the trees belonged to any catalogue of flora he knew—nor did the thick undergrowth thriving at their bases. The room received no sunlight, yet here the air pulsed with emerald and gold, as though the plants themselves exhaled brilliance.

For a heartbeat, Baelon Vos forgot where he was, the Magus at his back, even the dull pain in his wrist. The world had shrunk to this impossible forest breathing quietly beneath the earth.

Then the trees stirred.

Not with the idle rustle of a draft but with intent—branches shifting, leaves shivering in a synchronised wave. Baelon’s instincts roared awake. He took a step back, hand clenching in a useless fist. Tiny insects, gleaming like shards of glass, erupted from the moving foliage, humming through the air in a fractal swarm.

“Come, come,” the Magus crooned, as though coaxing a frightened animal. “Don’t be shy. This is Baelon Vos—a Dragon Rider.”

The introduction nearly distracted Baelon from the creature’s arrival.

It emerged with such seamless grace that for a moment it remained part of the forest—its skin a rich, mossy green that mirrored the surrounding leaves. Only when it stepped fully into the open did the Dragonlord grasp its scale. It stood a head taller than him—a notable feat, as Baelon towered over most men—and carried its height with the poise of something born to woodland shadows.

It walked on two legs, its build reminiscent of a human’s or perhaps an Andaren’s, but sleeker, more fluid. Muscles rippled beneath its skin in strange, elegant patterns—bundles arranged in ways no human body could replicate. It moved as though joints and sinew obeyed a different philosophy of anatomy entirely.

A ragged loincloth clung to its waist—woven half of fabric, half of living foliage, as if the forest itself had clothed it. From head to toe, vines threaded through and across its body like veins forged of molten gold. Some burrowed beneath the skin, re-emerging elsewhere as though traveling through it like soil. They were thickest at the shoulders, where they branched outward into structures that were neither plant nor bone—antler-like protrusions mirroring the crown that rose from its brow.

Its face was almost disarmingly human. A strong jaw, high cheekbones, a nose shaped like any man’s. But the ears were elongated to dagger points, sharper than any Andaren’s, and the eyes—those eyes—were pools of molten gold, slit vertically like a serpent’s. They fixed on Baelon with measured curiosity, neither hostile nor yielding.

It was familiar enough to unsettle him, alien enough to freeze him in place. Five fingers. Five toes. A ribcage he recognised. Hair—wild, tangled, and forest-green—framing its head much like his own would if he ever let it grow beyond a short crop.

And yet this was no man. No Andaren. No creature known to Verda or any scholar’s tome. Baelon swallowed, a whisper of awe threading through the fear. This was something new. Something the world had not seen in an age, if ever.

“This is Thorn-Athiel, of the Rhel Wood Vale,” Eldric introduced.

Baelon’s response caught in his throat, forcing him to clear it. “I’ve never…”

The Magus was grinning ear to ear. “Never heard of it? Never seen the likes of Thorn-Athiel?” He laughed deep in his chest. “You won’t find either on any map, I suppose. Thorn-Athiel here isn’t what you would call a native. At least not to Verda.”

Baelon dared to step closer, neck craned to look up into those golden eyes. “He’s from…”

“The Realm of Magic,” the Magus declared. “Thorn-Athiel tells us his people are known as Fae.”

Thorn-Athiel stepped so close to the bars that his antlers brushed the iron. “Baelon Vos,” he said, his voice commanding a depth that did not belong to such youthful features. “You are… bonded to a dragon in this realm?” He spoke with the quiet confidence of something that had witnessed empires rise and rot, his words cut with a stillness.

“I am bonded to Kalaghan,” Baelon answered, an air of disbelief still clinging to him. “He is imprisoned as you are.” The Rider shifted the chain that tethered his wrist to his waist. “As we are. How long have you been here?”

“Not long.”

“Sixty-seven years,” Eldric answered succinctly.

Baelon scrutinised the Fae, who couldn’t have been more than thirty years old. It was even more unusual that such an extended incarceration wasn’t considered a long time. What manner of creature were these Fae?

The Dragonlord turned to his captor, his anger flaring. “This is how you’ve made such leaps in the field of magic. What kind of self-righteous excuse is that?”

The Magus looked somewhere between shocked and appalled, though his entire response felt like a mockery. “Observe,” he said, gesturing to the alter behind them.

Marinen stepped to the side wall, bracing a hand against cold stone as she seized the iron lever jutting from it. With a harsh clang, she hauled it down.

The floor responded.

A grinding roar filled the chamber—like a mountain shearing itself apart. Stone plates shuddered, locking and releasing, sliding away into hidden recesses with the weighty finality of a tomb sealing shut. As they receded, a dark trench revealed itself, encircling the altar in a perfect ring. From the exposed channels rose a slow, viscous flow of liquid.

Baelon knew the scent before he acknowledged the truth. Blood—thick, metallic, and hot enough to steam as it met the cool chamber air. The reek of it crawled across his tongue, clinging to the back of his throat.

Eldric ascended the altar steps, his voice fracturing into a dozen registers. Some words rang out sharp and commanding, others barely escaped his lips, muttered in a cadence that felt ancient in origin. The spell seized the room. Glyphs carved into the moat walls flared to life—first a deep, bruised purple, then a cascade of shifting hues that danced against the stained-glass glow of blues, yellows, and reds.

The blood began to rise.

Droplets lifted from the moat as though gravity itself bent to Eldric’s will—hesitant at first, then accelerating into a crimson spiral. Each drop met an invisible barrier above the altar, flattening with a hiss before skittering outward. The barrier formed a perfect circle, its outline visible only where light warped and recoiled from its surface. Sparks of raw magic snapped along its curve like fireflies caught in a storm.

Then the chamber changed.

A new radiance surged from the centre of the circle—warm, golden, alive. It washed over Baelon in a wave that forced him to throw an arm across his eyes. Still, he could not look away for long. The pull of the unknown was stronger than his own self-preservation.

When he lowered his hand, the world was no longer whole.

The altar had become the anchor to a wound in reality, a shimmering tear through which Baelon beheld an alien horizon. A sky of unfamiliar constellations loomed above a vast landscape untouched by mortal hands. And there—in the far distance—rose the tree.

A titan of white bark, luminous as moonlit bone. Its canopy of red leaves blazed like a conflagration reaching toward the heavens and finding purchase. It was not merely a tree. It was a declaration of nature and magic entwined.

Something inside Baelon cracked open. His eyes burned, watering against the brilliance, but he welcomed the pain. Mere belief in the Realm of Magic had never prepared him for the truth of seeing it—raw, real, impossibly alive.

Awe swallowed him whole, stirring something ancient and unspoken in the deepest wells of his soul.

“I told you we know how to get there,” the Magus said arrogantly. “It was Thorn-Athiel who showed us the way. His instruction was most elegant. He told us to think of magic like a language. Some people know a few words, others know more. Some even know bigger words, with complex syllables and such. Knowing where to put the words, how to structure a sentence—a spell—is key to maximising the linguistic limitations.

“You’ve seen this before, of course. With a single word and enough will power you can shatter stone. Add more words, however, and you can make the stone into something else entirely. The difference between us and the Fae is black and white. We know some of the words and have even mastered a few elaborate sentences. They know every-single-word. Better yet, they know how to position them, how to structure them into multi-layered configurations that make us look like children.

“But they are limited here,” he went on descending the steps. “Their magic is dampened in Verda. They retain the knowledge, of course. It just comes down to the flow of magic. They’re used to receiving it directly from the source, like feeling the breeze on your skin.”

Eldric’s eyes shifted to Thorn-Athiel’s cell, the barred gate unlocking and swinging open with a silent command. The Fae immediately backed away, retreating into his private forest.

Baelon could only look confused. It was a straight path between his cell and the portal, free of obstacles—he had only to walk through and he would be home.

“You see?” Eldric said, his voice dripping with moral superiority. “We’re not imprisoning him. We’re keeping him safe.” A flick of the wrist closed the gate, sealing the wall of iron bars once more. “These spells are not to keep his magic in check. They are to shield him from… well, anyone who might come looking, I suppose. And as you can see, Thorn-Athiel does not wish to be found.”

Baelon couldn’t see the Fae anymore, those golden eyes having faded into the environment. He was only too happy to look back at the portal, at that sliver of another world. He was drawn to it, step by step, his gaze unable to wander.

“I don’t understand,” he confessed, still a hard thing to say after nine centuries. “Why wouldn’t he return?”

“Better here than there,” the Magus responded, nodding at the distant tree. “Beyond that portal, Thorn-Athiel is on the losing side. Even the enlightened are not without their wars.”

Baelon stared at the magnificent view. “War?” he echoed incredulously.

Eldric wandered over to the cell, peering hopelessly through the bars. “The way he tells it, a schism occurred. Much like the one you caused, I suppose.”

Baelon did his best to ignore the jibe, taking a moment to observe Marinen, who was quite mesmerised herself by the view shining atop the altar.

“One of his people stood up to those in power and told them they were doing it wrong,” the Magus explained. “The vision he presented, however, was… divisive. Sound familiar?” The old wizard began to construct his pipe. “Our friend, Thorn-Athiel, found himself on the same side as this controversial individual. War ensued. It did not go well for the disruptive Fae. Thorn-Athiel made his escape, a tale that brings us to this very spot. So you see, he is something of a fugitive. But they will not find him here. In return, he aids us in our pursuit of peace⁠—”

Baelon bolted.

But not for the door.

He ascended the stone steps three at a time, his muscles pumping like his life depended on it. Marinen was caught off guard and immediately swung a hand out to operate the lever. The Magus fumbled with his pipe before, ultimately, dropping it in favour of lashing out with a spell.

Neither were quick enough.

The Dragonlord dived through the open portal half a second before it imploded on itself, singeing the soles of his boots.

He splashed down in a shallow pool and breathed in the air of another world.
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THE ROOTS OF EVIL


In a moment of quiet history, Vahlken eyes drank in the sight of Valgala, the very heart of Erador.

How many plans had been drawn up over the last two centuries—how many strategies and schemes had the war council conjured that might see Andaren boots press beyond those white walls?

And now, on howling currents set sail from The Spine, a messenger guard from Taranathen didn’t just press beyond those walls—he flew over them.

Valyra continued to bank, taking them round the city in a lazy circling pattern. It was needed—there was a lot to take in. Under the command of Baelon Vos, the traitorous army from Harendun had turned on their own kin and laid siege to Erador’s capital.

Damned if they hadn’t burned it to the ground.

A ruin of civilisation was all that remained, its pale towers blackened with smoke, charred, and melted by dragon fire—flames that still raged. Others were cut in half, their spires destroyed and in their place a jagged crown of desolation. All in between was a patchwork of wreckage, bloodshed, and muting ash.

The outer wall was littered with bodies from both sides, the corpses riddled with arrows like those that lay dead on the plains west of the city. Of all the sundering that had beset Valgala, Daijen’s gaze was naturally drawn to the mightiest of corpses adorning the city.

Dragons.

He counted four of them. For all the blood and ash that coated their scaled bodies, he could still see that the one atop the western wall—shrouded in ballista bolts—was a dull white, reminding him of the Golem’s bones in the depths of Harendun.

In the fields beyond was a brown dragon. Judging by the crater in which it lay—broken—the Vahlken deduced that it had fallen from a great height.

Towards the south, resting against the base of the wall, lay a green dragon. Daijen imagined it to have lain down and simply given in to its wounds, which glared red against its green scales.

The last had met its end inside the city, its violet scales darkened by dry blood.

Of Malliath there was no sign at all. If he had, indeed, come hunting this far east—chasing his bond with Skara—then he had come and gone already. The same could be said of Skara and his traitor army.

But where was The Drakalis hunting now? Where would a quarry so evil as The Dark One go after sacking an entire city?

A sinking feeling punched down into the Vahlken’s gut. He had lost the black dragon—his only weapon against The Dark One. Worse, he had missed so much for that weapon. Added to the weight of that decision, he could discern no sign of Joran among the ruins.

Had he lost them both?

Valyra let cry a pained squawk, though Daijen knew her well enough to know she wasn’t in actual pain. All he could do, however, was hold on as the Aegre dipped one wing and knifed across the bitter sky.

She was heading for the central tower, and with purpose.

The Aegre fanned her wings and brought all four taloned feet to bear as she navigated the huge hole punched through the surrounding pillars, near the top of the tower. Her purchase found, Valyra drew in her wings and walked into the throne room, head low and eyes wide.

The chamber was certainly vast, doing its utmost to compete with the throne room in Aran’saur. While the emperor of Andara enjoyed sitting beneath a suspended dragon skeleton, the kings of Erador sat in the gaze of their dead kin, now immortalised in stone. At least they had. Two of the supporting statues, whose arms reached up to hold the domed ceiling at bay, were greatly damaged, with one of them in pieces spread across the throne room floor.

And they weren’t alone, the floor shared by numerous bodies and⁠—

Daijen was struck by a wave of panic and fear, emotions both raw and primal that could never be truly trained out of even the greatest warrior’s bones. With no choice but to believe what he was seeing—what Valyra had seen from the sky—those emotions were dampened, numbed like the searing of nerves.

Oaken…

Valyra nudged his body—a corpse. Oaken’s feathers, once so black as to be blue in the right light, were now charred and broken, darkened by old blood. There was further evidence of battle, his hide raked and pierced by dragon claws and gnashing teeth. Judging by the volume of dried blood that clung to his talons, Oaken had dealt significant wounds to the dragon in question.

But the killing blow was all too easy to see.

Daijen climbed down and knelt beside Oaken’s head, where a plunging gash sat open and raw above his left eye.

For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to that wound. Then it burned.

The fire did not come from Valyra, nor from the scorched stone beneath his knees. It rose from somewhere deeper—a furious place he had been trying to seal away since learning of Ilithranda’s death. That place split open now, and everything he had buried there came screaming out, echoing up through the vaulted ceiling.

His breath hitched, jaw trembling.

Oaken’s eyes were dull and glassed over, fixed on nothing. Daijen reached out before he could stop himself, fingers trembling as they brushed the great Aegre’s brow. The flesh was cold. Too cold. A wrongness that made his stomach lurch.

“I promised,” he whispered, the words scraping his throat raw. He didn’t know who he was speaking to—Oaken, Ilithranda, or the memory of himself before the Shadow Realm hollowed him out. “I promised I would be there.”

Fire roared behind his eyes.

Ilithranda’s laugh—bright, sharp, unyielding—filled his skull, uninvited. He saw her as she had been so many years ago, standing with Oaken at her back, one hand resting against the warm curve of his neck, fingers buried in feathers darker than midnight. Winged companions were not pets. They were bonds, mirrors of the soul given form. Where Ilithranda went, Oaken followed. Where Oaken stood, Ilithranda was never far.

Now… they were both gone.

The grief hit him in waves, each one heavier than the last. He had imagined Ilithranda’s death a hundred different ways since departing Harendun—none of them real, all of them mercifully abstract. No body. No blood. Just a name spoken with careful sympathy when he finally returned.

But Oaken was real. The Aegre was weight and feather and ruin beneath his hands.

Daijen’s vision blurred. Heat flooded his chest, pressure building until it hurt to breathe. His teeth clenched so hard his jaw ached, the scream clawing its way up his throat with nowhere to go. This was not the clean grief of mourning rites or honoured pyres. This was feral, uncontained—a firestorm tearing through everything it touched.

He bowed his head against Oaken’s skull.

“I should have been here,” he said again, louder now, the words shaking. “I should have fought beside you.”

His fingers curled into the scorched feathers, gripping as though sheer will might anchor Oaken to the world again. As though he could still feel Ilithranda there, just beneath the surface—her presence lingering in the spaces she had once filled.

But there was nothing. Only the overbearing dominion of absence. Only the echoing pain of promises broken by time and shadows and fate.

Behind him, Valyra let out a low, mournful sound—felt more than heard—and Daijen finally let the fire consume him. Not as rage. Not yet.

As grief.

Raw. Repeating. Unending.

A wound that would never scar over.

[image: ]


Something loud and deeply familiar roused Daijen from his fatigue-induced slumber. His head snapped up, leaving Oaken’s side for the first time since sleep had claimed him through grief and anguish.

The world returned in an instant, his mind awakening with such speed and clarity it could have been argued that the Vahlken had never known sleep.

And there was Valyra, staggering towards the jagged hole in the side of the tower. She fell—again. Her hooked beak came to rest just over the lip, where a howling wind tore through the chamber.

Daijen was by her side in no more than three strides, his knees skidding across the stone to bring him to her head.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, his concern rising to rival his grief. “What is⁠—”

Something was growing out of her right eye, threads of slick black fungal matter. The veins had wormed their way out between lid and eyeball, some tracking across her face, while others grew into the air, blooming with mushroom heads.

The stain of Barad-Agin was still upon her.

Daijen’s heart sank. He didn’t know how to help her, how to rid her of the invasion that moved unseen inside her body. What he could do, however, was grab the disgusting growth and yank it free.

“I’m sorry, old friend. This is going to hurt.”

As he reached out, fingers tentatively exploring the thread, something moved in his periphery. Night had crept over Valgala, but there was very little that could escape Vahlken eyes.

Daijen left the thread where it was for a moment and stood upon the broken edge of the throne room, his cloak of Weaver’s silk swept up beside him, hair claimed by the wind. He narrowed his eyes and quickly discovered the disturbance—his grief now pierced by instinct, by the old Vahlken reflex that never truly slept.

He had been wrong.

There weren’t four dead dragons—only three.

Slowly, deliberately, the green one climbed up the wall in the south.

It hauled its massive frame upward, muscles bunching beneath emerald-scaled hide as it tested the wall with cautious precision. One claw dug in, then another. Stone cracked. Its wings remained half-folded, dragging and flexing, the membranes scarred and torn in places—possibly where Oaken had raked them bloody.

The dragon paused partway up, chest heaving. It shifted its weight, spreading one wing experimentally. The membrane caught the wind and shuddered. The creature hissed, low and furious, a sound that vibrated through the ruins of Valgala. It tried again, forcing the wing wider, muscles trembling under the strain.

It tested the other wing, beating it once. Then again. Each motion was laboured, uneven, but gaining strength. Loose stones cascaded as its hind claws pushed higher, carving deep furrows into the wall.

With a final, thunderous heave, the dragon reached the top. It stood, wings spread wide now, catching the thermals rolling southward.

Then it leapt.

The wings beat hard, once, twice, tearing the air apart as the dragon dropped before climbing sharply. Its roar echoed across the city, fading as it turned south, a green wound in the sky that slowly shrank to nothing.

Gone.

Daijen exhaled through his teeth, fists clenched at his sides. Was that the dragon responsible for so many of Oaken’s wounds? Or was the dragon among the dead? Were they even here anymore? Had they flown away with Baelon and Kalaghan, who were both notably absent?

The killing blow, of course, had not been struck by a dragon—Daijen knew the cut of a blade when he saw it.

In that moment, Daijen didn’t much care—he just wanted blood. But there was no pursuing the beast—not yet. He tore his eyes from the shrinking dragon and returned his attention to Valyra.

She lay rigid, her unease bleeding through, sides rising and falling in shallow, controlled breaths. The black growth had already spread further, clinging to the socket like a living scar, glossy and wet, its surface pulsing faintly. Thin filaments disappeared beneath feathers and flesh, burrowing inward where he could not see. He had removed growths like this before—torn them free—but never this close to her eye.

“Easy,” he murmured, resting his forehead briefly against Valyra’s lowered brow. “I know.”

Her discomfort spiked in response, a ripple of pain and distrust she fought to restrain. She trusted him—but trust did not dull nerves.

Daijen braced one hand against her skull and reached for the growth with the other. The moment his fingers closed around it, Valyra shuddered and a sound tore from her throat—not a roar, but something lower, deep in her chest. Her wings twitched violently, talons scraping stone as she fought the instinct to pull away. The growth resisted, stretching unnaturally, the filaments tightening like tendons under strain.

Daijen gritted his teeth and pulled.

Pain flared across Valyra’s powerful muscles, white-hot and blinding. Her eye squeezed shut, her breath stuttering as the thing tore free inch by agonising inch. The roots came with it—longer than he expected, slick and barbed, sliding out of her flesh with a wet, sucking sound that made his skin crawl.

“Almost—almost,” he hissed, more to himself than to her.

With a final wrench, it came free. Daijen staggered back a step as Valyra recoiled, talons scratching at the air in reflex. The growth writhed in his grip, its roots twitching as though searching for purchase.

Without hesitation, he flung it to the floor. It hit the stone with a dull, meaty slap.

Daijen turned back to Valyra at once, hands already reaching for her eye, checking the wound. The flesh was angry and inflamed but clean—no black remained. Her breathing steadied, pain ebbing slowly, replaced by exhaustion and wary relief.

“That’s it,” he murmured. “It’s out.”

A faint, uneasy prickle brushed his awareness—a warrior’s sixth sense.

Behind him.

Daijen turned slowly—and his blood went cold. The growth was still moving.

The black mass had flattened against the stone, its roots spreading outward like ink in water. They slithered with purpose now, thin tendrils pulling the bulk along. It was fleeing.

One tendril reached the open mouth of a nearby corpse—a royal guard sprawled on his back, red armour split at the throat, cloak stiff with dried blood. The root slipped between parted lips. Then another. Then more, wriggling eagerly into the dark.

“No,” Daijen breathed.

Too late.

The growth vanished inside, drawn down the guard’s throat as though swallowed by the dead. The last root snapped free from the stone and disappeared, leaving nothing behind but a faint smear of black.

Silence fell heavy and wrong.

Daijen stared at the corpse, every instinct screaming, dread coiling tight in his chest. He looked back at Valyra to see if she was just as surprised as he was, but the Aegre was too busy managing the pain in her eye.

The Vahlken spared a glance at the departing dragon, making sure it hadn’t vanished completely into the south, and dared to approach the red-clad soldier. He had been dead for days—weeks even. The man’s flesh had sloughed away in patches, leaving bone exposed where skin had cracked and fallen loose. The abdomen had collapsed inward, ruptured and dried, dark fluid congealed beneath the body like spilled pitch. The face had caved in on itself, eyes deathly pale, the jaw sagging open in a rictus that seemed almost intentional. The smell was overwhelming—sweet, sour, and thick, as if the air itself were rotting.

His icy blue eyes roamed the body, searching for the fungal matter. He gave it a nudge with his boot and grabbed the hilt of Handuin’s scimitar. Nothing. The Vahlken sighed, hand relaxing, and began looking for something in the chamber he could use to start a fire. Best to burn the corpse and be sure⁠—

The soldier twitched.

Daijen stepped back and grabbed his weapon once more, an inch of steel sliding free of the scabbard with a soft, dangerous whisper. He held still, every muscle drawn tight, watching.

The corpse shuddered again. Not a convulsion. Not the crude jerk of lingering nerves. Movement.

The red-clad body arched subtly, as if something beneath the ruined armour were rearranging it from the inside. The abdomen collapsed further with a faint, wet crackle, ribs shifting as pressure travelled upward through the torso. Daijen’s stomach turned as the chest began to rise—not in breath, but in slow, forced increments, the way a bellows might expand when stuffed too full.

Something crawled beneath the skin. The throat bulged.

Daijen’s grip tightened on the hilt of the scimitar as the soldier’s neck jerked sharply to one side, vertebrae grinding with a sound like stones dragged across each other. Black veins pressed faintly against the parchment-gray flesh, threading upward beneath the skin in writhing lines.

The head snapped back. The jaw stretched wider than it should have been able to, tendons popping, teeth clacking together as something forced its way past the ruined throat. The neck convulsed violently now, the skin splitting along old cracks as the fungal mass climbed, methodical and hungry.

Then the skull moved.

The back of the head pressed into the stone, rocking slowly as if something inside were probing, testing. The corpse’s limbs spasmed once, twice, fingers curling into claws that scraped uselessly at the floor.

And then—nothing.

In that stillness, fine tendrils of black vine wormed beneath the eyelids until they protruded, testing the air. The head tilted with a slow, deliberate motion—wrong in its precision—and the jaw creaked shut.

Daijen freed his blade entirely now, breath shallow, heart steady as ever on the edge of violence.

Quicker than he could have imagined, the corpse rolled to one side and skittered across the floor. When it finally rose fully to its feet, it did so with a fallen sword in its hand.

Daijen had adopted a familiar battle stance by then, scimitar held in one hand, the flat of the blade resting over the back his shoulders.

He couldn’t believe his eyes. Was there no end to the wicked machinations of Barad-Agin? Even the dead could not escape his grasp. The Vahlken thought back to the numerous books he had consumed during his time training in Ka’vairn. He recalled the anatomy books—pages upon pages of sketches and descriptions scribed by the surgeons who studied the humans in the early days of the war.

It had to be the central nervous system. The fungal matter must have latched onto that web of control and seized the body for its own. It was an unnervingly new development.

The corpse launched itself at him.

There was no warning—no gathering of balance, no breath drawn before the strike. It hurled its weight forward in a blur of red and rot, sword swinging in a savage, two-handed arc meant less to cut than to crush. The blow whistled past Daijen’s face, close enough that he felt the wind of it rake his cheek.

He moved on instinct alone, twisting aside, boots skidding across the stone as the blade bit sparks from the floor where he had stood a heartbeat earlier. The corpse followed immediately, momentum unchecked, hacking again and again with wild, brutal force. Each strike was fuelled by raw violence—overcommitted, unbalanced, driven by something that did not care if the body broke so long as it reached him.

Daijen did not meet the blows so much as slip them.

Steel rang as he deflected just enough to redirect, letting the corpse’s own strength tear past him. A backhanded slash forced him to duck. A reckless thrust scraped his armour. The thing moved wrong—hips lagging behind shoulders, feet slamming down without rhythm—but it was fast, driven by a singular, animal urgency.

Kill. Break. Consume.

Daijen retreated step by measured step, eyes cold, cataloguing. The corpse fought like a storm—no form, no patience, just endless pressure. He let it rage, let it exhaust its fury against air and stone, letting his blade kiss steel only when it had to.

Then something changed.

The corpse hesitated. It was just a fraction—but enough.

Its next strike came cleaner. Less wasted motion. The sword didn’t overextend this time; it snapped back into guard with a jerky imitation of control. The feet adjusted, stance widening. The head tilted, as if listening—not to sound, but to memory.

Daijen’s blood chilled. “It’s learning,” he whispered.

The fungal thing had found something useful.

The dead man’s muscles began to remember what his mind no longer could. Old drills echoed through ruined flesh—patterns burned into sinew by years of repetition. The next exchange was sharper. The corpse parried instead of simply hacking. It feinted high, then cut low, clumsy but intentional.

Daijen’s response changed instantly.

He stopped giving ground, scimitar snapping up, catching the blade cleanly, steel shrieking as he rolled his wrist and shoved the corpse’s sword aside. He stepped in, shoulder-first, and drove a knee into the thing’s ribs. Bone cracked. The corpse barely reacted—only twisted with the impact and slashed for his neck.

Daijen’s reflexes saved him, his throat taking no more than a graze. They went on to trade blow for blow. Step for step.

The corpse was still crude, its movements stitched together by stolen memory, but each exchange refined it further. It adjusted after every strike, every failure, like a beast testing the limits of a new body. Daijen felt the faint, horrifying sense of being studied.

Enough.

Daijen emptied himself, the instinct of a warrior overriding the slow and meddlesome thoughts of a scholar. He let the corpse press, then slipped inside its guard, turning his blade with enough speed to make Handuin’s scimitar sing.

The Vahlken smashed the pommel into the corpse’s jaw, snapping the head sideways. Before it could recover, he pivoted, stepped through, and cut deep across the back of its knee. The leg folded. The corpse fell, though not with a scream but simply the will to try and rise again.

He didn’t give it the chance.

The scimitar flashed in a tight arc in one clean, practiced motion, its edge whispering through ruined flesh and bone. The head separated from the body and tumbled across the stone, coming to rest face-down in a smear of black and red.

The body collapsed at once, motion gone as if a string had been cut.

Daijen stood over it, chest rising slowly, blade dripping.

From the severed neck, black tendrils writhed briefly—exposed and frantic. The Vahlken plunged his sword through the face, driving the tip into the floor beneath, the fungal matter pinned between. The cords struggled for a time, clinging to the blade, writhing against the steel. Without a host, however, the disease of Barad-Agin inevitably withered and grew still, the strands drying out and hardening.

The Vahlken withdrew his sword and kicked the head away. His attention was soon pulled back to Valyra, of course, the very incubator of that foul growth. A cold and hungry fear took root in him then, keeping the Andaren where he stood. How much more of that disease was hiding inside her? What was it doing?

He looked again at the headless corpse at his feet.

It sought control, just as its maker—Barad-Agin—sought control over his Hollowborn. Had he left the root where he discovered it, might it have crept into Valyra’s brain? Then what? Would she have become a puppet like the dead soldier?

The thought of it made Daijen feel sick.

“Rest,” he urged the Aegre, coming to her side. “Your strength will return,” he added, though the words had been meant more for him than for her.

He moved to the gaping hole in the pillars, where he could see the southern vista laid bare before him. Soon, he thought. Soon they would take up the hunt once again. He would have words with that Dragon Rider.
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SHEEP FOR THE SLAUGHTER


Skara dragged a forearm across his brow, smearing sweat rather than clearing it. Despite the cold air, the heat clung to him like a second skin, his human patches begging for relief.

He couldn’t say how long he’d been working—hours blurred into days, days into a single, unbroken moment of strain. In the pit, dawn and dusk had become little more than shifting colours above him as he laboured on, his magic burning as fiercely as his chisels and hammers.

The pit itself had been born from violence. He had torn the earth open again and again, churning soil and stone with brutal waves of power until the ground finally yielded to the perfect depth. Then came the masonry, the heavy slabs quarried from the warlocks’ own dwelling, each one wrestled into place along the curving walls. An Andaren workforce—what remained of them, after The Dark One descended upon the Ahnir’duil—had handled that crude shaping under the trembling guidance of the surviving elder warlocks.

But their part had ended long ago.

What mattered now demanded precision no mortal hand could match. Skara alone had carved the spell work, taking knife-edge care with every sweep, every puncture, every line etched into stone. The language that bound the realms tolerated no wavering stroke, no imperfect mark. It was a living thing—fickle, temperamental, and merciless.

If he was to draw more from the other realm, the doorway had to open wider than any one being could force it.

Even him.

Climbing out of the pit, his body suffering under the barbed coils of his ongoing transformation, he laid eyes on the massing crowd of Andarens. They were being gathered beyond the tree line and kept there by forest guardians. Not that they needed imprisoning.

The Ahnir’duil was nestled between Dosun, Myrrh, and Kiln—three towns brimming with devout believers who wanted to live as close to God Fall as they were allowed. The warlocks had commanded all three towns be emptied and brought into the heart of the forest for a blessing unlike any other.

The fools had come willingly.

Of course, there had been considerable apprehension and many questions where Herragax was concerned. The Andarens couldn’t fathom why a dragon and its Rider were in the sacred forest. The guardians had done well to keep the peace, but word from the warlocks had been enough, assuring them that the dragon was under their control and part of the great ceremony. The sheep would believe anything.

Scowling through the fresh wave of pain that lanced through his back, Skara scrutinised what he could see of them, his mind working through the numbers. “Vander!” he called over.

The new Dragonlord approached without hesitation, the scarlet scales of his pauldrons and vambraces shimmering in the dying light. Despite his elevated status, he was a broken man. The fraying of his bond to Herragax was showing through, shelling him out. On top of that, it looked more and more a certainty that she would die soon, leaving him alone and mortal once more.

Skara was certain it wouldn’t come to that, though only because he felt sure Herragax would stomp on the fool before the so-called Rot took her life.

Not that killing Vander would change a thing—an insignificant insect in the grand scheme of things.

The Rider’s eyes roamed over Skara’s bare chest and face, his horror evident. Indeed, without the appropriate attire, the true spread of the dragon scales was there to see. His right nipple was gone, the slab of muscle beneath replaced with hard scales that rippled across his abdomen and reached for his left ribs.

Then there was the small protrusion above his right eye, where the tip of a black horn had begun to emerge. That had hurt. Much like the protrusions that stabbed at his back, growing along his spine.

That was to say nothing of the pain he had felt in his right shoulder blade, days earlier. Another bony protrusion had appeared on the left side, pushing his skin and bones into a new shape entirely. He knew what they were to be, but he could not dwell on it.

He was to be a monster, as Barad-Agin had been in the end. At least Barad-Agin had chosen to be the monster, to appear as a beast of spider and man made one flesh.

Not that The Blood-drinker had been a man…

“Now, now, Skara,” came a voice from his most ancient of days. “You’re not concentrating.”

Skara turned to look across the clearing, bewildered before his eyes even landed on The Blood-drinker himself. Barad-Agin walked towards him, his bare feet pressing into the soft earth, as if he was really there, in the heart of the Ahnir’duil.

And then it all slipped away, like watery paint running off a canvas. The forest, the Andarens—all of it. Gone. Skara found himself in Azad-guul, on one of the balconies that overlooked Nareene, the summer sun beating down on his skin. He was a young man again, his hair jet black and bound into a tight ponytail. He admired his hands for a moment, those he had been born with.

The sheer weight of the memory, however, began to rob him of his awareness, securing him firmly in that body, that state of mind. He forgot about all that was to come, his focus narrowed to that exact point in time, when he had been the apprentice of Barad-Agin, Verda’s first wizard.

He was the tallest man Skara had ever seen, perhaps the tallest anyone had ever seen. One had to crane their neck to look upon his face, though, even then, his features were always shadowed within his hood. What Skara had glimpsed were mostly scars, particularly across his master’s forehead—much like his hands.

The scars could be seen then, weaving across his fingers, as the wizard reached out with one hand and ignited a series of candles with a delicate touch of magic. The flames then rose from their wicks and collided in the air, creating a larger mass of fire.

Skara looked up at his master in awe, seeing the light shimmer in his eyes. For just a moment, he could have sworn they were golden, an effect he had witnessed before in certain atmospheres.

As the wizard’s hands swayed through the air, the flames danced in sync, the elements his to command. “It isn’t enough to remember the words I taught you,” he said soothingly. “You must will them into being in the right order. If you change a word or put it in a different place, the spell becomes something else entirely.”

He demonstrated exactly that, the living flames dying out as shards of frost exploded from his scarred hands.

“Try again.”

Skara cleared his throat and quieted his mind. He visualised the sacred words and called upon the magic in his bones, the two coming together in a single spell. He felt the strain, the flare of magic that threatened to expand beyond his intentions. It was then that he felt the power of the Demetrium bands around his wrists, the unusual metal lending him control.

The candles were ignited for a second time, their flames birthed by pure will.

“Now bring them together,” Barad-Agin commanded.

The words shifted in Skara’s mind, and he added a couple of extra ones to give the ball of fire some cohesion, as his master had done. His fingers flexed, a physical representation of his will surging out from his body. The flames responded this time, lifting from the candles to hover above the table.

The flames grew, licking at the air, the heat intensifying. But he was keeping it together, filling the apprentice with a sense of pride.

“Very good, Skara.” The wizard stalked around him and lowered his head. “Now turn the flames into water.”

Skara was immediately stumped by the order. It was one thing to conjure a flame and then plummet the local temperature to produce ice, but transmuting one element into another was unheard of—he hadn’t even seen Barad-Agin perform such a feat.

“I… I don’t know how,” he confessed, still maintaining the flames.

The wizard stepped beside the table and rolled his hand over the flames, wresting control from Skara. He held them in his palm, the heat kept at bay by the finest of near-invisible shields. His cool green eyes focused on the fire, its light banishing the shadows within his hood, revealing his hooked nose, long jaw, and oily skin. Much like his eyes, that oily skin didn’t always carry the same pinkish hue.

Skara’s attention quickly returned to the fire. It was clear that his master was attempting something, his will causing the flames to change colour from orange and yellow to red then green. Yet fire it remained.

Until it wasn’t fire at all.

The light winked out in an instant, and what was now a ball of water splashed between his fingers, the droplets bouncing off the table.

Skara felt his jaw drop.

“How?” was all he could ask.

“Now you see the true focus of my work, Skara. I am not content with moulding and reshaping this world. There is only so much I can do with the building blocks—nature has its limitations, after all.” Barad-Agin walked around him, his hands coming up to rest upon Skara’s shoulders. “I would take it as it is and transform it into something new. Something better. Something stronger.”

“You’re talking about… transmutation.”

The wizard squeezed his shoulders, his voice brimming with excitement. “So you have been reading my notes—very good. Your dedication to your studies is the reason you’re here, and everyone else is down there.”

Skara looked over the balcony at the crowds below. So many had come just to see the wizard, to glimpse the god that walked among men.

“Can you define transmutation, Skara?”

He hadn’t expected the question, but the notes were relatively fresh in his mind. “It is the act of changing an object’s physical properties.”

“Word for word—very good. And an example?”

Skara licked his lips. “I suppose the most common would be iron to gold,” he said, thinking of how people might dream they could gain wealth through such a simple act.

“What about the flesh?” Barad-Agin posed, moving again so his apprentice could see him. “Iron to gold, fire to water… we’ll get to all that in time. My interests lie with the flesh. Think about it. Soldiers wouldn’t need armour if you could transmute their bodies into plated steel. What if you could transform your skin into that of a chameleon’s? You could blend in with your environment. The opportunities are endless.”

Skara was looking at the water drying on the stone at his feet. “And… you can do all that?”

“Not all,” Barad-Agin admitted. “Not yet. I reserve that particular area of study for my work in... well, not here.” With the back of his hand, he stroked Skara’s cheek affectionately. “If we can unlock this kind magic to its full potential, we would be as gods—real gods. Verda would be wet clay in our hands. Including its people.”

“People?” Skara echoed, his sense of unease creeping into his tone.

“Of course. Come.”

Whether that was the end of the conversation or not, Skara knew better than to dawdle when given a command. He accompanied his master in silence, since the wizard offered him no explanation as to where they were going—it was not his place to question such things.

Given the size of Azad-guul, and the pyramid’s depth, it took some minutes before they were walking into one of the subterranean chambers. The guards stood aside, spears pointed to the ceiling, while a pair of servants—ever at hand—moved to open the doors.

Skara did his best to conceal his sense of excitement, which had quickly drowned out any unease when he realised his master had brought him to one of his most private laboratories.

The massive doors parted without a whisper—an impossibly smooth motion for so much iron—and the air that spilled out was warm, wet, and wrong.

Skara stepped across the threshold, and the smell of copper, rot, and a sweetness that made his throat close struck him all at once. He faltered, boots scraping stone, as his eyes adjusted to the chamber’s sickly glow.

The horrors revealed themselves slowly.

Nearest to him stood a row of upright X-frames, each one crowded with straps, hooks, and stains so dark they might have been shadows were it not for the glisten of old blood. What remained of bodies—limbs, torsos, halves of things that had once breathed—were fixed to the iron like grotesque exhibits. None were whole. Some twitched as steam curled past them, drifting in heavy plumes from vast cauldrons simmering with potions whose colours defied nature.

Above, chains creaked in the stagnant air. Cages dangled like oversized fruit from a dead tree, swaying with each faint current. Trapped within, living creatures stared out—an eagle with feathers ragged and grey; a hedgehog balled in terror; even a young lion, ribs jutting sharply beneath its fur, its once-proud mane reduced to a brittle halo. Their eyes followed Skara, not with hope, but with the dull awareness of something that understood suffering would not end soon.

Every wall of the chamber seemed alive with fire. Forges roared, throwing molten light across the stone. Smiths—thin, soot-streaked servants with downcast faces—hammered at strange projects Skara could not name, be they twisted metal shapes, ribbed shells, or instruments either for war or torment. As Barad-Agin passed, each of them dropped to one knee in precise, fearful unison, their tools held against their chests like offerings to a god of ruin.

Skara’s stomach coiled. He swallowed hard, fighting the urge to turn back, to be sick, to run.

At the centre of it all lay a vast circular grid carved into the floor. Barad-Agin strode toward it without hesitation. Skara followed—because he had to—not daring to look too long at anything for fear it might look back.

“See for yourself,” the wizard said, gesturing down at the grid.

Skara stopped by the edge and peered down, looking between the bars. Something roared and leaped for the grid, a thick arm of claws slamming into the iron.

Skara jumped back. “What is that thing?”

“You tell me. What do you see?”

Having no other choice, Skara approached the edge once more and scrutinised the caged beast. It looked up at him with black eyes, the head and body of a bear, only with a back brimming with fine spines, like the poor hedgehog above. It raged inside its cell, storming about on two legs like a man wrongfully imprisoned.

A person…

The apprentice swallowed the lump in his throat. “Is that a man?” he breathed.

“It was a man,” Barad-Agin replied proudly. “It was also a bear and a few other things. Transmutation!” He clapped Skara on the shoulder. “A shade, at least. This… thing, is not what I had in mind, of course. But the work must start somewhere.”

Skara remained rooted to the spot. He didn’t know where to look, what to touch, or even what to say—and it showed.

“I can see you are not ready to press into this field yet, apprentice.” Was that a tinge of disappointment in his tone? “All in good time,” he added, rubbing a nameless lotion into his hands and up his wrists—a habit Skara had observed of his master several times a day.

“Your Grace?”

The words shocked Skara, turning his attention directly to Barad-Agin. The towering figure looked down on him, his bare feet padding across the stone as he approached.

“Your Grace?” he asked again.

Skara blinked and inhaled a ragged breath, the world changed again. He was standing in the Ahnir’duil once more, chest bare and slick with sweat, his hands coated in mud.

Vander was staring at him, the Rider standing exactly where Barad-Agin had just been.

“Your Grace? Is everything all right?”

Skara gave himself a moment, gathering his wits and shrugging off the hooks of ancient memory.

Transmutation.

He looked at his right hand and saw just that. It seemed he had pressed into that particular field after all—if blindly. He thought of that creature in its cage. The man entirely lost to the beast.

He refused to let that happen to him.

“How many?” he asked, nodding his chin at the milling Andarens—most of whom were watching him from afar with some degree of horror.

Obviously the Dragonlord didn’t have an immediate answer, his thinking always sluggish. “Roughly five thousand from each town,” he eventually said.

Skara tipped a bowl of refreshing cold water over his head, a frown appearing through the cascade. “Fifteen thousand? No, no, no. A pit this size will require more blood than that. I need more.”

Vander was beginning to look nervous. “There are more living on the outskirts of every town, as well as a few pilgrimages. Apparently it’s an Andaren tradition to trek the edge of the forest every year.”

“And we have them too?”

“Soon, Your Grace.”

Skara was muttering, calculating. “Five litres each. One metre deep, eleven metres long, four metres wide… How many of them are children?” he asked coldly.

Vander hesitated. “I’m not sure, do you want me to get them to count⁠—”

Skara held up a hand, silencing the idiot. There were variables at play. Hells, he had only to look at his right hand to see the consequences of such things.

He wandered back towards the edge of the pit and looked in on Govhul and Meliax. He tried to reassure himself that the volume of blood they had amassed would be sufficient for only two of the Golems. Not that resurrecting all three of them had been an option.

Something of a rage had overcome him when the warlocks pointed out Ahnir’s missing femur bone. Not every apprentice in the chamber had survived.

The Vahlken, if there was anything left of them, would be a problem he dealt with at another time. They would either return the bone to him, or they would suffer a long and terrible life.

“Have the channels been completed?” he demanded, eyeing the numerous holes that had been dug into the base of the pit.

“I believe so, Your Grace.”

Without another word to him, The Dark One strode off with the warlocks in his sight. They were revered by the surrounding population, their makeshift thrones encircled by those of their fabricated faith, and all on their knees, heads bowed.

“I assume the chambers have been completed?”

The crooked warlock, located on the central throne of branches, bowed his head. “They will feed directly into the central pit, as per your design.”

“Then begin.”

“That will take time,” the same warlock replied, preventing Skara from simply walking away.

“Will it now?”

The old Andaren made the effort to climb down from his perch, where he could speak without being overheard. “We are most adept at efficient drainage—our techniques are long proven. But on this scale… We will instigate mass panic if the truth spreads. They cannot know they have come to be sacrificed.”

“Do whatever you must,” Skara told him, glancing at the darkening sky, “but do not linger. If we are all to enjoy immortality, this work must be completed with all haste.”

The warlock beamed a smile nearly as crooked as his back, drinking in the biggest lie of them all, the very one that even the Skaramangians believed.

“The key truly lies with the Golems then, as we always believed.”

“With all of them,” Skara was sure to state—a good lie always had the best details. “But this will make a for a good beginning,” he added, clapping the warlock on the shoulder. “Now bleed them dry. All of them.”
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THE REALM OF MAGIC


Baelon ran.

His boots struck water instead of stone, sending silver arcs splashing between the colossal roots of the great tree. The ground here was not ground at all but a living lattice of sparkling gems and slick moss, all of it pulsing faintly with light beneath the surface, as though the land itself was breathing. Every step jarred his bones. Every breath burned.

He refused to slow.

The roots rose around him like fallen towers, some wider than city walls, their white bark smooth as polished bone. Above—far above—the canopy was lost to distance, a red inferno of leaves that stained the air with drifting embers of light. The tree was not merely large. It was oppressive. Absolute. A presence that crushed perspective and made Baelon feel like a trespasser crawling across the veins of a god.

Water soaked his trousers to the knee. It lay everywhere, shallow and glassy, pooling in the hollows between roots, disturbed only by his passage. Each splash sounded too loud. Each echo felt like a signal flare.

He glanced back.

The space behind him shimmered with heat, but there was no tear in the air. No ring of warped radiance. No portal yawning open to spill Jainus wizards into that inexplicable world. Not yet.

Baelon forced himself to keep moving, though every instinct screamed to stop and listen. He had learned long ago that fear could sharpen the senses—or drown them entirely. He would not let it do the latter—he couldn’t afford to.

His only hand rose to the iron collar at his throat. The metal was cold, heavier than it had any right to be, its surface etched with spells so fine he could hardly trace them with his thumb. He hooked his fingers beneath it and pulled, gritting his teeth as pain flared along his neck. The collar did not shift. Not even a whisper. No seam. No catch. It might as well have been grown there.

A growl tore from his chest, raw and animal, yet magic would not answer his fury. He couldn’t even feel the magic radiating from the tree.

And where Kalaghan should have been, there was only silence.

He was confident, however, that would still have been the case without the collar. Their bond was adamantine but surely it could not cross the distance of worlds.

Baelon ripped his hand away and staggered onward, breath coming hard now. He ran until the roots began to thin, until the ground sloped gently downward and the water receded into narrow streams that glowed faintly as they flowed away from the tree. Only then did he dare slow, crouching behind a root thick enough to hide a siege tower.

He listened.

The Realm of Magic did not sound like any world he knew. There was no wind, yet the air hummed. No birds, yet distant calls echoed through the canopy, too slow and too deep to belong to anything that flew. The light had no single source; it simply was, diffused and warm, clinging to the realm like a second skin.

And beneath it all—beneath everything—was the sense of attention.

Baelon’s spine prickled.

He did not turn immediately. He had survived nine centuries by trusting that feeling, by knowing when eyes were upon him even when he could not see them. This was not the blunt hostility of a battlefield nor the suffocating pressure of a spell locking onto its target.

It was… curiosity? No, he realised grimly. Not quite.

He pushed himself upright and began moving again, this time angling away from the great tree, away from its impossible gravity. Each step carried him further from the source of all magic—and deeper into a world where he had none.

Whatever was watching him did not reveal itself.

But Baelon Vos ran all the same, because hunted or not, he had no intention of being caught.
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The roots eventually gave way to forest.

Not abruptly—nothing in that realm ended cleanly—but by degrees. The white bone-smooth surfaces darkened, roughened, their curves softening into bark that twisted and folded in on itself. Trees rose where roots had been, though it was impossible to say where one became the other. Trunks merged and separated again like frozen waves, their surfaces threaded with veins of dull light that pulsed slowly, in no hurry at all.

Baelon slowed to a cautious walk, his breath ragged.

The ground was springy beneath his boots, thick with moss that swallowed sound and yielded without tearing. It coated stone and wood alike in a seamless carpet, rich green shot through with flecks of silver and violet. Strange flowers bloomed directly from it—low, delicate things with translucent petals that caught the light and bent toward him as he passed. He did not touch them. He had learned in his time, and painfully so, that curiosity was a luxury.

The forest was bright, like all else, as if the world had been steeped in it until darkness had forgotten how to exist. Colours felt richer for it, deeper than they should have been. The red of distant leaves smouldered rather than burned. Greens pressed in on the eye, layered and innumerable.

Even the stones and boulders were just as unusual. He felt them through his boots, through bone and sinew—a low, continuous vibration that made his teeth ache if he focused on it too long. When he paused and placed his palm against a half-buried rock, the sensation sharpened, a resonance that seemed to rise to meet him. It was neither heat nor sound but something closer to pressure, like standing too near a drawn bowstring.

He pulled his hand back sharply when movement caught his eye.

Between the trees, shapes shifted—familiar silhouettes, warped just enough to unsettle. A deer stepped into a clearing no wider than a courtyard, its coat dappled with pale luminescence that traced along its spine. Its legs bent oddly as it walked, joints flowing too smoothly, as though it had been made for terrain that did not always agree which way was down.

It raised its head and looked straight at him. Baelon froze. The animal did not flee. It regarded him with eyes too calm, too patient, as if waiting were its natural state. After a long moment, it turned and drifted away between the trunks, its hooves making no sound at all.

High above, something vast shifted.

Baelon looked up in time to see a shadow pass across the canopy—not cast by cloud or bird, but by land.

A section of forested earth hung suspended overhead, its underside webbed with massive roots that stretched downward like the fingers of a buried giant. Leaves fell from it and did not drop so much as wander, spiralling lazily before settling somewhere else entirely.

Gravity, it seemed, was negotiable in the Realm of Magic.

He exhaled slowly through his teeth. It was all so alien, if inherently beautiful. More than anything in that moment, he wished he could share in it with Kalaghan. It seemed an unfair twist of fate that he should see the dragon’s native home first.

The sense of being watched returned—not sharp enough to pinpoint, not hostile enough to strike at. It pressed from all directions at once, a diffuse awareness pierced bark and stone and moss. The forest suddenly felt like it was containing him rather than hiding him.

How long had it been since he felt so vulnerable? Since Kalaghan had been stood at his back, a deterrent against all threats.

Baelon moved deeper between the fused trunks, careful where he placed his feet, careful not to disturb more than necessary. He kept to the shallow hollows, the places where the humming softened and the moss grew thicker, where the land seemed content to let him pass.

Behind him, the great tree still dominated the sky, no smaller for the distance he had put between them.

A sound reached him through the trees—soft, rhythmic, and unmistakably organic.

Baelon halted at once, sinking into the shadow of a fused trunk where two trees had grown together so completely their bark patterns aligned. He waited, breath shallow, listening.

The sound came again. A low chuff, followed by the gentle scrape of something moving through moss. He eased forward and peered around the curve of the trunk.

The clearing beyond was small and bowl-shaped, carpeted in the same healthy moss, its surface broken by clusters of low flowers and scattered stones that hummed faintly even at a distance. At its centre stood a creature that might once have been a boar.

It was roughly the right size. The right mass. The wrong composition.

Its hide was layered in overlapping plates instead of bristles, each one catching the ambient light and refracting it softly, as if the animal wore a skin of dull crystal. Its tusks curved inward rather than out, crossing just before its snout. When it lowered its head to nose through the moss, the ground dimpled but did not tear, as though the land was working with it, helping it to find food.

Then another shape emerged from the trees. And another.

Baelon stayed very still.

Three more of the boar-things stepped into the open, moving with a strange synchronicity, their paths never crossing, never colliding. They did not grunt or snort. They communicated in subtle shifts of posture, in minute changes of angle and refraction of light.

One paused, its head rising. For a long, stretched moment, Baelon was certain it was looking directly at him. There came no alarm, however, the animal content. Instead, the creature tilted its head, the plates along its neck sliding against one another to the sound of distant chimes. A ripple passed through the group, but it was not fear, and there was no sign of aggression. Was it acknowledgment?

Baelon felt it then, a pressure behind the eyes, faint but insistent, as though the clearing had leaned closer. He retreated a single step, and the pressure eased. He had been given the subtle prod to give them their space.

The animals resumed their foraging, slow and methodical, tusks brushing moss and stone. One lay down, its weight depressing the ground without breaking it, flowers bending but not snapping beneath its bulk.

Baelon backed away carefully, keeping his gaze low, his movements deliberate. Only when the fused trunks swallowed the clearing from view did he allow himself to breathe fully again.

Not for the first time since his arrival, Baelon felt keenly, painfully foreign.

The Dragonlord moved on.

The forest thinned as he walked, though not in any way he could easily name. The fused trunks drew farther apart, their interwoven bodies loosening into tall, singular columns that still leaned subtly toward one another, as if reluctant to part. The humming beneath his boots softened, spreading out, losing its edge. Even the moss changed, growing shorter, denser, its colour paling.

A breeze had found him, and a strong one. Instinct or curiosity, he was compelled to follow its cool touch. He became aware of the space opening up around him, and the sense that sound could travel farther than it had any right to. The forest no longer pressed in on him.

Light brightened, though not harshly or even suddenly. It simply grew clearer, as if something vast ahead reflected it back toward him.

Baelon slowed and eased past the last line of trees. The ground ended. He stopped short of the edge and looked out from where the forest fell away into open air.

Before him stretched a colossal vista—its open skies layered with muted colours that drifted and overlapped, tinting everything below as if the world were seen through living glass.

Great shelves of land drifted at varying heights, some close enough that he could see individual trees clinging to their surfaces, others distant and half-lost in pale haze. Massive roots arched through the world, thicker than keeps, binding floating earth to unseen anchors far below. Some hung slack, others taut, as if bearing tremendous weight.

Water flowed through the sky.

Rivers spilled from the edges of hovering cliffs, pouring downward in slow, graceful arcs before vanishing into mist. The sound of it carried faintly—a resonant susurration that made the open air feel alive.

Beyond it all lay a vast expanse of rolling land, folded and layered upon itself, forests and plains interwoven in patterns too deliberate to be natural and too organic to be made. No horizon lay straight. The world curved gently, subtly inward, as if the realm were cradling itself.

There was no sky as Baelon understood it.

Above, the light simply continued, uninterrupted by sun or cloud, fading imperceptibly into higher, paler tones until distance dissolved into brilliance. Below, depth stretched on without true darkness, mist glowing softly where it gathered in the low places.

He had also—at last—found a view without the tree dominating the horizon. Its absence was almost disorienting. Without that impossible pillar holding up the sky, scale and distance became treacherous. What seemed close might take days to reach. What appeared vast could be no more than a ridge away. The land offered no frame of reference, no anchor for the eye.

Baelon felt very small.

He lowered himself upon one of the boulders near the cliff’s edge, his shoulders sagging with fatigue, and let the vista wash over him. Awe threatened to edge out caution, and he forced himself to remember that wonder was often the first lure of danger.

Still… he could not deny it. This was not a place ruined by magic. It was shaped by it—patiently, meticulously, without regard for those who might one day stumble into it.

Behind him, the forest stood silent and watchful. Ahead lay a world vast enough to swallow armies, histories, entire civilisations without ever noticing the loss.

Baelon dragged a weary hand across his face and stared out over the drifting landmasses until the edges of his vision blurred. He was tired in ways battle rarely allowed. Not the sharp exhaustion of survival, but a deeper hollowing that left too much room for thought.

The stone beneath him had been humming since he sat down, though he had grown half-accustomed to it already, the low vibration running through the realm like a second heartbeat. But as he sat there, letting his weight settle, the sensation sharpened. The hum climbed subtly through the boulder, through his spine, into his skull.

He frowned and shifted, but the sound did not change. Instead, something brushed the edge of his hearing. A whisper, so faint he thought at first it was wind. He stilled, listening.

Nothing followed.

Baelon exhaled through his nose and rolled his shoulders, wincing as stiffness bit into muscle. Then he heard it again. A murmur, low and close.

“…lost…”

His head snapped up. The word had been spoken in his own voice. He twisted, scanning the empty cliff behind him. Moss, stone, the silent tree line. Nothing moved.

Silence returned, thick and watchful. Baelon’s jaw tightened. His left hand knotted into a tight fist.

Another whisper drifted past, just behind his shoulder. “I don’t even know where to go…”

His own voice again—quieter this time, notched with uncertainty he would never openly share. The Dragonlord rose halfway from the boulder, pulse quickening. The air beside him shimmered faintly, like heat over stone. For a moment he thought it was simply another trick of that strange place. Then the shimmer thickened.

A figure resolved beside him.

Himself.

The shape stood half-transparent, armour ghosted and incomplete, features blurred at the edges. This Baelon stared out over the vista, shoulders slumped, expression hollow.

“I should have stayed,” the echo muttered. “Should have fought them. Dying would’ve been simpler.”

Baelon recoiled. The apparition did not look at him. It was not aware of him at all. The boulder’s hum deepened, and another shimmer formed a few paces away. Then another. A second echo strode into being, face twisted with rage, phantom hand clenching around his sword, the blade confiscated by the Jainus.

“I’ll kill them,” this one snarled. “Every last Jainus hiding behind their spells. Cowards!”

A third appeared, kneeling, clutching at a missing right hand that was not truly gone, face pale with remembered pain. “Kalaghan,” this one breathed, voice breaking. “I should be with him. He shouldn’t be alone.”

Baelon’s stomach knotted.

More shapes flickered into existence around the cliff edge, circling him loosely, each one a distorted reflection pulled from some corner of his mind.

One paced, frantic. “What now? Wander until someone finds me? Starve in a world that doesn’t care I’m here?”

Another stood rigid with cold fury. “Skara Pendain,” it spat. “I trusted you!”

More voices overlapped, rising, fracturing into a chorus of conflicting emotion.

“I’m alone.”

“They took everything!”

“I don’t belong here.”

“I’ll make them pay!”

“Such a fool!”

“What if there’s no way back?”

Echoes crowded the cliff edge now—dozens of Baleons, each shaped by a different fear, regret, or fury. Some looked exhausted beyond measure. Others burned with quiet, lethal intent. One simply stood staring into the distance, expression empty, as if nothing remained inside him at all.

None acknowledged the others, nor the real man among them. Baelon turned slowly, heart pounding, watching his own doubts and anger given shape. Watching loneliness walk in his own skin. The humming of the stone vibrated in his chest now, resonating with every thought he tried—and failed—to suppress.

For a terrible moment, he wondered which of them was truest.

A furious echo rounded on another, voice rising. “You let them put the collar on you!”

A weary one answered, “I didn’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice!”

The other Baelon wept, falling to his knees. “My arrogance has blinded me…”

The voices tangled, clashing, overlapping until the very air seemed thick with them. Regret. Rage. Fear. Isolation.

Baelon’s breath came fast. “Enough.” The word tore free before every one of the echoes blurted the same thing.

And they did not stop. Anger surged, hot and grounding. Familiar. The Dragonlord shoved himself upright from the humming stone.

The voices ceased immediately.

The spectral Baleons flickered, forms unraveling like smoke caught in wind. One by one they thinned, stretched, and vanished, leaving only empty air and the vast, silent vista beyond the cliff.

Baelon stood alone once more. The hum beneath his boots dulled to its earlier, distant murmur. Only the drifting lands and impossible sky remained, indifferent witnesses to his manic unraveling.

He stared at the spot where the last echo had stood, jaw clenched, then dragged a slow breath into his lungs.

There were no limits, apparently, to how strange the Realm of Magic could be⁠—

What was that?

What had he just heard on the edge of his senses? Something on the wind—in the wind. He looked around, expecting to see more spectres manifesting, ready to spill his most inner thoughts.

It was different.

The Dragonlord blinked and turned fully to face the forest. Music. It was music. It blew between the trees, a fluted melody that looked to disturb the very canopy with its passage.

At first it seemed distant, no more than a trick of air slipping between branches. The leaves shivered as the sound passed through them, rippling in slow waves that moved from one to another, as if the melody was searching out its own path through the foliage. Notes rose and fell with deliberate precision, repeating in patterns nature simply couldn’t achieve.

Someone was playing.

Baelon’s shoulders tightened. His gaze swept the tree line. Moss, stone, interwoven trunks—nothing moved. No figure stepped into view. No shadow betrayed motion. Only the forest stood there, patient and silent, while the music drifted outward like bait cast into open water.

He flexed his left hand, grounding himself, and rolled his shoulders back, easing stiffness from muscle, while taking stock of his surroundings out of long habit. Cliff at his back. Limited cover. Open approach. No magic to call upon. One good hand, no weapon. He was left with instincts honed across centuries of war and nothing else.

The melody shifted.

A second instrument joined the first—a low, humming resonance, plucked strings vibrating in counterpoint. The air thickened with it, prickling across his skin. The sound moved as if it sought purchase, like unseen fingers testing the shape of the world.

The Dragonlord’s heartbeat began to slow, a rhythm born of readiness trained into his bones. “Come on,” he muttered under his breath. “Show yourselves.”

Nothing answered—except the music. It swelled once more, then stopped. Silence rushed in behind it.

A shape stepped from the trees.

For a moment, Baelon’s eyes slid past it, the figure so perfectly blended with moss and leaf that it remained part of the forest. Only when it moved fully into the open did scale assert itself—and revelation.

It was a Fae.

Like Thorn-Athiel, the creature stood a head taller than him. It carried its height effortlessly, like something born to move beneath endless canopies. Its skin mirrored the surrounding foliage—a deep, living green overlaid with pale white patterns painted in sweeping arcs and spirals across chest, arms, and face. Symbols? War markings? He could not tell.

It approached him on two legs, its build unsettlingly close to human, yet sleeker, its musculature arranged in subtle, alien elegance. Movement flowed through it with liquid precision, joints bending in ways that felt wrong without being grotesque.

Eyes of molten gold, slit like a serpent’s, fixed on Baelon with measured curiosity.

The Dragonlord was not to miss the sword that hung at its side, a blade of translucent crystal. Across its back rested a bow carved from pale wood, its string glimmering faintly. From belts and chest straps hung flutes, pipes, and small stringed instruments, each crafted from wood, bone, or crystal.

Baelon didn’t move.

Another emerged from the trees. Then another.

They stepped from shadow with silent grace, one by one, until figures lined the forest’s edge in a loose crescent. Some bore bows already in hand, their arrows crowned with crystalline heads. Others rested palms lightly on hilts, their crystal blades refracting the light in a myriad of colours. Several still held instruments, fingers poised as though the music might resume at any moment.

A dozen in all. Every one of them watched him.

Baelon’s pulse slowed further as recognition settled in. Thorn-Athiel’s face flickered in memory—the brief encounter before the crossing, the quiet intelligence behind those golden eyes, the absence of cruelty he had expected and not found. They were intelligent beings, capable of plundering the same depths of thought and emotion as he was.

They were also the ones who had torn a hole through both worlds, allowing Thorn-Athiel to pass between the two. That meant the Fae were his best hope at returning to Verda.

Baelon managed to unclench his fist, though he was sure to keep his stance ready, weight balanced, but the overt threat drained from his posture.

The Fae did not advance. They studied him from a distance, murmuring softly among themselves. Their voices were musical even in whisper, syllables flowing together like water over stone. He could not understand the language, but tone carried easily enough.

Curiosity. Caution. Confusion.

More than one glance fell to the iron collar at his throat. Others lingered on his empty sleeve and bound wrist. One or two eyed him with something approaching sympathy—or perhaps simple fascination.

Despite their superior height, Baelon felt suddenly enormous and out of place, a battered relic dropped into a world that had never needed him. He inclined his head slightly, the closest thing to peace he could offer without surrendering advantage.

“My name is Baelon Vos,” he said evenly. “I am a Dragon Rider,” he added, thinking back to his introduction to their kin.

The Fae murmurs shifted again until one of them stepped forward. She spoke openly to him, only her melodic words meant nothing, her every syllable and sentence beyond the Dragonlord’s ken. His expression told them as much, to which another lifted their flute to green lips and began playing a soft tune. It took life on the breeze and swept between them and Baelon, catching the Fae’s voice.

Her words were reshaped by the music, reaching Baelon as man’s tongue. “Ido esil hadoval… You do not belong here.”

“No,” Baelon replied, hearing his response in another language. “I came from… Verda,” he said, and for the very first time. “My name is Baelon Vos. I am a Dragon Rider. I met another…” He trailed off, seeing the shift in their collective demeanour. Had he offended? Had the translation gone awry?

He cleared his throat and tried again. “I have met another of your people—Thorn-Athiel. He is⁠—”

The whisper of release reached him first—the faint snap of a bowstring.

The word died in Baelon’s throat as instinct moved him before thought. He threw himself sideways as the arrow tore through the space where his chest had been only a moment before. The crystalline head trilled as it struck stone behind him, exploding into shards that sang as they scattered.

He hit the moss hard, rolled, and came up already moving. A second arrow streaked past, grazing his shoulder, slicing his scale mail undersuit and even the skin beneath. Heat flared, and blood followed.

Confusion flashed hot and sharp and not just because of the why of it, but the how. He had never known anything but silvyr find its way past Kalaghan’s scales.

A third arrow came.

Baelon lunged forward—under the missile—and came up in a dead run.

The Fae at the tree line loosed again, expecting him to flee. Instead he closed the distance, boots hammering across moss and stone. Surprise flickered across more than one green face.

Too late.

He slammed into the nearest warrior just as another arrow flew. The Fae had time only to widen golden eyes before Baelon seized the front of his harness and twisted, dragging the taller being between himself and the incoming shot.

The arrow struck with a crystalline crack and a wet thud. The Fae jerked as the shaft shattered against shoulder armour, the impact driving both of them backward. Baelon wrenched the warrior off balance and hurled him into two others, collapsing their formation.

A crystal blade flashed.

Baelon ducked under the swing, seized the attacker’s wrist with his left hand, yanked him down, and drove his forehead into the Fae’s face. Bone met bone with a sickening crunch. Golden eyes flared wide again as the warrior staggered.

Baelon kicked his knee sideways, forcing the joint in a direction it had never been intended to take. The Fae went down with a scream, but another was already rushing him, sword cutting in a blur of refracted light. Baelon caught the attacking arm, twisted his body, and slammed the warrior into his own allies. Hands grabbed for him, too many to track.

He fought like a cornered animal.

No magic. One hand. No room for mistakes.

He rammed elbows into throats, kicked legs from under towering bodies, used momentum and terrain instead of strength. A crystal sword grazed his ribs, slicing through to skin. Pain flared hot, threatening to take his breath away.

The arrows lessened, the archers hesitating lest they strike their own—to Baelon’s design, of course. In that same chaos, the Dragonlord managed to roll and scoop up a fallen sword. He pivoted, redirecting another Fae into his path—another living shield from those aiming from the tree line. He traded blows for several seconds, the crystal swords humming with every interaction, before stepping into an opening. He drove the bone-like pommel into the creature’s temple, taking him out of the fight.

A green hand wrenched him by the shoulder and roughly turned him about. Baelon spun into it, driving his knee into the attacker’s abdomen, before hurling them into the line of fire.

More warriors were closing in. Too many. They recovered too quickly, movements fluid, coordinated. The Fae circled, driving him away from the open cliff, back toward the forest’s edge.

Baelon ducked a spear thrust and rammed his boot into its wielder, but another blade nicked his thigh. Blood slicked his leg, eliciting a pained growl from his lips. His breath came harsher now.

He didn’t need to count to know there were too many weapons. Too many angles.

A warrior lunged.

Baelon met the hacking sword with his own, pivoted, rolled his wrist, and plunged the blade through his enemy’s gut. With all his strength, he then charged forwards with the dying Fae skewered before him. He launched the creature bodily into two more, creating the briefest opening.

Baelon ran—again.

Arrows hissed after him as he plunged into the forest. Moss tore beneath his boots as he drove between fused trunks, branches whipping past his face. Behind him, shouts rang out—sharp, melodic commands.

They gave chase.

Spears cut through the air, thudding into trees or flashing past his head. One grazed his side, spinning him sideways before he caught himself and kept moving.

The forest reacted around them. Creatures scattered. A deer-like shape bounded away in silent panic. Moss rippled as animals burrowed beneath it. Low branches twisted, leaves shivering as if aware of the violence tearing through their sanctuary. Baelon vaulted a fallen trunk, slid down a slope slick with glowing moss, and burst through a curtain of hanging vines.

An arrow clipped his calf.

His stride faltered. He stumbled just once, and the ground vanished beneath his foot. He crashed down hard, rolling through damp moss and stone until momentum finally abandoned him. Air fled his lungs in a sharp grunt as he sprawled on his back, vision swimming.

For a moment he couldn’t breathe, and pain roared in his ears. He forced himself upright, gasping, trying to find his feet, when shapes moved above him—silent and graceful.

Fae warriors lined the ridge he had fallen from, bows already drawn. Others emerged from the undergrowth around him, crystal blades gleaming softly in the eternal light.

No gaps. No escape.

Baelon dragged himself upright, chest heaving, sword lying several feet away. A dozen molten-gold eyes fixed upon him. Bowstrings drew tight.

He always thought he’d die beside Kalaghan.

How wrong he had been…


31
THE MUTANT


Slait hitched one cheek up toward his eye, working his tongue along teeth still nagged by stubborn strands of Draven meat. He sucked hard, a wet pop snapping off his tongue as he finally hooked the piece that had been teasing his gums. With a satisfied grunt, he plucked it free and dangled it through the bars of Rengyr’s cell.

“Another bite?” he asked, grin splitting wide—his laugh a harsh, barking sound that almost drowned the words entirely.

Rengyr snatched up the tiny bone he’d already scraped bare and whipped it at Slait with all the fury confinement hadn’t beaten out of him. The projectile clattered off the stone as Slait shifted his head with ease, his delight erupting into louder, crueller laughter.

“Go cry to your dragon,” he told the Rider, tapping the side of his head.

“You should be running, mutant.” Rengyr remained seated on his cot, back against the wall, as the last light of day cast his cell in hues of orange. “When Karsak gets here, he’s going to eat you alive—slowly.”

Seated in his chair, feet resting over the railing of the walkway, Slait belched into the twilight. “Well now I’m shaking in my little boots.”

“Why in the hells are you still here, zealot? Why do you tarry with your enemy? You were bred to kill all of them, not just the Riders. Shouldn’t you be slaughtering the Kedradi in droves about now?” Rengyr leaned forward. “Maybe you just enjoy having a Dragon Rider keep you as her pet,” he taunted. “Was it exciting? Having Kassanda Grey bend you over her knee and give you a good talking to?” It was Rengyr’s turn to bark out a laugh. “She could snap you in half with a thought.”

Slait relived that moment—again. The dragon witch hadn’t fought fairly. Good for her. But she had played her hand. Now The Dawn Sword knew what to expect from her. Next time, he wouldn’t give her the chance to call upon magic. Hells, she wouldn’t even know he was there until it was too late.

Turning in his seat, peering in at the Rider, Slait gestured at the vista beyond the cell with a nod of the head. “How’s the view?” he asked wickedly, the bank of cells lined up along a walkway that looked out on the tiers of New Nithrael and the land stretching out from the walls. They could see the overhang of rock that loomed atop the city, casting it in shadow for all but a sliver now and then throughout the day.

“You should be able to see it when it happens,” the Andaren went on. “Imagine it. Your scaly pal comes swooping in,” he described, one hand cutting across the air. “He won’t have much space between the roof and the ground. That’s a narrow flight path—a kill box. I reckon you’ll see the exact moment he’s turned into a pin-cushion. Splat!”

A smug grin curled Rengyr’s lips. “Karsak can hear your every word, mutant. So please, tell me more.”

“Oh,” Slait replied, his expression steeped in mock surprise. “Well then, you had better tell him not to do that.”

Rengyr’s smile was wiped instantly from his face. Now he didn’t know what to think. Was The Dawn Sword bluffing? Was there another plan taking place? Something worse?

And that was right where Slait wanted the stupid bugger.

[image: ]


As the moon vanished from sight, drifting above the lip of the overhang, New Nithrael came to life in torchlight. It was eerily quiet compared to the first couple of days after their arrival. Since then, the Andaren had watched the Kedradi evacuate the city in regular waves.

Still, the relative silence was better than the hubbub of human life. To say nothing of the stench they generated. And their food! What passed for a good meal in Erador was tasteless paste on his Andaren palette.

The Draven meat was passable…

Looking in on his prisoner, he was convinced Rengyr was actually asleep—finally. The Rider had pretended to do so enough times now that Slait could tell the difference. He waited until his sensitive ears detected the shallow breaths of deep rest before making his move.

Without a sound, he made his way to the end of the cell bank and carefully spied around the corner. They were still there, his watchful guards. The Kedradi had brought food and water, always reminding him that he wasn’t permitted to go anywhere other than the prison block.

They had absolutely no experience of Vahlken, however, and so they believed he was trapped on that high walkway, his only way out through them. The latter was tempting, and damned if he wasn’t itching to break a bone or two, but he decided against it.

No need to make a fuss… yet.

Peeling away from the corner, Slait gripped the railing and swung his legs over. The drop would have killed most if not left them paralysed, but Vahlken physiology was a masterpiece of brutal efficiency, capable of taking unspeakable punishment.

A measured drop and roll and Slait was in the city proper with little more than a whisper of sound to announce his presence.

The streets were empty save for a few stray cats, dogs, and the usual rats. The Andaren was sure to still keep to the shadows, where he had learned long ago to move with fluid speed. Here and there he spotted routine patrols, though most of the Kedradi soldiers were far too busy manning the outer wall, reinforcing the main gates, and seeing to the ballistas.

Scaling one of the taller buildings in the district, Slait’s sharp eyes traced the line of ballistas that ran around the curve of a mid-tier level in the north. Kassanda Grey was easily picked out, the Rider amidst a cluster of others all carrying torches. She was still inspecting the battlements and the ballistas mounted on them.

Slait had heard whispers among the Valgalan homeguard that the ballista bolts were special in some way, but he had yet to glean the truth.

Spotting a knotted mass of those same soldiers, the Andaren zig-zagged across the rooftops until he was directly over them. They were just standing around, exchanging quiet words in the middle of the street, waiting apparently.

Moving around the edge of the roof, he soon discovered why. In what looked to be some kind of communal garden, he came across the King of Erador, Edris of Blood Etragon.

What a deliciously easy target he was. Had any Andaren ever been served up such an easy win? While the king had never been a target of the Skaramangians, he was the ultimate kill in the war of east against west. And there he was, casually walking through a garden without an escort, talking to…

Slait narrowed his eyes, the mutations within bringing the shadows into clarity.

The abomination.

Joran Pendain was walking alongside the king—his father. Quite naturally, Slait turned his gaze to the sky in search of the wretched spawn’s reptilian pet. He could see naught but the curve and flat of the stoney overhang.

“It’s not what I wanted,” King Edris was saying, his words reaching The Dawn Sword’s attuned ears—even the one that had mostly been ripped off by Daijen Saeth decades earlier.

“I envisioned a life with Ilithranda,” Edris went on, his tone suggesting he was defending himself. “I thought about her every day—I still do. I wanted to go back to her, back to you. But I had every eye in Valgala on me. I was the next in line to the damned throne, Joran. If I had returned to her, she would have been discovered; we both would.”

Slait felt physically repulsed. The thought of an Andaren and a human entangled romantically was grotesque, but the mixing of royal and imperial bloodlines was simply blasphemous.

“It doesn’t matter,” Joran told him. “What’s done is done. The future you’re talking about is… impossible. I am a Dragon Rider now. It’s against my oaths to rule. I stand apart from your line... Your Grace.”

The use of his formal name straightened the king, a verbal blow. “We don’t always get to choose what fate has in mind for us. Kaliban has placed us both here, now. I have to believe that’s for a reason. And I’m sorry that had to come at your mother’s expense, but we’re together now. That has to mean something.”

Joran moved away, but he wasn’t done. “It means we’re all that stands between The Dark One and the rest of the realm. You have to stand for your people as their king. And I have to stand as the tip of your spear. You can’t hesitate because I’m your…” The Rider’s jaw firmed up. “Because I’m your son,” he said a notch quieter.

Slait couldn’t wipe the scowl from his face. Every syllable of their heretical language was an assault upon his senses. How much worse it was made when they employed their pitiful emotions.

The abomination turned away from his spineless father and made to leave.

“Wait,” the king called out.

“Is that an order from my king?”

Edris softened a touch, making him look all the weaker. “I wanted to tell you earlier but…” His words hung in the air, no explanation required to detail the ordeal they had recently survived. “You are to be a brother, Joran.”

Slait adjusted his position, his curiosity piqued, at last.

“A brother?” Joran questioned, like a witless fool. “But you said⁠—”

“I know. And at the time, I was telling you the truth. Word was sent from Elderhall before the siege. The queen is with child. I have had her relocated to Freygard for now, but the child she carries is to be your brother or sister.”

By the ridiculous look on Joran’s hideous face, the pup didn’t know what to do with that information.

“Then you have your heir,” he simply said.

“And you have family,” the king told him.

Was that serenity smoothing out Joran’s expression? Whatever it was, Slait had the urge to rip it from his skull.

“I do have family,” the young Rider finally replied, if cryptically. He then bowed and departed the gardens, leaving the king in shadows.

Slait had only to drop down and snap his neck, and the king of Erador would be dead. It was that easy. The Andaren was awfully tempted, if only to see the chaos that ensued—if only to feel the fragile bones break in his hands.

From nowhere his memories leapt out of the darkness and thrust him back into his childhood. His years as an orphan had been brutal, but he had learned the real truth of pain during his time in the care of the clerics.

He had taken a pear from the fruit bowl, his belly rumbling to the extent that it robbed him of sense. Vividly he recalled the cleric’s hand snatching at his wrist.

Snap!

His adolescent wrist had crunched, his hand useless, and the pear discarded.

Slait rolled away from the edge of the roof and moved on, running and leaping to get away from the scene as well his memories. It wasn’t long before smoke and notes of sulphur reached his nose, guiding him westward.

The source was obvious given how sparsely populated the city was now. The glow of fire and drifting smoke brought The Dawn Sword to a comprehensive forge in one of the middle tiers. It was unguarded, but work was clearly being carried out inside, to the rhythmic beat of a hammer on anvil.

Slait entered as quietly as any rat, his sense of balance equal to that of an Aegre. He thought then, as he lingered just beyond the threshold, of Uthain. It had been some time since he had been parted from his feathered companion. The last he had seen of the creature was amidst the Ruins of Gelakor in The Giant’s Throat. Uthain had been battling Oaken—and winning!

Miles upon miles had been put between them, however, by the very same pile of useless bones that stood before The Dawn Sword.

He could still feel the impact of The Anther in his back, thrown by Grarfath like a damned coward. Since that fateful moment, he had been apart from the only creature who had ever accepted him for who he was.

Grarfath hadn’t seen him, his back to the door like some ill-trained messenger guard. How the dwarf had survived as long as he had could only be chalked up to dumb luck.

In the heat of the forge, his muscles pumped, corded strands of dwarven iron slick with sweat. He was crafting something, a sword by the look of it.

A shimmer of steel caught Slait’s eye and drew him immediately to the far wall. There, resting head down, was The Anther itself—a weapon of power. It had already slipped through The Dawn Sword’s fingers once, and the dwarven king had truly suffered for that.

Glancing at Grarfath, Slait changed trajectory and slowly made for The Anther. With it, he could find his way back to Andara, back to The Eldan. Then he would have his answers—gods knew he had questions. He would demand to know the truth of it all, to make sense of what he had witnessed and the lies he had heard.

They referred to Skara Pendain as The Dark One, but the Arkalon spoke only of the Dark Ones, the beasts who brought humanity to the world, who required the gods sacrifice themselves to defeat. There was no one.

His hand reached out, thumb down, ready to grasp the hammer. He would first drive it down upon the dwarf’s head, forcing his skull into his ribcage. Then he would⁠—

The crescent blade of a large battle-axe emerged from behind one of the pillars, the cool steel pushed up under his jaw. And with it came another stinking dwarf—the fighter. She had been a most irritating thorn, and for decades at that.

Yamnomora—better known as dumb luck to Grarfath—stepped into the light of the forge with a cocky grin on her bearded face.

Grarfath stopped hammering and wandered over, a meaningless gesture since he could do absolutely nothing to help his red-headed friend if Slait decided to take the axe and cleave her head from her shoulders.

“Well, look who’s out for a little stroll,” Yamnomora said. She stepped forwards, pressing the axe into his pale skin. “Ye like it? A gift from the Kedradi. Should be sharp enough to turn the likes o’ ye inside out.”

“What are ye doin’ ’ere, Slait?” Grarfath demanded gruffly, his smithing hammer now exchanged for The Anther.

“And who’s guarding Rengyr?” Yamnomora queried, her battle-axe staying right where it was. “Kassanda’s orders were clear, aye?”

“I don’t take commands from a Dragon Rider,” Slait felt compelled to state. “I just enjoy tormenting them,” he added, his sharp smile speaking to the treatment Rengyr had received.

“Kassanda said ye were to make yerself useful,” Grarfath reminded him. “Stealin’ The Anther don’ seem all too useful.”

“I was just out stretching my legs when I was drawn to the heat of your forge, master dwarf. No harm, no foul.” He pinched the edge of the battle-axe’s curved blade and slowly dragged it away from his throat.

“What are ye really up to?” Yamnomora asked him, her voice laden with rightful suspicion.

“Surviving,” Slait replied simply, casting his scrutinising eyes over the anvil. “Is that silvyr?”

He spotted the three discarded hilts to one side and knew the answer before either dwarf could respond. They were the hilts of Obrin, Gondrith, and Rengyr, their dragon-shaped pommels gleaming in the forge light. What was left of them, at least. The dwarven smith had prised them apart to free the silvyr blades.

Slait moved away to stalk around the anvil. “Still taking commissions are we?” He could see one fresh blade had been forged, though it remained hidden beneath a blanket of cloth. The one on the anvil, however, was different to the style he had seen wielded by the Riders.

Grarfath moved to block his view. “A favour for Kassanda,” he said. “None o’ yer business, that is.”

Slait chuckled to himself, turning for the door. “Rengyr is going to be furious when he discovers you’ve melted his blade down. Perhaps I will go wake him—and tell him as much.”

“I’ll be tellin’ Kassanda ye abandoned yer post,” Yamnomora called after him, his broad back alight in the flames of the forge.

Slait paused over the threshold and looked back at her. Was there anything uglier than a dwarf? Misshapen boulders of flesh lumped upon each other, a blight against nature.

Again, his oldest of memories rose from the depths of a violent lifetime. He was returned to the priory—the clerics’ domain.

“I will tell Cleric Dorlish of this,” Argathen had spat, the little snot always eager to tell on Slait when he broke the rules.

On that particular night, Argathen had caught Slait sneaking back into the priory after having departed through his widow, hours earlier. Even then, all those years later, Slait could still recall the perfume of the girl he had snuck out to spend the evening with.

Argathen had been found the next morning, dead in the stream that ran past the priory. A swift examination by one of the grand clerics declared it an accidental drowning, since the boy’s ankle was broken and toes bloody where he must have tripped over a rock.

“Do what you must, little dwarf. I always survive.”

Taking off into the night, a warm breeze ushering him up the nearest tower and across the rooftops, Slait entertained ideas of murder and mayhem. How best to kill the stubborn dwarves. How to make it last longer. How to do it and not get caught.

He mostly just wanted to grab them around the throat and squeeze until their eyeballs burst. Strangulation was always fun, always a rush.

That same warm breeze brought with it a familiar scent, a human musk that had stung his senses on the journey south. He leaned out from the balcony, nose pointed to the sky. It took him to the left and slightly up, to the next tier.

The dragon witch—the old one.

Androma had escaped his blade too many times, making a mockery of him. She should have died in the Ruins of Gelakor, when last their swords had clashed. Often that battle had plagued his waking hours. Blind, aged, and without her magic and still she had held her own.

Without really thinking about, The Dancing Sword of the Dawn had climbed the drains, walls, and roofs until he was crouched atop the railing, ten feet away from her.

As always, she appeared a beggar, her clothes ragged and dirty like the strip of cloth that covered her eyes. The years had eaten away at her, grooving her skin with hard wrinkles and discoloured patches. It contrasted with the fine sword that hung at her waist, its weight in silvyr enough to buy her a significant plot of land, if not a title to go with it.

What a useless lump of meat she was.

“You shouldn’t be here, Dawn Sword,” Androma proclaimed without so much as turning her head.

Slait’s golden eyes pinched in curiosity. Her senses were no better than an average human’s, she shouldn’t know anyone was there, let alone who exactly had intruded on her solitude.

He slipped off the railing and wandered a little closer while he checked the streets and alleys that branched off from the overlook.

“How do you do it, witch? You should be dead a dozen times over. Yet here you are, alive, navigating this labyrinth on your own, and ready to fight off an invasion.”

“Perhaps you could braid my hair while I explain it to you,” Androma quipped, deadpan.

Slait felt his heart thunder in his chest, his muscles coil—she deserved pain for that. In his mind, he grabbed the back of her head and rammed her face into the railing. He glanced over one shoulder and found Kassanda once more, her inspection of the ballistas bringing her closer to their location.

“Or, perhaps,” she continued, her face still very much intact, “it would be a simpler explanation to remind you that I’m the better warrior. As are all Dragon Riders, which is why you like to keep track of Kassanda Grey,” she added knowingly.

Slait sneered. “If you’re blind, I’m a Dragon Rider,” he hissed, reaching for her blindfold.

Androma grabbed his wrist with one hand and brought up a dagger with the other, the blade coming to rest inside his groin. “Touch me, monster, and I will make you even less of a man than you already are.”

Slait knew he was fast—damned fast. But a reluctant assessment of the situation informed him he was not that fast. Nor did he wish to lose a body part to the old witch. He relaxed his muscles and stepped back, there to casually lean against the railing as if he hadn’t just tried to assault her.

“Have you come to accept the truth yet?” Androma asked him bluntly.

“Your human brain is too primitive to even grasp the concept of truth,” the Andaren clapped back.

“You saw him for yourself, in the throne room. Skara Pendain—The Dark One. He was resurrected by your master⁠—”

“Lies!”

“I was there. So were Cob and Joran. The Skaramangians have always belonged to him. Hells, the order even begins with his name.”

Slait began to respond with several different counterarguments, but none formulated appropriately on the end of his tongue. “I don’t know what I saw. But that doesn’t prove any of what you claim.”

“Then leave,” Androma told him. “No one will stop you. Leave this place and seek out The Eldan. Ask him why his title means apprentice in the old tongue. Ask him about the skeletons in the depths of Azad-guul. Ask him⁠—”

“Enough.” Slait could feel his heart beating against his ribs like a beast trapped inside a cage.

“There is doubt in you,” Androma said, pressing on, unafraid. “Why else would you still be here?”

“Maybe I’m just here because this is where all the action is,” The Dawn Sword posed menacingly. “Chaos is coming this way. I’ll have my pick of targets. Kings, queens, Dragon Riders—the dragons themselves!” Slait made to leave, only to pause so he might speak over her shoulder. “Maybe I’m still on the hunt after all these years. Killing the abomination will be all the sweeter after he’s watched me gut his little purple pet⁠—”

That very same monstrosity speared out of the night’s sky and whipped around the face of the city, a trail of fire leaking from its jaws. Slait had played no part in the planning of New Nithrael’s defences, but he had overheard enough to know that Morgwyn had been maintaining watch, and that the dragon would give the signal when the enemy was in sight.

Slait’s golden eyes blazed in the light of the arcing fire—the signal given.

The Dancing Sword of the Dawn gave his broadest grin yet. “Finally, a bit of fun.”
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FANG


Morgwyn’s flames did not awaken New Nithrael—they ignited it.

Across its vast, terraced bones, the city surged into motion like a colossal war-engine, every tier a moving part in a greater design. Where dwarven constructs would have relied on iron and gear, this machine was driven by living steel—the Kedradi, warriors with unyielding discipline and battle in their blood. Days of preparation bore their fruit now. The civilians were long gone. Only soldiers remained—and every one of them knew exactly where they belonged.

Formations flowed across the tiers. Archers flooded the outer walls in dark waves, bowstrings ready to sing as one. Spearmen packed tight behind the main gates, shields locked, eyes forward. Across the city, ballista crews sprinted for their engines, skirting past Drogal riders as the great reptiles were guided toward the lowest tier, talons scraping stone, facial membranes shuddering with barely contained violence.

It should have been chaos, but Joran Pendain saw only precision.

Kedradi battle groups slid past one another with rehearsed grace, a living choreography of war. It was a sight to steal the breath, if only Joran had breath to spare. The young Rider fought to keep pace, weaving through disciplined lines and narrowly avoiding being trampled beneath purpose-driven boots.

When one formation swept past, he broke for the edge of the tier and leaned out over the drop. Below, the royal procession advanced. Royal guards in burnished ranks marched beside grim Valgalan homeguard, their footsteps steady as a heartbeat. At their head rode Queen Hurelia astride her towering Scataq, its plated hide gleaming, and beside her, King Edris straddled an armoured warhorse. Whatever bitterness lingered in Joran over his father’s choices, he could not deny the truth that burned in the centre of that man—Edris Etragon still carried the soul of a soldier.

His thoughts tried to stray then, taking him back to his conversation with the king in the gardens. He was to be a brother, and to a prince or princess of Erador of all things. It was unimaginable⁠—

Joran banished the distraction. Battle lay ahead, and with it the surety that he was going to spill blood, take lives, and fight for his own survival.

Then it seemed a mountain moved.

Beyond the outer walls, a vast mass of off-white scales speckled with gold began to rise. Garganafan had not flown since the Battle of Valgala, his wounds grievous. Yet now he lifted himself on all fours, a behemoth of living muscle—living catastrophe. Claws like siege hooks bit into stone. His spear-long teeth gleamed. Even his chipped horns crowned his monstrous skull like shattered diadems.

When he roared, the world could but listen.

The sound slammed into New Nithrael’s walls, rattling stone and sending dust cascading from the overhanging canopy of reddish rock. The city quaked beneath the thunder of him.

Joran’s grin split wide and feral, the sound of it an echo of Icerys, her memories living inside his now.

Let the enemy feel that in their bones, Morgwyn said into his mind. Now the traitors know what awaits them.

Joran looked to his left, where he instinctively knew to find his companion. Morgwyn was sailing on unseen currents, the pink of his wing membranes just beginning to brighten as the new dawn tipped light into the canyon.

Are you ready? Joran asked him.

Valgala had been their first battle together, though unsure footing had placed them both apart for most of it. Now they were to face that same force, with dragons and Riders in opposition, and on yet another large scale of death and violence.

Morgwyn, however, was a tightly-bound cord of sheer strength, his confidence and courage an almost tangible bridge between them. Joran eagerly stepped onto that bridge and let the dragon’s feelings flood his own, reminding him that they were predators above all others.

Deeper still, he could sense the presence of Icerys’s memories pressing upon Morgwyn, showing the young dragon the many battles and campaigns she had fought in. It was through her that Malliath came to life in both of their minds.

The Drakalis had been a maelstrom of death, a black storm of fire and wrath. Icerys’s memories of him were almost too much to take on, but Joran took heart in that he and Morgwyn were part of that ferocious lineage.

They would hold the line.

I will fight beside Garganafan, Morgwyn replied. You will be of more use on the ground.

Joran caught sight of Kassanda, her tan cloak billowing behind her as the Dragon Rider strode along the city’s outer wall. She carried herself in such a way—of the warrior—that rallied those around her, regardless of their allegiance or rank. Her centuries of experience were just as palpable as Garganafan’s booming footsteps.

Agreed, Joran said, but I might need your help if I’m going to get there before the battle is over.

Morgwyn answered not with words but with fire-bright exhilaration that detonated in Joran’s chest. Along with it came intent—pure, unyielding direction—the platform. The one that jutted out over the tier below.

Joran didn’t hesitate.

He broke into a run that would have pulped a fully human body. His mother’s mutations thundered through him now, ancient strength surging in every stride, hurling him toward the railing with the momentum of something far older than his own fear.

With a single, defiant leap, he cleared the railing and launched himself into open air, the stone vanishing beneath his feet.

For a handful of stolen heartbeats, he flew.

Not falling—flying. As Morgwyn did. As though Verda itself had loosened its grip and forgotten his name.

Then the world blurred violet, his view momentarily obscured by a streak of dark purple scales knifing through his vision. Impact slammed into him sideways as he caught one of the leather straps cinched around Morgwyn’s chest. The force would have torn a normal arm clean from its socket. The Vahlken in his blood held fast.

Joran swung hard, boots kicking into empty sky as he hauled himself up.

His muscles burned, and the wind screamed, but he clambered into the saddle all the same, breath ripping through his lungs as Morgwyn’s wings snapped out beneath him.

Banking to the north, the dragon dipped his head and made for the main gate. Joran’s stomach leaped into his chest, his white hair and tanned cloak swept out and above him. There was no question—flying was the greatest feeling in the world.

Morgwyn caught the air and glided along the curving wall in a howl of wind. One final dip, his right wing pointed down towards the wall, and the pair were parted once more. Joran had no choice but to incorporate a roll into his landing, his legs—strong as they were—incapable of shrugging off such momentum.

Coming out of a run, he made for Kassanda, skipping across the turreted wall to avoid another group of rushing soldiers. The more experienced Rider was issuing orders as she strode towards the battlements that looked over the main gate.

“Where am I needed?” Joran asked her.

Kassanda ran a critical eye over him. “Where you can be seen,” she replied, an answer Joran had not expected. “We are to inspire—you more than any of us, apparently.”

Joran nodded along, trying his best to take it in his stride. “How… how exactly do I do that?”

“Where the line needs holding—you are the shield. Where it needs pushing—you are the tip of the spear.” Kassanda placed a hand on his dark purple pauldron. “Do this, and your strength will become theirs.”

“Comin’ through!” sounded a familiar, if abrasive, voice. “Watch out, watch out! Comin’ through! Where is he? Have ye seen Joran? White hair, pointy ears. No? Aye? Where?”

Bursting through the Kedradi ranks, Grarfath Underborn emerged with Yamnomora only a few steps behind him. The pair of them were clad in armour—freshly forged, if somewhat cobbled together from dwindling supplies. Yamnomora planted the base of her new battle-axe on the floor, a toothy grin splitting her ginger beard. The dwarf was ready, if not eager, for war. Grarfath had The Anther slung over his back, but it was the contents of his hands that drew Joran’s attention the most.

“There ye are!” the smith blurted, a touch out of breath. “I’ve been lookin’ everywhere for ye.”

Kassanda turned from the view and looked down at him. “Time is of the essence.”

“Oh, right—aye. Sorry.” Grarfath cleared his throat. “At the request o’ Master Grey, I have forged—reforged—somethin’ special for ye, lad… I mean, Master Pendain.”

“Joran is fine,” he replied with a warm smile.

The dwarf removed the length of black cloth and held up a sword in two hands, his palms supporting the blade within its scabbard. “I melted down the silvyr from Gondrith’s sword. It seemed only fittin’ after yer victory over ’im. I’ve reshaped the blade, as ye can see. I thought—given your dual heritage an’ all, it should strike somewhere between the two.”

And so it did. The sword was slender and long with a subtle curve towards the point, mimicking the preferred scimitars of the Andarens. The western details were contrasted by those of east, seen in the guard and pommel.

“Are those… dragon’s teeth?”

Grarfath chuckled. “Aye. It’s a funny story really…” The smith trailed off in the gaze of Kassanda. “Morgwyn offered them,” he said instead, shortening the tale. “They were loose anyway by the look o’ ’em.”

Joran admired their placement, with one fang curving up behind the blunt edge and the other pointing down along the sharp edge, each a talon frozen mid-strike. The hilt was dark and finely worked, etched with flowing lines that echoed the blade’s shape, giving the impression that the sword had grown into its form rather than been forged.

“You haven’t long to get a feel for it,” Kassanda interjected, reaching for the sword in Grarfath’s hands.

“No!” the smith objected, pulling the weapon back. “Apologies, Master Grey. It’s dwarven tradition. Joran must take the blade from me, so it knows who wields it. I feel it all the more important given the silvyr’s history.”

Kassanda backed off and bowed her head.

Joran grasped the hilt in one hand and the scabbard in the other, claiming the weapon as his own. There, above the gates of New Nithrael, he drew the sword in a cleaving ring that caught the attention of everyone around him. Forged from silvyr, the blade was a pale, luminous metal that caught the light without truly reflecting it, as though it drank brightness rather than cast it away. Despite its length, it seemed almost weightless in the hand, balanced with an uncanny precision that made steel feel clumsy by comparison.

It was not a weapon made for brute force, but for certainty—an instrument meant to strike true and never waver. Like a Dragon Rider.

“Thank you,” Joran breathed, making a point to prise his gaze from the sword and look Grarfath in the eyes. “Your skill is unmatched.”

Grarfath gave a modest shrug. “It were Master Grey who commissioned it.”

“Thank you,” Joran repeated, his words aimed at Kassanda now.

“Every Dragon Rider needs their blade,” she said.

“What are ye to name it?” Yamnomora enquired.

“Name?”

“Aye! Ye’re to give it a name.”

Joran looked at Kassanda. “Does yours have a name?”

The Rider’s jaw clenched and unclenched, though whether she was painfully aware of the time running down or simply uncomfortable revealing as much remained to be seen.

“This is Diligence,” she stated, hefting her sword.

“Diligence?” Joran echoed.

Yamnomora snorted. “O’ course it is.”

“Careful and persistent work is required if one is to master…” Kassanda stopped herself from explaining any further. “At least I still have my weapon.”

“Too soon,” Yamnomora blurted, one finger held up. “There’s not a second that goes by I don’ miss me girls.”

Grarfath was shaking his head, half a smile on his face. “They were just a pair o’ axes, lass. An’ not particularly⁠—”

“I won’t hear a bad word said against ’em, ye hear!”

“Fang.” Joran’s declaration ended their back and forth. “This is Fang.”

The smith’s grin broadened. “Aye. That’s its name alright.”

A distant horn cut through the moment and brought a pause to the preparations taking place across the battlements. It was followed by the rhythmic beating of drums and a constant quake beneath their boots. Pebbles danced along the parapet and dust sifted down from the crenellations like dry snow.

“Where are your kin?” Kassanda questioned, her gaze never straying from the horizon.

“Behind the gates,” Yamnomora reported. “They’ve nothin’ to offer up ’ere. I’ve put Grimwhal in command—a good dwarf. A soldier ’imself once.”

“Archers!” Kassanda bellowed.

As one, the first row of Kedradi archers nocked an arrow and prepared to draw the string.

They’re here, Morgwyn said into their bond.

At first it seemed a trick of heat and distance, the canyon air folding in on itself, but then the horizon moved. Their shapes clarified as they rounded the great bend of stone that shielded New Nithrael from the outer world.

Banners led the way.

Dark cloth, torn and re-stitched, bearing the sigil of the Dragon Riders. It made a mockery of their ancient oaths. The traitors marched beneath them in grim order, ranks tight despite the narrow canyon floor, their shields knocking in rhythm, and spears angled forward like a single iron thought of invasion.

They did not travel alone.

A shadow slid along the canyon wall, smooth and unnatural, climbing faster than any cloud. Joran followed it upward just as a massive silver shape emerged from behind the stone.

Parthagon.

His wings unfolded fully, catching the light, scales flashing like forged steel. The wind of his passing tore loose banners and sent cloaks snapping. He did not roar. He did not need to. The sheer confidence of his flight—slow, deliberate, perfectly measured—was declaration enough.

A rider sat between his shoulders, armoured and upright, scaled pauldrons catching the sun as cleanly as the dragon’s hide. Joran hadn’t seen Garek since the Battle for Valgala, and even then only at a distance. Prior to that, Joran had been on a path that would have seen him call Garek a friend.

That was then.

Now, Parthagon circled once, high and wide, claiming the canyon as if it were already conquered ground.

Then came the second, the air burning before Joran ever saw him.

A furious roar tore through the canyon, sharp enough to make men flinch and horses rear and Drogals retreat. The yellow dragon burst into view like a vengeful storm falling from the sky, wings beating far too hard, far too fast. His scales were the colour of old gold and bile, scarred and cracked as if he’d slammed himself into the world one too many times.

Karsak.

He dove low, so close Joran could see the flex of muscle beneath his hide, the raw hate burning in his eyes. He roared again, his rage felt in the rattle of Joran’s teeth.

“Has anyone actually checked on Rengyr?” Yamnomora asked. “Ye know, in case Slait has…” The dwarf ran a finger across her throat.

Karsak wheeled toward the city, thick saliva oozing from his jaws, claws flexing as if he meant to tear the walls apart stone by stone.

Garganafan reared up, torn wings flexing and chipped claws splaying. His jaws snapped open but only a rumbling—something akin to a rockslide—escaped him. It was more than a warning. It was an invitation. The white dragon was ready for him.

And it seemed, maddened as he was, that Karsak would accept the invitation, his flight altered to angle towards the larger dragon. Only Parthagon’s sudden descent—silver wings slamming through the air between dragon and city—forced him back, the older dragon snapping a command that echoed like breaking metal.

Karsak obeyed—barely.

The army marched on beneath them, and with it came something worse.

Joran pressed closer to the parapet, eyes narrowed as his mutations cut the distance in half. “What… what are those?”

Kassanda sighed. “Trolls.”

Massive, hunched things, their skin the colour of canyon rock and old bruises, chained at neck and wrist. Iron collars bit deep, spikes driven cruelly inward. Prods sparked and hissed against their hides, forcing them onward with snarls and broken bellows of pain. One of them stumbled and received a sharp prod to the face, splashing blood across its cheek. Its roar was not nearly so powerful as any one of the dragons, but every man and woman who heard it knew then that the battle was being reshaped before it had even begun.

Kassanda’s hands curled into fists against the parapet. “The dragons must have sniffed them out in the canyons.”

“They’ll fall like everythin’ else,” Yamnomora declared boldly, each digit flexing before coiling back around the haft of her battle-axe.

The army slowed, then halted just beyond bowshot of the outer wall. Parthagon descended behind them, landing with controlled grace, the impact sending a shockwave through the canyon floor. Karsak landed behind him, pacing the rocky plain like a caged storm, eyes never leaving the gates.

True silence never came, as the royal guard arrived at the outer wall with the king of one realm and the queen of another. Absent their mounts now, Hurelia and Edris ascended the steps and made their way towards the Dragon Riders, above the gates. Given the circumstances, the Kedradi soldiers maintained their battle discipline—eyes on the enemy—rather than bow to their leader.

Joran observed the flicker of concern, if not irritation, that crossed Kassanda’s expression. She had voiced, and been ignored, her thoughts on the king being on the front line.

“If I might be so bold, Your Grace,” Kassanda had said at the time. “We know the plan. We have the manpower to see it through. There’s really no reason for you or Queen Hurelia to be present for the battle. I think it would be better if the both of you took the tunnels to the Moonfen peninsula. I’m sure the navy would be bolstered by your presence.”

“Your concerns are noted, Master Grey,” the king had replied, testing the limits of his injured shoulder while it was encased in an armoured pauldron. “That will be all.”

Now the royal heads stood atop the wall, looking the enemy in the eye.

“You sent a lot of men to take Harendun,” Queen Hurelia remarked dryly.

King Edris’s jaw visibly tightened inside his helm. “One of many regrets,” he replied, sparing a glance at Joran. He stared at the young Rider for a moment, as if he could see Ilithranda in his stead.

Joran maintained a stoic expression. He was a Dragon Rider—nothing more.

“Come on,” Yamnomora muttered. “Come get us already. We’ve a few surprises for ye.”

Joran looked back, his gaze flitting from ballista to ballista, the great machines of war mounted at every tier from one side of the crescent city to the other. He looked again, of course, at the mounted weapon in the centre, nestled at the highest tier.

Everything was relying on that one ballista crew.

“What are they waiting for?” the king asked, one armoured hand coming to rest on the hilt protruding from his belt.

Kassanda looked away, her thoughts likely working in tandem with Garganafan’s. “They didn’t come here to destroy us,” she said, eliciting surprise from those around her.

“It sort o’ looks like they did,” Grarfath remarked.

“They would have attacked by now,” Kassanda explained.

“The sword,” Joran voiced, picking up the thread.

Kassanda nodded. “I think Cob was right. Skara wants Dragon Foe.”

Queen Hurelia turned to the Kedradi behind her. “I want my brother found—now.”

“Why not attack anyway?” Joran asked Kassanda alone. “The sword would still be here in the aftermath.”

“They’ve come a long way for that blade. They want to know it’s here and who wields it. They risk losing it in the chaos otherwise.”

“What’s happening?” King Edris moved closer to the parapet, eyes narrowed on the silver dragon who boldly approached Garganafan and Morgwyn.

Joran’s eyes had no trouble observing Garek, the Rider dropping down to his dragon’s side. It helped, of course, that his pauldrons and vambraces shone with equal vibrancy to Parthagon’s.

“He’s about to make demands,” Kassanda informed everyone, her experience unequalled.

Garek stopped, his gaze turning from Garganafan to New Nithrael. “A NEW POWER SITS UPON THE THRONE OF ERADOR,” he stated, his amplified voice vibrating through the city walls. “KING SKARA IS NOW LORD OF EARTH, SEA, AND SKY. THE KEDRADI WILL BOW OR BE BROKEN. BUT HIS GRACE IS NOT WITHOUT MERCY…”

“Tell that to the Valgalans,” Yamnomora commented.

“YOUR QUEEN MAY KEEP HER LIFE AND YOUR CITY ITS WALLS, IF ONLY YOU WOULD RELEASE RENGYR AND GIVE UP THE DRAGON RIDER JORAN PENDAIN—AND HIS SWORD.”

Kassanda turned to him. “They think you have it.”

“WON’T YOU COME FORTH, JORAN?” Garek demanded of him, so confident with Parthagon at his back. “YOU COULD SAVE THEM ALL. COME TO ME, NOW, AND YOU HAVE MY WORD—EVERY SWORD I HAVE BROUGHT TO BEAR WILL TURN BACK.”

Morgwyn stirred in his thoughts. If you step off that wall I will drag you back myself.

“He’s lying,” King Edris declared. There was fear in his eyes—a father’s fear.

“His Grace is right,” Kassanda added. “You don’t bring a force like this and just walk away.”

Joran stood a little straighter, his posture made rigid under the scrutiny of so many. “We are to have unwavering valour,” he began. “Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice. How can I call myself a Dragon Rider if I can’t uphold those oaths?”

Yamnomora nodded at the traitor army, though her eyes could only just see over the parapet. “Ye won’t be able to call yerself anythin’ if ye go down there, lad. That big bugger will take the sword, cut yer throat, an’ burn this place to the ground. It’s what I’d do,” she added with a shrug and a snort.

Kassanda placed a hand on one of his pauldrons. “You will do more good here than out there. Trust me.”

Joran stepped away. “I have to try,” he argued.

Joran, Morgwyn intoned.

“If it works,” Joran said, “everyone is spared. If it doesn’t—it’s just one life.”

“A time of dragons rests upon that one life,” Kassanda reminded him.

“It’s a vision, not a prophecy,” he replied, using her own words against her. “These people are real. Their lives are real. If I can save them, I have to try⁠—”

“No,” Kassanda snapped, turning from the others, her expression and words for Joran alone.

She had the fury of centuries behind her eyes, but it was tempered by discipline of equal centuries.

“I forget how young you are,” the Rider went on, bringing out a flush of pink in Joran’s cheeks. “Too young for a battle such as this. And too young for the responsibility placed upon your shoulders. You have neither the experience nor the education to know your enemy as you should. You know good from evil, but that isn’t always going to be enough. There are plenty of enemies between the two, and you have to understand how all of them think.”

“Garek ain’ evil, lad,” Yamnomora said. “But he ain’ good either. His words might be honeyed, but his intentions are barbed all the same.”

“I know I haven’t done this before, but… but I feel like I have. There’s hundreds of years of fighting inside my head. Morgwyn’s mother fought in countless campaigns⁠—”

“It might be in there,” Kassanda agreed, “but you can’t know it all. Trust your instincts—that’s where those memories will aid you best.”

Yamnomora tilted her head towards the invaders. “What do ye instincts tell ye abou’ ’im?”

Joran looked for himself, spying Garek just beyond Garganafan. He saw a man under Skara’s thrall. The young Rider gave his friends a nod and placed himself shoulder to shoulder with Kassanda.

“How are we to respond?” King Edris asked.

Kassanda grinned. “Like this.”

Garganafan’s great claws burrowed into the ground, and his neck extended to its limit as he roared from left to right. Garek was visibly pained by the sheer wall of sound that bombarded him, and the ranks behind the Rider quickly dashed hands to ears, their banners faltering.

The dragon had dared them to advance.

Joran was surprised to see Garek hold up his hands in the silence that followed, as if he was calling for peace. He made his way back to the traitor army, past a snarling Karsak and a pair of chained Trolls.

And there he waited.

A ripple of unease passed through the Kedradi ranks, spreading like a stain until even their queen stiffened.

“What is he doing?” she demanded. “The plan doesn’t work if they don’t actually invade⁠—”

The answer exploded behind them.

The blast came from within the city itself. Stone and fire burst upward from the higher tiers, spraying the air with shattered masonry. Green light tore through the smoke—unnatural, virulent—followed by a bloom of devastating flame and a cry that cut short too quickly.

Another blast followed. Then another. One of the tallest buildings on the street shuddered as its foundation was ripped apart. The structure leaned, groaned, and finally collapsed in on itself, the impact rolling through the canyon like thunder. Dust swallowed the ruins, blotting out the district in a choking cloud.

“Rengyr,” Kassanda breathed, the name heavy with venom.

Yamnomora spat a curse. “Slait, ye useless kud.”

Look out! Morgwyn’s warning hit Joran like a blow.

He spun just in time to see Parthagon rear and charge, colliding headlong with Garganafan. The impact sent a shockwave through the canyon walls, stone trembling beneath Joran’s boots. But that wasn’t cause for warning.

Karsak was.

The yellow dragon lunged forward, wings hammering the air. Before he even cleared the ground, his talons snapped shut around two Trolls—one in each claw. Their bellows became screams as he flung them forward with all the violence of a catapult.

Joran froze as the figures tore through the air toward him, stone, wind, and death rushing together in a single heartbeat.

They weren’t going to miss.


33
FIRE AND ICE


Kassanda Grey had no time to think—only to remember.

Centuries of instinct ruptured inside her like lightning along old scars. Her arms snapped outward, left and right, palms flaring wide as the air itself bellowed in protest. Pure force erupted from her hands.

To her left, Grarfath, Edris, Hurelia, and their escort were seized mid-step, ripped from the stone as though the wall had bucked beneath them. To her right, Joran, Yamnomora, and a knot of soldiers vanished behind an identical blast, hurled bodily along the rampart. Dust and grit swallowed them all in a choking wave, cloaking the wall in a rolling shroud of grey.

Kassanda stood alone—in the crosshairs of a flying Troll.

The first monster struck the wall with the casual annihilation of a god’s hammer. Stone cracked and dissolved. The rampart burst apart as if it had been sculpted from sand, the shockwave slamming into Kassanda’s bones and rattling her teeth.

The Rider had barely blinked the dust from her eyes when the second Troll hit. The creature barrelled through the main gates in a shrieking collision of flesh and iron, its mangled roar lost beneath the deafening collapse.

The gates ceased to exist. Towers of stone sheared away, arches folded inward, and the wall above imploded in a cascading avalanche.

The impact threw Kassanda from the rampart in a thunderclap.

Sky and ground exchanged places. She spun end over end through a storm of shattered stone, splintered timber, and screaming men. There was no direction—only chaos—her ears ringing with the roar of destruction and the distant bell of pain. Something slammed into her back, tearing the breath from her lungs, hard enough to jar her spine but mercifully soft enough to spare it from breaking.

She hit again—the ground this time—and then the world stopped.

Coughing violently, lungs burning with dust, Kassanda rolled onto her side as agony flared through her head and back. The air was thick, gritty, and red-gray with pulverised stone. It took her more than a moment to understand where she was—on the ground. Inside the city. Behind the gates.

Where the gates should have been.

In their place yawned a ruinous wound of jagged stone teeth, twisted hinges, crushed timbers, and beyond them, a clear and horrifying view of an army surging forward, towards the breach.

Bodies shifted around her. Those who had broken her fall began to stir. Yamnomora’s kin rose first—dwarves dragging themselves upright with grim resolve, armour cracked but bones unbroken, weapons already finding their hands. Their resilience stood in stark contrast to the rest, for too many of the Kedradi did not move.

Kassanda’s gaze tracked over shattered forms pinned beneath rubble, limbs bent at impossible angles, blood darkening the dust. Others had simply vanished—men and women who had stood where the Trolls landed, erased in an instant, their lives snuffed out before fear could even find them.

The wall was gone. The gates were gone. The enemy was coming.

“Archers…” The word was little more than a croak on her lips.

Arrows were let loose all the same, sailing in an arc of raining death. They thudded into the ground beyond the city, peeling away the front line of traitors. Kassanda looked up to see that the order had come from Joran instead, the first to recover atop the wall, his sword held high over his head.

Kassanda picked herself up—her pride would have to wait. “On me!” she shouted, throat burning.

Her first step wasn’t the confident one she had hoped for, but the dizziness soon abated with the familiar grasp of Diligence in her hand.

The Dragon Rider navigated the bodies and debris before the Troll itself was an obstacle. The monster groaned, blood pouring out of more wounds than she could count. Still, it looked stubborn enough that it might overcome those wounds and prove to be a problem.

Without halting her stride, Kassanda flicked her sword out in a lash of silvyr. The Troll’s groan became a wet and garbled noise as blood gushed from the new gash in its throat. It was dead by the time Kassanda had put it behind her.

With what little time she had left, the Rider tentatively reached across her bond. Garganafan was as good as shut off, his mind entirely focused on battling Parthagon—a battle the world was very aware of. She could see them in the distance, to one side of the traitors, where the strength of the canyon was being put to the test.

The very ground was breaking beneath them.

Garganafan staggered backward through a forest of shattered stone and uprooted earth, each step tearing a fresh snarl of pain through muscles that had never truly recovered. One foreleg buckled, the joint swollen and half-frozen from a previous clash with Parthagon, and he slammed it down again with a roar that shook loose debris from the canyon walls.

Parthagon was already upon him.

The silver dragon struck like a living siege engine, slamming shoulder-first into Garganafan’s wounded side. Bone cracked. Garganafan was driven sideways, his massive bulk ploughing through rubble and running traitors alike, carving a trench through The Gold Rise. Kassanda felt the impact echo through the bond—dull, crushing, relentless.

Parthagon did not give him time to rise. Savage claws hooked into Garganafan’s torn wing, punching through membrane stiff with half-healed scars. Parthagon pulled, ripping the limb outward with brutal leverage. Garganafan bellowed, the sound ragged, fury fraying at its edges, and snapped his jaws down in blind retaliation.

His teeth closed on Parthagon’s foreleg.

Scales shattered and blood spilled hot and bright against the ground. Garganafan wrenched sideways, ripping meat and tendon before Parthagon tore himself free, stumbling a step for the first time. The silver dragon hissed, favouring the leg, but even wounded he moved with terrifying precision.

Parthagon reared back and exhaled.

A torrent of fire slammed into Garganafan’s chest, a roaring wall of heat that swallowed him whole. The air screamed as stone blackened and burst, the ground beneath him turning molten in places. His scales flared white-hot, old scars reopening as flesh seared and cracked. Garganafan roared, the sound raw and broken, smoke pouring from his jaws as he was driven back another step, then another, claws carving furrows through burning earth.

The heat dug deep—too deep—finding wounds that had never finished closing. Pain flooded the bond, but Garganafan did not fall. With a convulsive heave, he planted his forelegs and dragged air into his lungs, drawing not warmth but absence—cold so profound it made the fire recoil. Frost spread across his chest in a spiderweb of rime, arresting the burn even as steam exploded outward in blinding clouds.

He exhaled, and ice howled from his maw.

A brutal gale of frozen death slammed into Parthagon, flash-freezing the scorched ground and encasing the silver dragon’s wounded leg in jagged ice. Flames died in an instant, choked into silence. Parthagon screamed as frost raced up his limb, locking joints, cracking scales with sharp, echoing reports.

The silver dragon tore backward, ripping free in a shower of ice shards and blood, but the damage was done. His movements were no longer fluid. One leg dragged. His breath came harsher now, each exhale spilling sparks rather than a steady blaze.

They collided again.

Parthagon lunged through the lingering steam, jaws snapping shut on Garganafan’s neck ridge. Teeth punched through scale, grinding down until Garganafan felt bone protest. He retaliated with his full weight, slamming his skull into Parthagon’s chest at point-blank range. The impact sounded like a cathedral collapsing.

Both dragons crashed to the ground.

Stone exploded outward as they rolled, clawing, tearing, their bodies gouging deep scars into The Gold Rise. Garganafan raked his clawss across Parthagon’s flank. The silver dragon answered with fire, the blast scorching Garganafan’s face and blinding one eye in a flare of agony.

They broke apart at last, heaving, blood steaming where fire met ice. Parthagon stood first—but barely. His chest heaved, one wing sagging, his frozen leg trembling under his weight. Flames leaked from between his teeth with every breath, uncontrolled now, more rage than weapon.

Garganafan dragged himself upright a moment later. One wing hung useless. His chest was a ruin of burn and frost. Blood ran freely, freezing as it fell, shattering when it struck the ground. Every breath hurt. Every movement screamed.

Still, he lowered his head, horns before him like a warrior’s swords.

They faced each other, fire against ice. Will against ruin. And somewhere beneath the thunder of their breaths, Kassanda felt the terrible truth settle fully into place. The next exchange would decide which of them walked away—and which became part of the ground.

The next blow, however, was delivered by another.

Morgwyn sailed over Garganafan and struck Parthagon across the face, claws and teeth sinking into flesh, wings battering incessantly. The smaller dragon was nimble and vicious, skittering across the silver dragon’s skull and neck before a meaty claw could swat at him, tearing at eyes, raking along softened scales, drawing fresh screams from Parthagon’s throat.

That was the last of their battle she bore witness to—the traitors had come.

They poured through the ruined gates in a living tide—armoured bodies flooding the breach, boots trampling the dead, banners snapping in the smoke. Shouted orders dissolved into screams as discipline gave way to bloodlust. Steel rang. Firelight flickered in chaotic bursts as the city’s defenders met the rush head-on and were swallowed by it.

As only a true warrior could, Kassanda compartmentalised her fear.

Whatever became of Garganafan would be decided without her. The bond burned, but she sealed it away, locking the pain behind walls built over centuries of war. She had her priorities.

Fight her way to the king.

Get him off the wall.

Set the next phase of the plan in motion.

Kassanda surged forward into the crush—it was time to get her blade wet.

Diligence flashed in tight, economical arcs, silvyr kissing flesh and bone with practiced precision. The first traitor never saw her coming—his helm split, his body folding before it hit the ground. A second lunged; she turned the blow aside and drove her pommel into his throat, crushing cartilage. She moved constantly, never stopping, letting the press of bodies carry her upward toward the stairs that wound along the inner face of the outer wall.

The street had become a killing field.

The Kedradi and contingent of dwarves were being driven back step by bloody step, their lines fraying under sheer numbers. Kassanda waded through them, ducking a spear, kicking a man into another’s path, finishing both with a single sweeping cut. Blood slicked the stones beneath her boots, testing her footing. Smoke stung her eyes. Somewhere nearby, something massive crashed through a building, stone shrieking as it gave way.

A Troll.

She glimpsed it through the chaos—a towering silhouette lumbering along the street that ran parallel to the wall. The surviving beast dragged a full-grown tree behind it, roots still clinging with earth and bone. It swung the trunk like a club, smashing through ranks of Kedradi and homeguard, flattening men and masonry. Each impact shook the ground, dust billowing up in choking clouds.

Fear put retreat into every man’s feet, for what could they do against such brutal savagery? Kassanda was torn. Face the Troll, save the men, and risk the fate of the king. Leave the Troll to its violent delights, let the men die, and increase her odds of reaching the king in time.

The choice was taken from her.

Joran parted from the wall in a leap no man could have made, his tanned cloak flapping in his wake. With Fang held in both hands, blade plunging down, the young Rider collided with the Troll just below its stubby neck. The silvyr drove deep with frightening ease, there to be dragged down by his fall. By the time his feet hit the ground, the Troll had suffered a mortal tear from chest to waist, its innards spilling out as its knees buckled.

Joran didn’t step aside so much as blur from one place to the next. He skidded low, severing legs, before pivoting back to his feet, blade flashing. And with the Troll dead at his back, the Kedradi and surviving homeguard rallied on him, bolstered by his brash yet victorious act.

He was doing it.

Just as the visions said he would.

Kassanda compartmentalised it with all else and moved on. Her path to the stairs was cleared by the party of dwarves Grarfath had brought with him from Drakanan. As with the battle for Valgala, their timing was, again, perfect. As one, the group swarmed the traitors in her way, bringing them down with enviable strength and coordination.

Her run uninterrupted, Kassanda reached the stairs and began to climb, fighting as she went. Traitors rushed down to meet her having topped the walls with ladders. The narrow ascent worked in her favour. She turned it into a choke point, her sword slashing in brutal rhythm. Bodies tumbled down the steps behind her, broken and bleeding, clearing her path upward one death at a time.

Where was the king? The Dragon Rider scanned along the wall through smoke and drifting ash. He had to be there.

A roar of voices drew her onward—shouts of command, panic, and the clash of steel. Kassanda vaulted the last few steps and burst onto the ramparts. The king stood amid a ring of fallen guards, armour dented and slick with blood, his crown gone, hair plastered to his face with sweat and grime. He fought with a longsword held in both hands, movements driven by necessity rather than form, barely holding back two traitor captains pressing him hard.

Kassanda charged, blade already rising, and entered the fight at the king’s side.

Edris rammed a boot into one of the captains, launching him over the parapet. He brought his longsword up in a two-handed defence against the other, but the wound in his shoulder bit deep, and he missed the angle. The captain’s blade dragged across his sword and found the gap under the king’s pauldrons, making a ruin of his left arm. A shoulder barge then shoved the king against the parapet, where he was vulnerable to the captain’s thrusting blow.

The Dragon Rider jumped forwards—knee first. The captain didn’t even see the blow before he took a knee to the ribs. Kassanda danced in an arc, her sword carving through the air as easily as it did the traitors swarming the wall, her very presence a shield that engulfed King Edris.

But his was not the only crown at risk.

Queen Hurelia fought valiantly not far from the ragged edge, where the gates and wall had suffered under several tons of Troll, but her skill would soon count for naught against the rising number of traitors. With every swing of her sword, the Kedradi queen was pushed back a step, and with an obvious limp at that.

Wounded, the king pushed off the parapet, a thrusting jab gutting the first traitor to cross his path. The man slid from his sword, and the king swung wild, reduced to using a single arm. He pushed through admirably, reminding Kassanda her king was more than just a man on a throne.

It simply wasn’t enough.

Edris was shoved in a jostle between traitor and Kedradi and received a glancing blow across his cuirass, knocking him back.

Kassanda was there to step between him and certain death. Diligence cleaved shoulder to hip, ending the threat by the edge of dwarven craftsmanship. It was a living, breathing dwarf, though, who dealt with the surviving traitors.

The Rider shielded her eyes against the flash of blue light, amazed to see that every foe crowding the queen was no longer atop the ramparts. Down on one knee, where the traitors had pushed the line, was Grarfath Underborn—Anther in hand. The stone around him was cracked like a spider’s web, the air still refracting here and there.

“They swing a sword, aye, but they surely can’ fly.”

Kassanda followed the smith’s gaze to the sheet of rock that hung over the city, and there she spotted them—seven traitors falling from such a height that their screams of terror could not be heard.

They tumbled end over end, armour flashing dully as they fell, limbs flailing in helpless, silent panic. Then they vanished, if only for a second, but thereafter no-one was looking at them—they were looking at Karsak. The yellow dragon swept past them, the downdraft alone enough to scatter ash and loose bodies alike.

Flame followed.

Karsak raked the crescent city in a blazing arc, fire pouring from his jaws in a continuous, roaring jet of flames. Streets ignited. Banners vanished in gouts of sparks. Ranks on both sides broke and scattered as the dragon’s shadow chased them, men burning where they stood or throwing themselves flat in futile desperation.

But the Kedradi had prepared for dragons.

Ballistas thundered from towers and bastions along the curve of New Nithrael, heavy cables snapping taut as bolts the size of tree trunks hurled skyward. One missed wide, spinning away into the rocky overhang. Another tore through the edge of Karsak’s wing, punching clean through membrane.

The dragon roared—pain and fury shaking the air.

The ballistas answered in kind. A second bolt struck lower, slamming into Karsak’s flank in a spray of shattered scale and blood. The force of it knocked him off balance mid-pass. His fire sputtered and died as he lurched, wings beating unevenly now, one refusing to fully extend.

Still, Karsak pressed on.

He completed the arc of the city, fire washing over rooftops and Kedradi-held streets, but the ballistas never relented. Bolt after bolt drove him higher, closer to the overhang where he ran out of space—where his wounded wing betrayed him entirely. With a thunderous bellow, Karsak faltered, spiralling down toward the western districts inside the wall.

He vanished from sight behind towers and smoke, the earth shuddering a moment later with the sound of his impact. Any hope that the fall had spelled his end was dashed when a horned head rose over the streets, his tail coiling then whipping as it cleaved through a building.

On the wall, the momentary lull broke like glass. The traitors hurried up their ladders while those who had breached the entrance rushed up the steps. Kassanda moved again, blade flashing with renewed fury. Somewhere below, another Troll roared, enraged and undeterred as it marched towards New Nithrael.

Kassanda unleashed a blast of ice and freezing air, solidifying the last group of traitors. “Now!” she cried, looking at the queen.

Hurelia pivoted to one of her guards, his eyes stripped with yellow paint like every Kedradi soldier. A nod from his queen was all the command he needed. What followed was two short breaths and one long breath, each blown into the horn he carried. The trumpeting sound carried across the wall and into the city, signalling the first stage of retreat.

King Edris winced, blood dripping down his arm and off the ends of his fingers. “We need to get up to the next tier.”

Kassanda turned to Grarfath, her eyes wild and brimming with urgency. “Get them out of here,” she ordered. “To the caves.”

“No,” Queen Hurelia protested. “My place is here, with my people⁠—”

“We’re here to fight, not run,” Edris interjected, his words spat at the Dragon Rider.

“The plan is to run!” Kassanda reminded them both. “Get them out of here—now.”

To be sure they couldn’t follow her—and that she was beyond The Anther’s power—Kassanda jumped from the jagged stone where the wall had been destroyed. As she landed atop the Troll passing through, a flash of blue light, seen in the corner of her eye, informed the Rider that king and queen had been ported to safety.

Now for the Troll.

The impact jarred her teeth.

The beast was a moving hill of corded muscle and scarred hide, its hunched shoulders rolling as it stomped deeper into New Nithrael. It wielded a large beam that had once been part of the gates, now a flail in its monstrous hand. Stone burst apart. Men flew screaming, broken against walls or crushed outright beneath its feet.

Kassanda drove her silvyr sword down between knotted plates of muscle at the base of its shoulder, punching deep until the hilt kissed flesh. The Troll howled—an ear-splitting, animal bellow—and lurched sideways. Kassanda braced, boots skidding across its back as she wrenched the blade hard to the left.

The Troll turned. It staggered into a knot of advancing traitors, its club sweeping low as it lost balance. Bodies burst like kindling. Armour folded into muscle. Men were flung into the air, their breath ripped from their chests, or pulped against the street. Kassanda yanked the sword back the other way, carving the wound wider, steering by pain alone.

Again the Troll veered—this time straight through a communal square.

Stalls shattered, and stone benches exploded beneath its bulk. A full line of traitor infantry vanished under its feet, crushed into the cobbles as it stumbled forward, roaring in agony and rage. Kassanda rode the violence, knees bent, one hand locked on the hilt, the other gripping a ridge of scarred hide to stay aboard.

Blood streamed freely now, slick and dark.

The Troll thrashed, smashing its club into buildings in blind fury. A watchtower corner collapsed in a thunder of falling masonry. The street narrowed, funnelling the beast straight through the densest press of invaders. Kassanda twisted the blade again, grinding it through muscle and nerve, and the Troll howled as one arm went slack.

Then something exploded to her right, snatching at her attention. Stone burst outward in a cloud of dust and debris as a body was hurled through a wall and back into the street. Kassanda’s head snapped up just in time to see a familiar figure slam hard into the cobbles and roll to a stop.

Joran.

The young Dragon Rider lay stunned, leathers torn, smoke curling from scorched stone where fire had blasted through with him. He moved—but slowly.

The Troll reared, sensing prey in its path.

Kassanda ripped the sword free and drove it down again—this time plunging it straight through the base of the Troll’s skull, angling forward as she dropped low against its spine. Silvyr sang as it sliced through bone. The Troll’s scream died on its cracked lips, its huge feet staggering forward without care. The Rider twisted. Then she pulled.

The blade tore through brain and nerve in a brutal arc. The Troll’s limbs locked mid-step. Its club slipped from numb fingers and crashed to the ground. For one precarious moment, the massive creature stood frozen—then it toppled forward like a felled tower.

Kassanda leapt clear as tons of dead weight smashed into the stone, the Troll’s skull splitting open on impact. Dust and blood billowed outward, the threat finally, mercifully ended.

Sword still wet, breath burning in her lungs, Kassanda hit the ground running. The city groaned beneath the weight of battle, but she didn’t stop until she was by Joran’s side.

“I’m fine,” he croaked, already picking himself up.

Kassanda looked up to the sound of sprinting feet and discovered a dozen homeguard and twice as many Kedradi hurrying through the street. “Retreat to the next tier!” she barked. “Go, go! Make sure the enemy follow you!”

On his feet again, Joran gritted his teeth and rolled his right shoulder, testing its rotation. “I’m fine,” he said again, voice strained.

“What happened?” Kassanda demanded, looking back at the hole he had punched through.

“Garek,” he answered in a word. “He knows I don’t have the sword. Skara must have told him what it looks like.”

Kassanda was already scouring the streets and rooftops, searching for the silver-clad Rider. “Where’s Cob?”

A voice answered instead—sharp, urgent, and very familiar.

“RUN!”

Yamnomora burst around the corner in a thunder of boots and flying copper hair, her battle-axe streaked dark and notched from recent use. She didn’t slow, didn’t explain—she simply pointed back the way she’d come, eyes wide with the kind of fear that left no room for argument.

In the dwarf’s wake, the street glowed. Stone blackened. Air shimmered. Then Karsak came through the smoke.

The yellow dragon no longer flew. One wing hung torn and useless, dragging along the ground as he advanced on four massive limbs, ploughing through New Nithrael like a living cataclysm. Each step cracked the ground and crushed walls. His head swung low, jaws parted, and from the paired glands behind his teeth spilled twin streams of liquid—they met in the air, and fire was birthed.

A roaring sheet of flame washed down the street, consuming buildings, bodies, and banners alike. The heat hit like a hammer. Windows burst in screaming showers of glass, and trees vanished in fire as the inferno rolled over them.

Kassanda seized Joran by the cuirass and hauled him after her as Yamnomora led them diving through a shattered doorway just as another wall of fire tore past. They hit the floor hard, stone biting into flesh, the world around them turning white-hot.

Flame thundered overhead.

The building groaned, beams igniting, and walls cracking as Karsak’s bulk slammed past. Firelight flickered through the doorway in violent pulses as the dragon continued on, dragging his wounded wing and breathing destruction into the city with every step.

It seemed an age before the heat receded.

The roar moved on.

Smoke drifted in, thick and choking, carrying the stench of burned stone and flesh. Somewhere outside, Karsak bellowed and turned, his path of ruin carving deeper into New Nithrael as he hunted, raged, and burned.

Inside the ruined building, the three of them lay panting in the dark.

Yamnomora broke the silence with a sharp, humourless laugh. “Aye,” she muttered, gripping her axe. “I think I preferred it when he could fly.”

Kassanda pushed herself up, eyes already hardening as the city screamed around them.

“We need to find Cob.”

The ground shook, and only feet away. The trio looked ahead, a sense of dread shared between them.

Standing before them, coated in Kedradi blood, was Rengyr, his teeth flashing in a wicked grin, his hands weighted with a sword in each.

“Don’t trouble yourself with the ranger. You’ve got problems of your own.”


34
THE REAL DRAGON FOE


New Nithrael was in retreat—as planned. The Kedradi soldiers were doing a good job of making it look like they couldn’t maintain the fight, while the homeguard were a little too convincing.

Cob might have joined them and made for the tunnels secreted away at the back of the city had he not spotted Androma cutting through the gardens below. The old Rider was either looking for a fight, or her supernatural senses hadn’t detected the traitors rushing up the street ahead of her.

Either way, the ranger decided she was not to fight alone.

With Thessaleia leaping and bounding by his side, no bigger than a cat, the Kedradi Rider swept across the rooftops—his wounds only a memory now. His final jump should have killed him, if not broken both of his legs, but he could feel the power surging through him, his strength growing by the same measure that Thessaleia was absorbing magic.

And so he landed in the street, just outside the gardens, and only a second before Androma arrived. The old Rider strode confidently down the street, as if she wasn’t blind in the middle of a siege. In one hand, she brandished her silvyr blade—a badge of ferocity that should have given pause to any foe—and in the other she wielded The Green Leaf’s staff, the wood corded with Demetrium.

“We need more time to retreat,” Androma stated, already well aware of the one she was talking to.

“That means this lot needs slowing down,” Cob concluded, just as the traitor horde rounded the corner, armour clanging and swords knocking.

Androma flicked her blade up. “Shall we?”

Cob reached for the Draven scimitar on his hip, only to discover its absence—was it still lying in pool of blood in Valgala’s throne room? He could, however, feel the weight of a weapon slung over his back. With one hand he unclipped the strap, and with the other he retrieved Dragon Foe from its scabbard.

The blade scraped against its housing as he dragged it free, letting the ancient steel taste air.

Steel.

It felt so unnatural in his grip, the weight and balance jarring with his muscle memory. It also jarred with every scrap of training he had ever received. The tradition was hammered into every Kedradi from childhood, but for the sons of House Thayne it was so much more, an imperative that straddled life and death.

But it was significantly more effective than the swords of Draven bone, and not just because of the enchantments that increased its durability. Dragon Foe was lighter than the dense Draven bone, its edge honed in a way Kedradi blades couldn’t endure, making it all the sharper.

And that made him sharper, the blade no more than an extension of his body—the real weapon.

The traitors crowded into the street in a clatter of steel and shouted oaths, too many for a clean stand and too close now to avoid. Cob felt Thessaleia’s presence like a spark against his spine—alert, eager, hungry—and he stepped forward before the old Rider could take the first blow.

Dragon Foe sang.

It wasn’t sound so much as intent, a whisper along his bones as he met the charge head-on. Cob moved faster than he ever had before, faster than he should have been able to, his body answering a rhythm Thessaleia set without knowing she did. He slipped inside the first traitor’s guard and cut once, clean and precise. Steel parted mail. The man fell in two pieces before his scream finished forming.

Cob didn’t stop—he never did.

He flowed through them, blade flashing in graceful arcs, each strike landing with finality. Dragon Foe never caught, never glanced, never slowed. A sword met his and was knocked from a traitor’s hand before Cob ended him with a thrust through the throat. Another lunged—Cob twisted aside and took the man’s arm at the elbow, then his head.

Behind him, Androma was already moving.

With unnerving precision, she stepped exactly where the fighting would be, her staff cracking out in sharp, brutal jabs that crushed knees and throats alike. Her silvyr blade flashed in her other hand, never wasted, never rushed—cutting tendons, opening arteries, leaving traitors screaming and disoriented for Thessaleia to finish.

The hatchling darted in like an untamed flame.

Thessaleia couldn’t breathe fire yet, but that only meant she employed everything else. She leapt at faces and hands, claws raking, teeth snapping, her tiny body impossibly fast. One traitor tried to kick her away—she scrambled up his leg and sank her teeth into his throat. He went down choking as she bounded clear, tail lashing.

Cob pivoted as a spear thrust came for Androma’s back. Dragon Foe intercepted it, sheering the spearhead clean off. The ranger’s return cut opened the traitor’s chest, dashing his heart. Blood sprayed the hedges of the garden behind them, dark against carefully trimmed green.

“Left,” Androma said calmly.

Cob trusted her without question. He ducked just as a blade passed where his head had been and answered with an upward thrust that lifted the man off his feet. Androma stepped into the opening Cob created, her staff slamming down with bone-crushing force. Something snapped, and the traitor screamed—if briefly.

More poured in, stepping over the dead.

Cob felt the pressure build, the sheer weight of bodies forcing them back step by bloody step. He adjusted, planting his feet, letting Thessaleia’s presence anchor him. The sword moved faster now, his arms burning but never tiring, his senses sharpened beyond reason.

Steel rang. Bone broke. Men died. That was the way of things.

But then someone hurt Thessaleia—a foot on her tail, a boot to the face, the knick of a blade. Cob didn’t know, he just felt her pain through their bond and was instantly distracted.

A heavy mace smashed into the Rider’s shoulder, driving him to one knee. Pain flared—and vanished beneath a surge of heat from Thessaleia. Pushing through her own injury, the young dragon was now pressing against his back with a hiss for their enemy. Cob roared and drove upward, Dragon Foe cleaving through the mace haft and the man holding it in the same stroke.

Androma staggered then, age catching up in a single, dangerous heartbeat.

Cob was there, blade flashing in a tight defensive circle as Thessaleia leapt onto his shoulder and shrieked, the sound sharp and furious. Androma was simultaneously relieved of two opponents while she ducked and ran her blade across a third, slitting his chest and jaw open.

Thessaleia made a ruin of her enemy’s face, clawing and biting like a badger burrowing into the ground. His screams were garbled beneath a fountain of blood, his eyes, nose, and lips entirely gone. Cob was more merciful in his kill, delivering a headbutt that dazed the traitor before plunging Dragon Foe through the man’s traitorous heart.

It wasn’t silence that followed—how could it be? The city was under siege from east to west, the ground quaked with every one of Karsak’s hammering steps, and the distant battle between Garganafan, Morgwyn, and Parthagon provided its own chaotic rhythm. And yet, for just a moment it seemed there was only the three of them and their rapid breaths.

“Are you all right?” the ranger asked.

With visible effort, Androma stood up straight, a fresh cut across her nose and left ear. “No,” she answered honestly. “But that didn’t stop me yesterday. I don’t see why it should today.”

“Your star has truly faded, sister,” came a voice from above, turning them to the low roof across the street. “I remember when your hair flowed like molten gold in the sun.”

Garek dropped down with more grace than his broad frame should have permitted. Cob’s experienced eyes immediately analysed the Rider. He held himself like a soldier, every movement deliberate—calculated. Even his hair, cropped short, told of a man who had long ago surrendered vanity for discipline.

“Garek,” Androma replied wearily. “I don’t need my eyes to know you’re still an ugly son of a bitch.”

“Baelon should have finished you off that day,” Garek said, opening old wounds. “Better you died with Maegar than by my sword.”

“Mine wouldn’t be the first Rider blood your sword has tasted. How many of our brothers and sisters did you cut down that day?”

A hot flash of shame disturbed Garek’s expression, though it was not enough to entirely replace his look of grim determination.

Thessaleia flared her wings atop Cob’s shoulder and roared as only a hatchling could.

“We wondered where the egg had gone,” Garek said. “Another Dragon Rider is a gift to this world. Do not squander it by siding with those doomed to die. Join us—brother. I will even let you be the one to hand over the sword,” he went on, eyeing Dragon Foe in Cob’s hand. “It would see you well positioned in the world to come.”

“You mean his world?” Cob retorted. “You bow to The Dark One.”

“You call him king,” Androma interjected venomously.

“He was the first of us,” Garek argued. “The strongest. His power cannot be matched. Parthagon and I will not surrender our immortality for your futile war. At least by his side, we get to shape the future with him. You will be naught but dust, a footnote in a history we get to write.”

Androma gave a mirthless laugh. “I didn’t know you could write, Garek.”

The silver-scaled Rider snapped, his fragile sensibility defeated by words alone.

Garek moved, an inevitable shockwave of muscle and power.

Cob barely had time to shift his footing before Garek closed the distance in three long strides, sword already in motion. The first blow rang against Dragon Foe hard enough to drive Cob back a full step, boots scraping stone. The second came from an angle Cob hadn’t anticipated, turned aside only because Thessaleia shrieked a warning directly into his skull.

The ranger twisted, barely, and steel screamed against silvyr.

Garek was bigger up close—broader in the shoulders, longer in the arms, built like a man who had lived centuries with violence as his constant companion. His blade work was frighteningly economical. No wasted motion. No flourish. Every strike demanded an answer, punishing hesitation.

Cob answered anyway and ducked under a cleaving blow as his own blade raked across Garek’s ribs, Dragon Foe biting deep when it found flesh. Blood welled instantly. Garek grunted but did not slow, smashing the pommel of his sword into Cob’s face and sending him reeling.

Pain exploded behind the ranger’s eyes, and he felt—rather than saw—Androma step in without hesitation. Her staff cracked against Garek’s knee with enough force to stagger him. Her silvyr blade followed, slashing toward his throat but finding his cheek instead, streaking blood across his fair skin.

Garek’s counterstrike was merciless.

He backhanded Androma with his scaled vambrace, the blow lifting her clean off her feet. She hit the street hard, rolling once before coming to a stop, breath knocked from her lungs in a wet, broken sound. Her staff clattered away. She did not rise.

“Androma!” Cob shouted.

Garek didn’t even look at her again.

The ranger rushed forward with a roar, Thessaleia launching from the ground at the same time.

The hatchling struck Garek’s face like an arrow with wings. She clamped her jaws down on his hand as he raised it to shield his eyes. Bone crunched. Garek bellowed in pain as Thessaleia tore free, one finger severed completely, blood spraying hot across the stones. She wheeled back and raked his head, teeth sinking into the edge of his ear and ripping away a ragged chunk before darting clear.

Garek staggered. For the first time, he looked angry.

Cob pressed the advantage, Dragon Foe moving faster now, his body burning with power he didn’t yet understand. He felt stronger, faster—too fast. His strikes came heavy and wild, strength outrunning control. Garek parried, absorbed, redirected, letting Cob overcommit again and again.

“Sloppy,” Garek growled, blood running down his neck. “You fight like a child.”

Cob snarled and swung anyway.

Garek disarmed him in three moves.

Unyielding silvyr met enchanted steel, locked—then Garek twisted, using leverage Cob hadn’t anticipated. Dragon Foe was torn from Cob’s grip and sent skidding across the street, embedding itself point-first into a stone wall.

Cob felt it like a limb torn away.

He lunged for it, only to receive a boot to the chest that launched him backward into one of the statues that lined the street. Stone shattered. Breath fled his lungs in a helpless gasp.

Thessaleia shrieked and charged again, clawing at Garek’s legs, biting, hissing. Garek kicked her aside. Thessaleia hit the stones hard and skidded to a stop, a small, broken sound tearing from her throat as she scrabbled to right herself.

Something in Cob snapped.

It wasn’t rage alone—rage was crude, blinding. This was colder. Deeper. A thing forged from long nights of training, from bloodied knuckles and broken teeth, from lessons beaten into him long before dragons or destiny had ever entered his life.

Never give an inch.

Cob rose.

Not quickly. Not explosively. He pushed himself upright with deliberate calm, shoulders squaring, breath settling into a steady cadence despite the pain screaming through his ribs. Blood ran freely from his mouth and nose, but his eyes were clear—utterly focused.

He stepped between Garek and Thessaleia and said nothing—he didn’t need to.

Garek watched him with new interest, head tilting slightly, predator reassessing prey. Then, slowly, he smiled.

“There you are,” Garek said. “That look—I remember it well. It’s been too long since a man stood before me with real challenge in his eyes.”

He reversed his grip on his sword and drove it point-first into the stone street. The impact rang like a bell, the blade quivering upright between them.

“Let’s see what you really are.”

Cob rolled his shoulders once, loosening blood-slick muscles. His hands came up—not clenched, not tense, but open, ready. His stance shifted into something older than the Kedradi, older than Riders. Low. Balanced. Deadly.

They moved at the same time, but Cob struck first, closing the distance in a blink and driving a fist toward Garek’s throat. Not to strike, of course, but to force a response. Garek brought his forearm up, and Cob pivoted instantly, smashing an elbow into the Rider’s ribs. The impact echoed, and Garek grunted as air left his lungs.

Cob followed with a knee to the thigh, then a heel kick that clipped Garek’s wounded leg.

The silver Rider staggered half a step. Cob pressed, relentless now—hands, elbows, knees flowing together in practiced violence. He smashed a palm into Garek’s jaw, felt teeth cut skin, then hooked behind the man’s neck and dragged him down into a rising knee.

The blow landed, hard. It was left to an empty street to bear witness to something rare, to centuries of experience being challenged by something raw and ferocious. Cob fought like a man who had nothing left to lose and everything to protect.

He drove Garek back three steps, but damned if the older Dragon Rider didn’t adapt, and fast. Garek absorbed a punch meant for his throat and caught Cob’s arm mid-strike. His grip was iron. He twisted, stepped inside Cob’s stance, and slammed his forehead into Cob’s face.

White exploded across Cob’s vision. Pain was slow to follow, then it came all at once, a rushing battering ram splitting his skull in half.

Garek followed with a brutal shoulder jab that sent Cob crashing into the stone wall. Before the ranger could recover, Garek seized him by the collar and hurled him bodily across the street. Cob hit the ground hard, rolled, and came up gasping.

“You’re good,” Garek admitted, advancing. “Very good.”

He kicked Cob’s legs out from under him and dropped a knee into his chest, knocking what little air remained from his lungs. Cob reached for his enemy’s throat, but his grip was broken and followed up by a hammering fist to the ribs.

Something cracked, and Cob screamed despite himself.

Garek hauled him upright and slammed him face-first into the wall where Dragon Foe still rested embedded. Cob sagged, barely conscious, blood streaking the stone.

Garek pulled the sword free and stepped back to regard the blade, taking an extra moment to examine the pommel. The Rider looked on the verge of saying something when a bone-shaking roar assaulted the crescent city. Garek’s attention was immediately snatched away, his gaze drawn to the next street, where he could see a sliver of the world beyond the outer wall.

Without thought, Garek drifted away from Cob, who slid down the wall and collapsed beside Thessaleia, gathering her trembling body against his chest with shaking hands.

The silver Rider had a fearful look about him, though it quickly slipped into frustration and then anger. From his belt, he unclipped an ornate horn of carved wood and brass. From it, he produced a series of pips and bellows, an unknown signal to the traitors. Then he forgot Cob entirely and broke into a run.

With Dragon Foe.

Thessaleia flexed her neck and squawked at something further up the street. Cob turned to see Androma rising on unsteady feet, her hands still managing to clasp sword and staff. Her age was finally catching up with her, but damned if she wasn’t made of corded silvyr.

“Androma,” the ranger called, groaning as he found his feet.

“I’m fine,” she lied, spitting blood. “Garek?”

“Gone,” Cob reported. “He has Dragon Foe.”

“It doesn’t matter now. We have to get out of here…” The old Rider trailed off, her head cocking to one side, her senses drinking in the environment. She cursed.

“What’s wrong?”

“They’re dead—the ballista team.”

There was only one team she could have been talking about, turning Cob’s gaze to one of the highest tiers in New Nithrael. The ballista sat idle, its unique bolt aimed but abandoned.

More Kedradi came running up the hill, chased by arrows and the distant rumbling of heavy footsteps. They caught sight of Cob and Androma and told them to run, though they did not stop themselves, their feet taking them to the caves as fast as they could.

Something shrieked overhead, and Cob managed to see the Drogal fly over the rooftops before slamming into a tower in a burst of blood and broken limbs. Those distant footsteps drew closer, shaking the dust from stone and rattling the fallen blades. The ranger glimpsed a flash of yellow between the buildings.

“Karsak,” he said with a warning in his voice.

It was Androma who grabbed him, the old Rider aware of the danger before he was. She pulled him and Thessaleia into the closest alley, the buildings connected by a wooden canopy threaded with vines and flowers. Pressed against the wall, they could only wait while Karsak rammed his way through the streets, fire blowing through buildings like they weren’t even there. For a moment, the world was all noise and nothing else, the carnage raging on all sides until the slithering of a yellow tail passed them by.

They departed the alley in the aftermath. The traitors they had killed in the street were naught but crushed pulp now, their armour and flesh made one beneath the dragon’s feet.

“We need to reach that ballista,” Androma reiterated.

“There’s no time now,” Cob pointed out. “There’s too many of them between the ballista and the caves. Even if we reached the ballista in time, we would never make it to the caves before…” The inevitable, he thought, though he did not say it.

“That’s why I will go, and you will make for the caves.”

Cob blinked. “No,” he said simply.

“Yes,” Androma argued. “The world cannot afford to lose you—or Thessaleia. I will go.”

The ranger grabbed her by the arm. “No,” he said again, forcefully this time. “I’m faster. I can fire the ballista and reach the caves.”

“No you can’t. Firing that ballista is a one-way ticket. It’s also our only chance at victory here.” Androma put a hand on his. “Let me go, Cob. This is the only way.”

The ranger felt his grip falter. Logic and emotion battled each other, pulling him in two directions.

“What a touching moment,” came a voice from above.

The words were followed a second later when Slait landed in the street beside them. Judging by the blood that stained his white robes and chalky skin, the zealot had been busy doing what he did best—though whom he had been fighting was up for debate.

“I suppose I could trust you two to trade pathetic words instead of getting the job done.” Slait nodded in the direction of Karsak. “There’s a dragon to kill,” he said gleefully, leaning in. “And I kill dragons.”

The Dawn Sword peeled away and began to climb the nearest wall before pausing. “You should be running,” he added, his grin only broadening. Then he was gone, scaling New Nithrael at enviable speed to reach the ballista.

Cob didn’t know what to say. Did Slait know he was going to his doom? Did the Andaren even care? It was then that the ranger realised that he was the one who didn’t care.

“Let’s go,” he urged.

“Wait,” Androma replied, refusing to move.

Cob looked around, failing to see what could possibly be worth waiting for.

“I can hear the others—Joran, Kassanda, Yamnomora.”

“Where are they?”

Androma cocked her head twice, regarding both Slait’s ascension and the lower tiers. Her expression hardened. “They’re too far away from the caves. Rengyr has found them.”

“Then we shall aid them and be rid of him,” Cob replied determinedly.

“We won’t make it, they’re in the heart of the city.”

The ranger looked up at the rocky canopy hanging over them, dread in his gut. “What would Joran do if he was standing here and we were down there?”

Androma stood a little straighter. “The young fool,” she lamented. “He would try.”

Cob nodded wearily. “Then so shall we.”
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RUN OR DIE


The first thing Joran saw was the blood. Kedradi blood.

It covered Rengyr from throat to boot—drying black in the hollows of his armour, still wet and gleaming where it caught the light. It matted his hair, crusted in his beard, and streamed down his arms to soak the wrappings around his hands.

A butcher’s work. And Rengyr wore it well.

The second thing Joran noticed was the smile.

Rengyr stood alone in the broken street, twin steel swords held loosely at his sides, shoulders rolling as if he were loosening before a spar. His eyes were bright—too bright—burning with the feral edge of a man who had tasted freedom through slaughter and wanted more.

“Ah,” Rengyr said softly, voice hoarse with laughter and screams alike. “Just who I was looking for.”

Joran felt Kassanda shift beside him, centuries of experience settling into her stance like armour. Her silvyr blade came up, calm and precise. To his other side, Yamnomora planted her boots and hefted her battle-axe, grinning despite the tension in her shoulders.

Rengyr closed the distance in a blur, steel flashing, his first strike aimed not at Kassanda—but at Yamnomora. The dwarf met it with a ringing clash, axe haft shuddering as steel slid down toward her hands. She snarled and shoved back, strength and stubbornness keeping her alive by inches.

Kassanda was there instantly.

Her silvyr blade cut across Rengyr’s flank in a silver arc that would have gutted a lesser man. Rengyr twisted mid-strike, the blade biting shallow instead of deep, and laughed as blood welled anew.

“You’re going to have to try harder than that, Kassanda,” he snarled.

Joran charged in, heart hammering.

His mutated blood sang, while Dragon Rider strength flooding his limbs. He struck hard, silvyr flashing toward Rengyr’s neck, but his crazed foe turned one steel blade aside and kicked Joran square in the chest.

The blow sent the young Rider skidding backward through rubble. He hit the ground, rolled, only to trip over a chunk of debris left in Karsak’s wake.

There, on the ground, he watched traitor after traitor running down the adjacent street. But they weren’t running up hill.

Joran pushed himself up, his chest throbbing with pain, and managed to discern the sound of a horn through the chaos around him. It wasn’t a Kedradi horn.

They’re retreating! Morgwyn cried across their bond.

Joran turned to see Garganafan in the distance. He lay as still as the bare rock around him. Morgwyn stood by him, deliberately placed between the white dragon and Parthagon. A vertical wave of fear tried to sweep Joran away, casting visions of the much larger dragon crushing his companion to reach Garganafan.

Parthagon, however, had abandoned their fight and was limping towards the city, closing in on that blaring horn.

It’s Garek! Morgwyn reported desperately. He’s ordering a retreat!

“No,” Joran breathed.

They needed the traitors inside the city.

Yamnomora yelled, ripping Joran from his observations, before the dwarf slammed into a wall, her battle-axe lodging into the stone beside her.

Kassanda pressed the attack, Diligence moving with merciless precision. She forced Rengyr back two steps, steel blades screeching against silvyr, her footwork flawless.

Rengyr’s grin widened.

Joran felt something ripple across his skin, as if the very air had taken on a presence of its own, manifesting a physical touch capable of caressing his face.

Rengyr’s magic crescendoed, and the atmosphere buckled.

Kassanda was thrown back as if struck by an invisible fist, rammed into a shattered wall hard enough to crack stone.

Yamnomora recovered, her bones on par with the stone itself. She let loose a roar and charged, battle-axe whistling toward Rengyr’s skull.

He caught the haft of the axe with his bare hand. The blood-soaked Rider twisted, using Yamnomora’s own momentum to hurl her bodily across the street again. The dwarf hit hard, rolling, axe skittering away. She did not rise at once.

“Stay back!” Kassanda barked, already moving again.

Joran didn’t listen—he leapt.

His strength carried him further than he expected, and he crashed into Rengyr shoulder-first, driving both of them into a fallen pillar. Pain exploded through Joran as Rengyr slammed a pommel into his ribs—once, twice—then wrenched free and opened Joran’s shoulder with a savage cut.

Joran screamed and struck back blindly, silvyr scoring Rengyr’s chest, breaking them apart, both bleeding.

Rengyr wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his hand, eyes shining with something like joy. “Yes,” he said. “There you are. There’s the real you. There’s the boy who would betray his own kind. Have you got it in you to finish the job?”

Kassanda rejoined the fray, her blade finding Rengyr’s thigh, then his shoulder. Rengyr hissed and answered with steel, cutting her across the cheek, the blow shallow but insulting. They moved like mirrors of violence, experience against experience.

Joran recalled snippets of a conversation when he had camped with Baelon and the others—Rengyr was older than Kassanda, by at least a century. Those extra years—decades—were showing through. He met pain with a challenger’s smile, his tongue lashing at the air.

So too were his movements effortless, a combat style honed by centuries piled upon centuries until conscious thought was no longer required.

Yamnomora staggered back to her feet, battle-axe reclaimed, blood running from her brow. She charged again anyway, bellowing a dwarven curse and swinging for Rengyr’s legs.

Rengyr deflected Kassanda’s blow and simultaneously vaulted over Yamnomora’s strike. His boots kicked out, knocking the axe aside, and he landed behind her. His sword came up and should have found dwarven flesh—but Joran intercepted it, silvyr whistling as it saved Yamnomora’s life by an inch.

The four of them froze for a heartbeat, locked in steel and breath and blood.

Rengyr inhaled deeply, savouring it. “This will be fun.”

Then he moved—and Yamnomora ceased to matter.

She barely had time to snarl before Rengyr surged forward and smashed his pommel into her face. Bone rang. As she reeled, stunned, he seized her by the collar and hurled her bodily into the wreckage of a collapsed cart, his supernatural strength having its day. The wood burst apart beneath her weight, planks snapping like kindling. Her axe slipped from numb fingers and vanished into the debris.

She lay still. Breathing. Broken. Out of the fight.

Kassanda whipped her hand out, palm open—but Rengyr was ready for her.

Magic cracked the air between them.

The ground beneath Rengyr’s feet fractured, invisible forces lashing upward to unbalance, to bind. Rengyr answered with contemptuous ease, unraveling her working mid-cast and flinging it aside as though brushing away cobwebs.

Their blades never touched. This was older combat—magic against magic, will against will.

Kassanda gritted her teeth, and the air folded, hammering into Rengyr with enough force to pulverise stone. He slid back a step, boots carving furrows in the street, bloodied grin widening.

“You’ve stood behind Garganafan for too long, old friend. You’ve grown weak in his shadow.”

He raised his hand, and the world ripped apart.

Power surged from him in a vicious, spiralling wave—honed and controlled. Kassanda tried to counter, but she was half a breath too slow. The spell struck her squarely, flinging her across the street like a discarded doll. She hit the wall hard enough to crater stone and slid down, stunned, silvyr clattering.

Rengyr advanced, hand already gathering light again—denser this time, tighter, shaped with lethal intent.

“You chose the wrong side,” he yelled, voice carrying over the sound of his building power.

“NO!” Joran didn’t think.

He reached.

Every warning Baelon Vos had ever given him screamed through his mind.

“Raw magic,” the Dragonlord had said. “… It feels intoxicatingly infinite, as if the very power of the sun resided inside your chest. It’s right there at your fingertips, a power so ruinous it could annihilate all life on Verda.”

Joran opened himself completely, a conduit without limits, and the magic tore through him.

It wasn’t shaped. It wasn’t refined. It was a flood—violent, unfiltered power ripping out of his blood and marrow. The air shattered and ruptured around him, pressure slamming outward in a blinding shockwave of multi-colour.

“Overextend your skill with a blade and it will cut you,” Baelon had warned him. “Magic is the same. Even bonded to a dragon, every conduit to the Realm of Magic has a plateau. Should you reach it, your body will shut off to the flow of it. The consequences that follow vary from person to person, but they are never good, and some of them are permanent.”

Joran blocked it all out, even the warnings Morgwyn issued across their bond, bright and loud. He had to protect Kassanda. His world came down to no more than that.

Conviction, however, wasn’t everything. Youth and inexperience had their limitations, and much of the magic Joran was calling upon came from his young dragon.

The spell, inevitably, fractured.

Rengyr himself was hurled backward, smashing through a low wall in a spray of stone and blood. He rolled, struck the ground hard, and bounced, blood pouring freely down his side.

He yet lived, his pain tempered by fury.

Joran barely noticed. He dropped to his hands and knees, the world tilting. His vision dimmed at the edges, magic draining out of him in a sickening rush, leaving behind nothing but bone-deep exhaustion. His limbs trembled uncontrollably, convincing him he hadn’t eaten for days. Fang lay less than an arm’s length away, though he could not make his fingers close.

He couldn’t even crawl.

Yet Rengyr rose, a man refusing to die.

He wiped blood from his disfigured mouth and fixed his gaze on Joran, unreadable now, his face ruined beyond any easy understanding. Flaps of torn flesh hung loose from his jaw, exposing broken gaps where teeth had once been. His left eye was a raw, sightless red, its lids burned away entirely. Of his beard and hair, only scorched wisps remained, still smoking in the air as he straightened.

He advanced slowly, deliberately, blade lifting for the killing stroke.

And Joran knew—knew—that if Kassanda did not rise, if Yamnomora did not stir, if something did not change in the next heartbeat—he would die on his knees.
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Years scaling The Hellion Mountains made the streets and buildings of New Nithrael a matter of child’s play for The Dancing Sword of the Dawn.

Slait ran up the city.

He took stairwells three at a time, vaulted broken parapets without breaking stride, and used falling masonry as stepping stones rather than obstacles. His Vahlken blood pumped like the strongest currents of the ocean, his muscles answering demands that would have torn lesser Andarens apart.

Where others scrambled or slipped in their retreat, Slait flowed—hands finding purchase before his eyes consciously registered the hold, feet striking stone with impossible precision.

A thrown spear flashed past his head. He leaned aside by inches and never slowed, his peripheral vision catching the flash of traitor armour.

The city rose in brutal tiers toward the central ballast, a crescent of stone and iron anchoring New Nithrael’s highest point. Smoke rolled upward in choking sheets, fires licking at balconies and banners alike. Slait cut through it all, bounding from wall to wall, running along the slanted backs of roofs, his body remembering every cliff face and knife-edge ridge the Hellions had ever thrown at him.

Below him, the city shuddered.

He risked a glance as he crested a broken terrace and saw the beast—Karsak. The yellow dragon was moving on foot now, one wing dragging uselessly behind him as he ploughed through the lower streets. Twin streams of liquid fire sprayed from behind his teeth, meeting in explosive bursts that swallowed entire blocks. Towers collapsed. Streets vanished beneath flame and rubble. Even from this height, Slait could feel the heat pulse against his skin.

“Have your fun,” Slait muttered. “I’ve got something just for you.”

He pushed on.

Traitors tried to bar his way—too slow, too human. One reached for him and caught nothing but air as Slait vaulted clean over his head, boots planting briefly on the man’s shoulders before launching him onward. Another raised a shield; Slait ran along the wall beside him, kicked off, and landed behind the man without ever needing to draw steel. That didn’t stop him from turning around and driving the man’s head into the stone.

That was the last of them, however. In fact, The Dawn Sword noticed a distinct lack of fighting across the entire city. Upon reaching a new height, he turned back and scanned the streets from east to west. Damned if the cowards weren’t retreating. And led by the biggest coward of them all—Garek. Parthagon beat his enormous wings beyond the city wall and launched into the sky, his Rider hunkered along his spine.

Typical humans, he thought.

“You call this a battle?” he bellowed over the roof tops. “You’re not both supposed to be retreating!”

In truth, he was more irked that his actions would kill fewer humans than he had hoped to—a fact that only pushed him on.

The higher tiers grew narrower, more vertical, designed to slow invaders. They couldn’t have anticipated a Vahlken invader. Slait climbed like a thing born to stone, fingers biting into cracks no wider than a coin, muscles coiling and releasing in perfect sequence. He hauled himself up a sheer face, then rolled onto the next level and vanished again in a blur of motion.

The ballast loomed above him now—a massive ring of reinforced stone and iron, the city’s heart and final stronghold. Ballista towers jutted outward like the teeth of a crown. They were, all of them, abandoned, the numerous teams killed by dragon fire.

Slait ignored the majority of them, running along the walkway until he reached the most central ballista. It possessed a single bolt—no reserves. That one bolt, though, was unlike any other the Kedradi had fashioned. Conversations he wasn’t supposed to have been privy to told him the missile’s bulbous end was packed with some kind of mineral the Kedradi had mined and refined from a secret location in The Gold Rise. A part of him wanted to take it back to Andara, to the clerics, for analysis—but his feelings had become all too mixed concerning his masters.

He put it all aside. There was a dragon to kill—that was enough.

Operating the machine as a one-man team, Slait repositioned the ballista, adjusting the angle, the bolt head tilted up. The aim was true but, then again, it was near impossible to miss the target.
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Pain arrived before thought.

It was a familiar companion to Androma—an old, gnawing ache in her knees, a sharp protest in her hip as she pushed herself up from the stones—but beneath it, something else flared hot and urgent.

Joran.

Her heart rate spiked, and the world bloomed all the more.

Sound became shape. Vibration became distance. The street resolved itself around her not in light, but in pressure and rhythm. The grind of boots on stone, the wet drag of blood, the uneven rasp of Rengyr’s breath as he advanced—it was all there, beyond Cob’s sight but well within her understanding of the world.

Androma could feel the boy on his knees ahead of her, his magic burned down to embers, his pulse thundering weakly through the stone.

She moved, leaping through the smoke, her silvyr blade positioned perfectly where all else would have been striking blindly. The clash rang out, inches above Joran’s head, her sword all that stood between his death and Rengyr’s wrath. If the treacherous Dragon Rider was surprised by her sudden appearance, he was unable to express it, his face a ruin of humanity.

Androma repelled his blade and struck with The Green Leaf’s staff, a thrust to the chest that knocked Rengyr back. “Get them up!” she cried over one shoulder.

Androma pressed the attack, momentum screaming through joints that hated her for it. Her silvyr sword flashed up in her other hand, the edge kissing Rengyr’s ribs in a shallow, punishing cut.

Rengyr examined the wound half-heartedly. “You always were stubborn as rot,” he said, his words mangled.

Androma said nothing, her every ounce of strength and focus required if she was to give the others time. They circled, every movement costing her. The old Rider’s lungs worked harder than her mind wanted to admit. Her left shoulder cried out where an ancient break had never quite healed. Sweat ran cold down her spine as the elixir in her blood pushed her senses beyond comfort, beyond safety.

She could hear everything.

Yamnomora—alive, furious, shouting for Grarfath somewhere behind her, boots pounding as the dwarf forced her way back into the fight. Cob, several feet away, straining under Kassanda’s weight as he hauled the wounded Rider to her feet. Kassanda’s breathing was shallow but steady—alive. That was hope in itself.

And Joran…

By Kaliban, the boy was empty. His magic had burned straight out of his bones. She could hear it in the way his heartbeat stuttered, in the tremor of his hands as he tried—and failed—to rise. He was running on courage and nothing else.

Rengyr lunged.

Androma met him with skill that outpaced her body. She slipped the first strike by inches, staff bracing against the ground to take weight off her bad leg, sword coming up to parry the second. Steel and silvyr rang. The shock traveled up her arm and into her shoulder, setting her teeth on edge.

Too slow, her body whispered.

Her mind snarled back. She drove the butt of her staff into Rengyr’s already-ruined face, feeling cartilage give. He reeled, blood spraying hot and metallic, and she pressed the opening with a flurry of precise, merciless cuts—never deep enough to overextend, never wide enough to invite retaliation. But each step stole breath. Each strike set her joints aflame.

Rengyr recovered with a roar and slammed into her, sheer mass and fury carrying them both back. Androma hit the wall hard, visionless world exploding into painful echoes. Her staff slipped from bleeding fingers. For a terrible moment, she felt her age—every year of it.

Then she heard Joran move—felt his intent shift, weak but desperate. Rengyr moved to exact his vengeance upon the boy.

“No,” Androma growled, planting herself between them once more. “You had your chance to die at the hands of a Dragon Rider. Today, you die at the hands of an old woman.”

Rengyr stared at her, chest heaving, one eye ruined, flesh hanging in ribbons. He was wounded badly now—bleeding, slowed, his magic frayed. If he had been whole, she would already be dead. They both knew it.

They collided again, swords exchanged in the oldest dance there was. Androma fought not with strength, but with memory. With technique drilled into her bones when she had been young and unbreakable. She let Rengyr’s rage work against him, let his injuries steal inches from his reach, let the city’s noise hide the hitch in her breath and the tremor in her legs.

She was tired. But she was still standing. And as long as she stood, Joran lived.

Rengyr snarled and surged again, steel flashing. Androma was ready to throw herself back into battle, blade rising, when something small and furious slammed into his face.

Her muddy orange scales already coated with traitor blood, Thessaleia latched onto his ruined cheek, claws digging in, teeth snapping for eye and throat with reckless abandon. Rengyr screamed in startled rage, stumbling backward as he grabbed at her, trying to tear her free. His sword fell from his hand, ringing against the stones as he staggered, half-blind and bleeding anew.

Androma felt it before she understood it.

The air tightened.

Pressure shifted around her, subtle but unmistakable, like the moment before a storm breaks or a cliff face gives way. Her skin prickled. The elixir in her veins flared hot, her senses straining toward something vast and wrong and hungry.

“Get back—” Kassanda groaned, feeling it too.

Rengyr finally wrenched the hatchling free with a brutal yank and hurled her into the street. Thessaleia skidded across the stones—and then the world changed. There was no light for Androma. No flash. No colour. There was only force.

Raw magic detonated outward from Thessaleia in a perfect, spherical wave. The air hummed and shattered as it was shoved aside. Stone vaporised. Blood and dust were erased.

Rengyr was too close. The magic took him at the leg, and everything below his right knee simply ceased to exist.

He went down with a scream so sharp it stabbed through Androma’s skull, the sound tearing free of him as shock stole his breath and his balance alike. He collapsed with a cauterised leg, hands scrabbling uselessly against the stone, body convulsing as his mind failed to understand what his eyes could see.

Then—silence. The pressure receded. Androma staggered, barely keeping her feet as the echoes faded. She turned her senses toward Thessaleia, heart hammering. The hatchling lay at the centre of it all, only she was no longer a hatchling.

Thessaleia hauled herself upright on limbs that were suddenly too long, too strong. Her body had thickened, muscles defined beneath clean orange scales. Her head was broader now, jaws heavier, eyes burning with fierce, confused intelligence. The old Rider estimated her size to be that of a large dog.

The dragon shook herself once, dazed but alive, and let out a sharp, indignant chirr that rattled Androma’s teeth.

The ground thundered.

For a moment, Androma believed Slait had accomplished Queen Hurelia’s endgame for New Nithrael, but it wasn’t the quake of collapse or a shockwave of magic.

It was footsteps.

The street trembled in a slow, ponderous rhythm that Androma felt through her bones long before her ears caught it. Heat rolled in waves ahead of it. The air grew thick, heavy with smoke and scorched stone and something sharp and sulphurous that burned her nose.

Karsak was coming.

Androma’s heart rate spiked despite her will, and with it her senses flared wide—too wide. The dragon’s presence flooded her perception like a rising tide. She could taste him in the air, a bitter, metallic tang threaded with sulphur. Each footfall compressed the street ahead of him, air pressure bowing outward as though reality itself were being shoved aside to make room.

Karsak wasn’t coming to offer a fight—he was walking extinction; the doom of them all.

The heat intensified with every step, stones warming beneath her boots, sweat prickling across her scalp beneath the blindfold. Somewhere nearby, masonry cracked purely from thermal stress. Androma could hear Karsak’s breath now—not the roar of flame, but the vast, furnace-deep inhale of something preparing to erase a street.

Joran made a broken sound behind her. She felt him try to stand and fail. Yamnomora picked him up, ducking herself under one of his arms, while Cob did the same for Kassanda.

Thessaleia bristled, her newly grown body vibrating with defiance, claws scraping stone as she placed herself instinctively between the adults and the oncoming terror.

Androma’s jaw tightened. How was she to fight a fully-grown dragon? She could barely stand.

The pressure surged—one step closer—and then the world split.

High above, beyond sight, a thunderclap ripped through the canopy of stone arching over New Nithrael. The sound was wrong for battle—too deep, too vast—like a mountain’s dying bellow as it broke.

Androma staggered as the vibrations multiplied, overlapping, chaotic. Cracks raced through the city’s crown. Dust rained down in choking sheets. Somewhere far overhead, stone tore free in a cobweb of fissures.

“He did it,” the old Rider uttered.

Karsak roared—not in triumph, but in sudden alarm—as the first massive slab sheared loose and smashed into the street ahead of him. The impact sent a shockwave blasting outward, flattening walls and hurling debris through the air.

Then another fell. And another.

Slabs the size of houses plunged down, pulverising streets, crushing towers, turning whole blocks into clouds of powdered stone. The air shuddered as it was displaced, pressure slamming into Androma hard enough to knock her to one knee.

Karsak bellowed in fury as the rain of rock cut off his advance, the collapsing canopy forcing him to rear back, wings twitching uselessly. The heat wavered, then receded as dust and falling stone swallowed his path.

Androma sagged fully to the ground, hands shaking, lungs burning as dust filled her breath. She could feel the others staggering, desperately trying to navigate the falling debris while shockwave after shockwave assaulted their balance. Thessaleia pressed against her side, warm and alive and impossibly solid.

The old Rider’s senses spiked, warning her of the displacement directly above them, the canopy opening like a wound. Her senses sharpened in that moment, scrutinising the falling rock, its size, speed, and trajectory. She didn’t move, though she wished more than ever she had her eyes to see—as Rengyr did.

Pinned to the street by shock and blood loss, he dragged his head back with a wet, animal effort. Androma felt the sudden, sharp intake of his breath—felt the pitch of his voice climb as instinct finally broke through pain.

A single slab tore free, vast and inevitable. It fell not fast, but certain, dragging wind and dust with it, fated to swallow the butcher of Qalanqath whole.

“No—” he screamed, the sound thin and stripped bare of arrogance. “KARSAK⁠—!”

The slab struck.

Stone met flesh. The impact erased Rengyr utterly, crushing him flat into the street, blood and bone bursting outward in a red-gray halo before vanishing beneath tons of rock. The ground buckled. The scream ended not in silence, but in obliteration.

Androma flinched as the echoes rolled through her bones.

Despite the chaos, Karsak felt it then, the death of his centuries-old companion. The dragon’s bellow tore through the dust-choked air, a sound of pure, incandescent rage and loss. The pressure of it slammed into Androma like a physical blow. Heat surged back in a violent wave as Karsak reared, his roar shaking loose more stone from the failing canopy.

His Rider was gone. The bond had been severed.

Karsak charged forward blindly, fury overwhelming pain, fire glands flaring as liquid streamed from behind his teeth in uncontrolled torrents. Flame erupted against falling rock, explosions of heat and debris turning the street into an inferno of collapsing ruin.

But the death of New Nithrael was only just beginning. A slab far larger than the rest—monstrous—sheared free directly above the crazed dragon. It fell straight down, its path unhindered.

Androma felt the moment Karsak realised it was there—the sudden shift in air pressure, the frantic surge of heat as he tried to rear, to turn, to escape. His roar cut off halfway through, replaced by a thunderous, wet impact that dwarfed everything before it.

The slab struck Karsak squarely on the skull—there was no resistance.

The force smashed his head into the street with such violence that the stone beneath him liquefied. Bone did not crack—it pulverised. The dragon’s skull collapsed inward in an instant, fire and thought and fury snuffed out together as his massive body slammed flat, shockwaves rippling outward in concentric rings.

The ground jumped. Then settled.

Dust rolled in thick, choking waves, swallowing sound, heat, and motion alike. The immense pressure that had filled the street—the dragon’s presence—was simply… gone.

Androma lay still, trembling, Thessaleia pressed tight against her side, Joran somewhere close, breathing ragged and alive while Yamnomora continued to shout Grarfath’s name.

On all sides, the city groaned and burned and collapsed in pieces.
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The hammer of judgment was coming down on New Nithrael—a hammer of rock and stone.

Slait had watched the bolt fly, sailing across the city, a herald of doom unseen and unheard. There was no missing the canopy above, where Kedradi science had met ancient rock in a cataclysm from which there was no return.

Now The Dawn Sword’s feet barely touched the ground as he tore down the western tiers, mutations burning hot beneath his skin, reflexes stretching moments into usable space. He vaulted over fallen beams, rebounded off walls, always letting momentum carry him over the bodies and spreading fire.

The canopy was coming apart above him.

He saw it in flashes between strides—whole sections of stone tearing free, slabs dropping straight down like judgment passed by a careless god. Each impact blotted out entire districts. Towers and spires were sheered in half. Fleeing traitors died in clumps, crushed beneath rock or buried alive.

Slait even skimmed past a group just as a slab crushed them, the shockwave lifting him clean off his feet. He hit a wall, rolled, and sprang up again before the dust could settle.

The caves came into view. An arch of stone cut into the city’s bedrock, where the Kedradi had vanished like ants into the earth. Slait’s chest burned as he pushed harder, lungs pulling smoke and grit with every breath.

He was fifty strides away.

Forty.

He was going to make it.

Thirty—

A slab larger than a keep tore free from the canopy and dropped directly across the cave mouth. The impact was devastating. Stone shattered. The ground heaved. The entrance vanished beneath tons of rock in an instant, buried so completely that not even dust escaped from beneath the collapse.

Slait skidded to a halt. No way through. No way in.

For half a heartbeat, he stood there—heart hammering, mind racing—a roar of anger desperate to tear free of his lips. The city shuddered again, harder this time. He felt the collapse spreading, a chain reaction racing outward along the canopy’s spine.

There was only one way out of that tomb now, his gaze turning to the north, where the city descended towards the outer wall. There was no time to think, no time to consider the enormous distance he would have to cover nor the time he had left before there was no north.

He ran.

The outer wall was all too small as it appeared through rolling clouds of dust and falling debris. The Andaren angled his run, skimming along collapsing streets, leaping fissures that opened beneath his feet. A slab clipped a tower beside him, and the building folded inward, hungry to take him with it. Slait kicked off a falling buttress and kept moving, refusing to slow.

And through the thinning dust there loomed a mountain in his path—or what was left of it.

The yellow dragon’s body sprawled across the street like a fallen titan, head gone, skull crushed so completely it was impossible to tell where bone ended and stone began. Fire glands leaked uselessly, hissing against rubble. The corpse still twitched, the tail and back legs jittering in death.

Slait did not stop.

He veered, sprinting straight for the dragon’s flank, using its bulk as a windbreak against the collapsing canopy. A slab came down behind him, missing by yards, the shockwave chasing him forward like a Giant’s sweeping hand.

The outer wall was close now—close enough to taste the fresh air beyond. Slait dug deeper, vision tunnelling, muscles screaming as they pushed against the limits of his mutations.

A flash of blue light snatched at his attention—he knew that light, the familiar sound of air compressing into brief vacuum. He dared to slow, head turning.

“O’ course ye’re in the bloody middle o’ it!” Grarfath was ranting. “I’ve been lookin’ everywhere for ye!”

Closing in on the dwarven smith, the Dragon Riders—including the old Androma—were hobbling with all haste.

The other dwarf appeared from behind a broken wall, her battle-axe used like a crutch. “Quit yer yappin’ an’ get us out o’ ’ere!”

It seemed a crime against nature itself that stone bones should even exist, but it felt a personal insult to Slait that Yamnomora had survived the downfall of New Nithrael.

The survivors became silhouettes through dust and falling rock as Grarfath planted his boots and lifted The Anther high. Stone was already consuming itself behind them, The Gold Rise collapsing tier by tier, the sound of destruction like the slow, inevitable closing of a jaw.

Slait knew, with brutal clarity, that he would not reach the outer wall—not in time. That truth was just as hard as any blow—and he accepted it without hesitation.

The Dancing Sword of the Dawn cut a sharp, decisive angle through the ruin. No retreat. No second path. He would reach the dwarf before the hammer fell… or he would die in the street where New Nithrael had stood.

He ran with everything the survivor in him had ever learned. Reflex narrowed into instinct. Thought vanished. There was only the path, the falling stone, the timing between one heartbeat and the next. Shockwaves chased his heels, each impact threatening to steal balance, to break bone, to end him.

The city reached for him, determined to bring him down with it.

Slait refused it.

Grarfath’s arm rose higher, The Anther catching what little light remained, its surface humming with coiled power. Around him, those clustered tight, bracing for the jump—for the escape.

Slait roared, a raw, wordless sound that tore from his chest, forcing every eye to turn toward the charging wall of Vahlken muscle and motion.

The Anther came down.

The world folded.


36
THE AELTHAE


Baelon braced for the end.

For one fragile moment, the world held still—the Fae hunters poised along the rise above him, bows drawn, crystal blades catching the strange, ever-present light of the realm. His lungs burned. Blood slid warm down his leg and side. Moss clung to his palms where he’d caught himself.

He thought of Kalaghan, of their bond. How life paled without that connection. If he was to die then, and without his companion, he would die with Kalaghan in his heart.

A sharp, trilling note split the air, but death did not find Baelon Vos.

The forest erupted.

Figures burst from concealment in a blur of motion and bark fragments, dropping from branches, exploding from moss, surging up the slope behind the hunters. Crystal blades flashed. Flutes shrieked in violent harmony.

The first white-painted Fae died without even turning around, a blade punched through his chest in a spray of dark green blood. Another lost his head to a scything arc of crystal. A third fell as an arrow slammed through his throat.

Chaos reigned.

Baelon flinched as bodies crashed down the incline, tumbling past him in a tangle of limbs and weapons. Warriors collided, shrieking in their liquid tongue. Music erupted—not melodic now but jagged, weaponised. Discordant notes twisted the air, sending shockwaves through moss and branches, destroying it all.

And through the violence strode the newcomers. They were Fae, unmistakably, possessing the same towering grace, moss-green skin, molten eyes, and golden vines weaving and threading through their forms.

But their painted markings were deep blue instead of white—spirals and sweeping lines across chest, limbs, and face, glowing faintly as instruments sang in their hands.

A pattern of storms instead of bone-white sigils. Blue against white—Fae against Fae.

Baelon did not waste the moment. He dropped low and crawled for the fallen sword lying several paces away. An arrow slammed into the ground beside his head, spraying crystal shards. He flattened instinctively, then lunged forward and snatched up the weapon.

He rolled just as two combatants crashed where he’d been—one blue-marked, one white—blades flashing in a blur too fast to follow. Dark green blood sprayed across moss as the blue-painted warrior drove a crystal edge through his opponent’s throat and up into his skull.

Baelon scrambled backward on hands and knees, boots slipping in churned moss. A warrior stumbled into him, spinning with sword raised. The Dragonlord’s reflexes took over, seeing him lift the crystal blade one-handed. Crystal met crystal with a humming shriek, impact jolting up his arm. He twisted aside, letting the momentum carry the attacker past him. The Fae, however, barely registered him, already turning to meet a new threat.

Baelon crouched low and moved. Stay small. Stay unnoticed. It was the very opposite of how the Dragonlord conducted himself, jarring with his sense of self. But he was nothing if not a survivor, and that meant being adaptable and able to put his pride down, the cost of his every breath.

A spear whistled past his head. A body slammed into the ground where he’d been a moment before. Music clashed overhead—flutes shrieking, strings thrumming in violent rhythm that bent the air like heat haze.

He ducked beneath a wild swing, rolled under grasping limbs, shoved himself between battling figures. Twice more he had to raise the crystal sword, deflecting strikes meant for someone else as the melee swallowed him whole.

A blade glanced off his borrowed weapon and shattered, shards embedding in a nearby trunk. A blue-painted warrior leapt over him, landing atop a white-marked foe and driving crystal through chest and spine in one brutal thrust.

The fighting was fast, bloody, and precise. No hesitation. No mercy.

Baelon crawled behind a body and crouched there, breath ragged, watching legs and feet thunder past as the clash surged away from him. Shouts rose and fell in musical syllables. Bodies dropped. Dark green blood soaked into moss that seemed almost eager to drink it.

And then—silence.

It descended so suddenly his ears rang. Baelon waited, muscles locked, expecting another surge of violence.

None came.

Slowly, cautiously, he raised his head. The clearing lay still. White-painted bodies littered the ground, limbs twisted, crystal weapons shattered or embedded in the earth. None moved.

Standing among them were the blue-marked Fae. The victors.

With naught but wounds, they remained composed, breathing evenly as if they had merely finished a chore.

With a strip of moss, one warrior calmly wiped blood from the many facets of his blade. Another retrieved arrows from fallen enemies, yanking them from warm bodies. A third played a soft, descending note on a flute.

The sound seemed to seal the violence away.

Baelon swallowed, still crouched among the dead, crystal sword gripped by pale knuckles. He had survived, only to find himself in exactly the same situation.

One among them sheathed his sword, slotting it into place over one shoulder. “Epothis,” he said, gaining the attention of another in their group. “Dor esil—lethir vae.”

Baelon frowned and blinked, unable to follow the words—a command by the tone that delivered them. “I’m having something of a bad day,” he began wearily. “But if you gentlemen insist on making it worse, I will happily add you to the dead⁠—”

The Dragonlord grunted, his head snapping back as pain flared across his neck. He dropped his sword and reached for the dart protruding just above his iron collar. He plucked it free, only to discover he was unable to scrutinise it, his vision having already doubled.

He tried to speak and perhaps would have had the ground not rotated sharply at ninety degrees and robbed him of all sense.
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Baelon surfaced slowly.

Consciousness returned in fragments, be it the weight of his heavy limbs, the warmth on his face or, the dull throb of bruised muscle. For a long moment he lay still, uncertain whether he was waking or merely drifting between dreams and memory.

Something shifted beneath him, a taut fabric of woven strands. It cradled his weight, allowing him to sway faintly with his breathing. A hammock then, the motion almost soothing.

The Dragonlord opened his eyes to a stabbing light. He hissed and squeezed them shut again, a hand flying instinctively to shield his face. But there was no hand, and so the light continued to harass him until he switched arms. The realm’s eternal glow seemed brighter now, sharper, spearing through his skull.

Baelon forced himself to breathe, waited for the sting behind his eyes to dull. Slowly, cautiously, he opened them again. The brightness softened as his vision adjusted. He lay suspended between two living trunks, vines woven into a net beneath him. Leaves formed a canopy overhead, filtering the ever-present light into shifting greens and golds. Beyond them stretched open air and drifting motes of luminescence that hung lazily between branches.

Voices murmured nearby.

Musical. Fluid. Entirely incomprehensible.

He turned his head, disorientation lagging behind the movement. Shapes moved beyond the hammock—tall, green forms passing between trees.

Fae.

Some carried bundles of gathered plants. Others worked crystal tools against wood or stone. Music drifted faintly from somewhere deeper within the settlement, soft flutes traversing through the air.

For an agonisingly long moment, none of it made sense. Then memory slammed back into place. The ambush. The arrows. The chase.

Baelon lurched upright, and the hammock flipped.

His leg tangled in the weave as momentum dumped him sideways. He hit the ground in a graceless heap, half-strangled by vines that tightened instinctively around struggling limbs.

“Dammit!”

He wrestled free, kicking loose the last coils, and staggered to his feet, adrenaline burning away the last fog of sedation. His hand flew to his throat. The iron collar remained, cold and heavy.

Panic sharpened his senses. He spun, searching for a weapon—any weapon. A blade, a tool, something he could use. Nothing lay within reach but woven baskets, carved instruments, and stacks of harvested roots and glowing fruit.

Fae paused mid-task, watching him. No one moved to stop him. They simply observed, molten eyes tracking his frantic movements with calm curiosity. A pair spoke softly to one another, unhurried. A child-sized Fae peered around a trunk before being gently ushered back by an elder.

Baelon retreated, heart pounding, scanning for an exit. Structures revealed themselves now—platforms grown from living wood, bridges of braided vines linking massive trees. Homes not built but shaped, coaxed from the forest itself. He was in a village of some kind.

Baelon turned and ran.

Not knowing where else to go, he followed the open space between trees, pushing past hanging foliage and ducking beneath low branches. No one tried to stop him. No alarm sounded. The village simply parted around him.

The ground soon sloped and the trees thinned until, suddenly, there was nothing beneath his next step. Baelon skidded to a halt at the cliff’s edge, boots slipping on moss-slick stone.

Air yawned below him.

He stumbled back a half-step, breath hitching as he stared out over the drop. He was impossibly high, the village perched atop a colossal floating landmass, its edges draped with waterfalls that spilled into glowing mist far below. Other islands drifted in the distance, forests clinging to their undersides and roots stretching through open air to anchor them somewhere unseen.

The Realm of Magic spread outward in layered expanses of forest, river, and stone, folding into itself beneath skies painted in slow-moving colours. There were no roads, no paths—no way down.

Baelon turned slowly, chest heaving. Behind him, at the forest’s edge, several Fae stood watching quietly. Not threatening, but not welcoming either. They seemed content to simply wait and see what he would do next.

One among them continued to advance, pausing briefly to speak quietly with the onlookers. They eventually peeled away in his wake, returning to their activities, until only a single Fae stood before the Dragonlord.

“Well met, Baelon Vos,” the Fae began, his words those of men. “I am Sorryn-Vaelis, born of the Thalinor tree.”

Baelon looked around, searching for the other who must have been using magic to translate, but they were very much alone on the edge.

“It’s just us,” the Fae went on, opening his palms—a universal sign of peace. “I have learned your language—at least, one of them. Your people have many. I am impressed you know them all.” He went on to sit on an outcropping of rock, one leg dangling over the drop.

Baelon could feel disorientation creeping back into his mind. “How do you know that?”

“The same way I know the words spoken by the men of Erador,” Sorryn replied casually, one green finger pressing into his temple. “I took the knowledge from your mind—while you were sleeping.”

Baelon started forward, alarmed by the invasion. “You what?”

“I am, for my own part, responsible for the safety of the Aelthae. I had to make certain you were not a threat.” The Fae tapped his throat while looking at Baelon’s. “You are no threat to us so long as you are bound by the magic of the Jainus.”

“If you have seen my memories, you know damn well I’m still a threat.”

“I did not have time to view all the years of your life, Baelon Vos—you have enjoyed so many. But yes, I am aware of your skillset. Should I consider you a threat?”

The question took some of the wind out of his sails. “No,” he said, relaxing somewhat. “What are the… Aelthae?”

“We are the Aelthae—our tribe at least. We were once one people, untied as all Fae kind. But that is not the way of things. Not anymore.”

Baelon took a moment to examine the blue patterns painted atop the Fae’s green skin. “And the others? Their markings were different.”

Sorryn’s demeanour soured, his golden eyes cast astray, across the vista. “The Vayad,” he answered. “They would have killed you for being an outsider, but for being a Dragon Rider… your death would have been a slow one.”

Baelon recalled the moment he had divulged as much to the so-called Vayad—that’s when they had come for his life.

“I don’t understand,” he admitted, before his frustration increased a notch. “I don’t understand any of this! I met one of your people in Verda—Thorn-Athiel. He didn’t⁠—”

“Athiel,” Sorryn interrupted, his interest piqued, “born of the Caelir tree. All born beneath those branches were corrupted by the way of the Vayad—by the way of evil.”

Baelon could only shrug, his temperament dented by the pain that throbbed in his right wrist. “I don’t know what that means. I don’t know any of this means,” he continued, throwing one arm out at the world beyond. “I came here because it was the only way⁠—”

“To escape,” Sorryn finished, nodding his head of golden antlers. “I saw. Your world is at war with itself.”

“It has been led astray.”

The Fae gave a knowing smile. “Now that is the way of things.”

Baelon had more questions than he could count, but the sense of urgency rising in him pushed them all aside. “I need to return. If you’ve seen my memories, you know of Kalaghan. I must free him. Every second I’m here is another second he suffers under the Jainus.”

Unfortunately, Sorryn didn’t share in his urgency. “Come,” he bade, rising from the rock.

The Dragonlord sighed—he was unaccustomed to following. With no other choices available to him, however, he trailed Sorryn back into their village.

The Aelthae moved easily around them, their tall forms weaving between living structures grown from the surrounding forest. Up close, the settlement felt less like a village and more like a carefully negotiated truce between people and land. Nothing appeared cut or quarried. Homes curved from tree trunks, platforms blossomed from branches, bridges of braided vines spanned open air.

And everywhere, music.

It was no performance but practice, labour, conversation even. And, somehow, despite the many different instruments and what should have been discordant tunes, it all blended together, harmonising perfectly into a pleasant sound.

A pair of Fae walked ahead of them, speaking softly while a low, steady hum emanated from a small instrument slung at one warrior’s hip. Between them floated a bundle of gathered fruit, drifting lazily at shoulder height. When one of them shifted direction, the basket glided with him, responding to subtle changes in tone.

Baelon frowned. “They don’t touch anything,” he murmured.

Sorryn glanced back. “Hands are slow. Song is faster.”

Baelon paused, observing a group of four, until he stopped, his curiosity piqued.

One after another, the green-skinned Fae drove their crystal blades into a flat of stone, the hard rock yielding as flesh would to silvyr. They twisted the hilts, proving there to be some kind of internal mechanism that allowed the guard and handle to move out of alignment with the blade and remain unbroken.

They stepped back from the weapons and fell into song, a soft and soothing tune that almost drew Baelon towards them.

The blades hummed, shimmering now from a light that seemed to have been birthed inside the weapons.

A faint spiral of dust lifted from the stone, as though stirred by an unseen breath. It thickened, grains of pale grit circling tighter and tighter until the air itself seemed to coagulate.

Four shapes began to form within it.

They emerged not abruptly, but by degrees—outlines first, then substance, green skin resolving beneath drifting motes of stone. When the dust finally fell away, four Aelthae knelt before the others in a shallow arc, heads bowed and antlered crowns dipping low.

They rose with dead animals slung over their shoulders and greeted those who had, apparently, summoned them from nothing at all.

“One of our hunting parties,” Sorryn explained.

“They were on the ground?”

“Yes. We exhausted the food supply up here some time ago.”

Baelon looked at the original four who were now reclaiming their crystal swords. “How did they know when to… bring them here?”

Sorryn offered the kind of smile a parent might reserve for their naive child. “We heard their song, of course. They leave the blades here, for us to recall them, and hunt with their bows… and music.”

One of the hunters removed some kind of small forest animal from his belt, its neck obviously broken. He tossed it to one of the children who had emerged to greet him, the young girl catching it with ease.

Baelon’s jaw dropped when the child went on to bite the creature, her sharp fangs revealed in a flash of bone before she pierced its skin. Rather than tear off a strip of meat, the Fae kept the animal to her mouth and drank of it. Indeed, she apparently drained the woodland creature in a matter of seconds, her green lips now ruby red and glisteningly wet.

“What was that?” Baelon asked, hurrying after Sorryn.

“She was hungry,” he replied simply.

They passed a cluster of younger Fae gathered in a clearing. Children—though even the smallest stood nearly as tall as Baelon’s shoulder—sat cross-legged with pipes and flutes carved from pale wood. An elder moved among them, correcting posture with gentle taps.

A youngling blew an uncertain note, to which a nearby vine stirred, leaves trembling before extending several inches, curling around a support branch. The child blinked in surprise. The elder smiled and adjusted his grip, guiding another attempt. This time the vine grew smoothly, twisting into a neat spiral.

Baelon slowed, watching, his questions overlapping.

“You have music in your world,” Sorryn said, stating a fact. “It is not merely art to us. It is language. Craft. Memory.”

“War,” Baelon interjected, thinking back on what he had witnessed when the Aelthae clashed with the Vayad.

“If we must,” Sorryn replied, no hint of shame in his response.

They continued.

A rhythmic hammering reached Baelon’s ears, sharp crystalline chimes echoing with each strike. He turned toward the sound and stopped. A group of Aelthae worked around a slab of translucent crystal embedded in enormous roots. There was no burning forge or glowing coals.

Instead, several warriors played in measured cadence—low strings thrumming, flutes weaving sharp, precise tones between them. With every sequence of notes, the crystal shifted, flowing like softened glass. Edges sharpened. Length narrowed. A blade slowly emerged from solid stone. Another Fae was already holding a finished sword. The weapon hummed in response, its edge refining further with each sustained note.

Baelon stared. “You forge with music.”

Sorryn tilted his head slightly. “You forge with fire.”

Baelon frowned, realising then that there wasn’t a single flame in the village. “You don’t use fire at all?”

“Fire does not belong to us.”

There was something poetic about that, even if Baelon didn’t understand it. What he did understand, however, was the apparent purpose of so much movement. Bundles were being secured, instruments packed into cases of woven bark, platforms that had seemed permanent were being coaxed back into trees, wood knitting seamlessly over gaps, and supplies were sorted and distributed among travelling packs.

There was no panic or haste about it, simply meticulous preparation and teamwork.

“You’re leaving,” Baelon said.

Sorryn did not look at him, his chosen path taking them through the village and out the other side. “Yes.”

“Because of me?”

“Roots that refuse to travel cannot feed the tree,” Sorryn replied cryptically.

Baelon fell silent, watching warriors dismantle homes grown over decades as easily as one might fold a tent.

A child laughed somewhere overhead as a platform slowly descended, guided by a lilting melody. Below, hunters sharpened crystal spearheads while others coaxed food plants back into seed form for transport. A people already half-gone.

Sorryn led him onward through the ordered dismantling until the forest thinned again near the island’s edge.

Baelon glanced back once more at the Aelthae village in motion—music shaping wood, stone, and memory alike. A people who could leave without leaving scars behind. He wondered, not for the first time, whether Verda had ever known such wisdom. Then he faced forward again, urgency tightening in his chest.

“I appreciate your timely intervention,” Baelon said in place of actually thanking them for saving his life, “but I must return to my world. You have seen through my eyes, yes? You know of the shadow that plagues my realm.”

As the trees bowed, parting for Sorryn, the horizon returned. On the other side of the village now, the great tree swelled into view, a mountain of living bark and glittering leaves. Baelon knew it to be many miles away, yet the sheer size of it made it almost impossible to make sense of the true distance.

“You speak of the shadow that stirs in the halls of your mind,” Sorryn replied, crouching by the very edge, his golden eyes fixed on the brilliant tree. “You speak of Skara Pendain.”

“Yes.” Baelon swallowed, trying not to dwell on the invasion of his mind. “It is to the shame of my order to say, but he was once a Dragon Rider.”

“We know Skara.”

Baelon tensed, his only fist closing into a knot. His instincts prickled, desperately trying to determine whether the Fae had just declared himself an ally of The Dark One.

“You know Skara? Or you know of Skara?”

Sorryn-Vaelis rose to his full height and turned to meet the Dragonlord’s gaze. “Come,” he bade, avoiding the question.

Baelon started after him, tracing the jagged edge of the floating island. “Where are you taking me?” he asked, hearing the sound of running water.

“To the beginning.”

The Fae moved aside one large leaf hanging in his path, revealing an expanse of rocky land with a small river cutting a silver line through pale stone, its waters unnaturally clear, flowing toward the island’s edge. Moss clung to its banks in thick emerald mats, dotted with small flowers that bowed as the current passed, their petals brushing the surface as if tasting it. The sound reached him fully now, its roar steady and resolute.

The river neither ended nor continued, but simply let go.

Baelon stepped closer and felt his stomach drop as he saw where the water went. It spilled cleanly over the edge of the floating island, pouring into open air in a broad, graceful cascade. The falling water did not break apart at once. It held together in long, luminous sheets, sunlight-without-sun catching in every curve, before finally dissolving into glowing mist far below.

Baelon swallowed. “This is… dramatic,” he muttered. “Why have you brought me here.”

Sorryn did not answer. He stood near the cliff’s edge, posture composed, hands folded loosely behind his back, gazing out over the falling water as though waiting for something to arrive on its breath.

Baelon frowned, though not at the absence of an answer but the tremor running through the stone beneath his boots. A deep, resonant vibration, it rippled through his bones like a drum beat. The river’s surface rippled, patterns shivering across it as if responding to a presence rising from below.

Baelon’s head snapped up. The air shifted. A pressure rolled upward through the cascade, parting mist, bending sound. The falling water split around something vast and moving, streams peeling away as if in reverence.

Baelon stepped back, instinct screaming, as a shadow rose

A massive blue shape surged upward through the open air beneath the island, wings unfurling with a thunderous whump that sent shockwaves racing across the stone and through the water.

Baelon’s jaw dropped at the sight of it.

A dragon.

She climbed past the falling river in a single, powerful beat, droplets exploding into mist against her scales. She was enormous, a Giant compared to Kalaghan.

With a broad chest of slate grey, her bones thick as the oldest trees, she was built for power rather than elegance. Her scales were deep sapphire and storm-blue, catching the realm’s strange light in rippling bands. Along her spine ran blunt, rounded horns—the thick ridges of a female instead of the cruel spikes Baelon knew so well from Kalaghan’s male form.

She banked hard, wings screaming as they bit the air, and came down before them in a controlled, ground-shaking landing. Stone cracked beneath her talons. The river surged, splashing outward as her weight settled.

Only after folding her wings with deliberate care did Baelon see the markings. Green patterns had been painted across her scales—sweeping lines and spirals that echoed the Aelthae’s own body markings, worked carefully between scale ridges and along the curve of her neck and shoulders. They were not the crude markings of some primitive people, but the ceremonial—reverent—inclusion of two races.

From her skull rose two great horns, curved and powerful, around which a web of vines had been woven. The greenery was old, grown thick and strong, flowers blooming where the vines crossed, petals trembling faintly with each slow breath the dragon took.

Her eyes, vast and ancient, were unmistakably draconic—a crystal blue that fixed on Baelon. Recognition flared between them.

Sorryn inclined his head deeply toward the great creature.

“Mamonet,” he said softly, naming the dragon with a bow of the head. “Take us to Sael’vaen—to the Cradle.”


37
THE MAW


So vast and absolute, it seemed to Kitrana Voden that the water itself was reluctant to move near The Maw.

The battle maiden slowed instinctively, her body hovering at the edge of the great chasm as though she had drifted before the open jaws of some impossible beast. There the light died, though not suddenly, but with the slow and reverent surrender of something that knew it did not belong. Even the currents softened, bending inward, drawn toward the abyss with the measured patience of inevitability.

It wasn’t all that different to floating before the Leviathan, its jaws petaled wide, ready to consume.

Behind her, the caravan arrived in pieces rather than formation.

Great manta rays glided in first, their wings spanning wider than war galleys, carrying Kell envoys and supplies in woven harnesses of kelp and shell. Armoured orcas followed, black-and-white titans moving in disciplined silence, their riders reduced to silhouettes against the dark. Schools of silverfish streamed around them like living banners, shepherded by Jinn handlers who kept their distance, uneasy so close to the Maw. Even a pair of ancient reef-turtles, their shells grown into ridges of coral and bone, drifted in tow, burdened with crates and weapons.

Captain Velkor led his Jinn warriors in tight formation, obsidian armour catching what little light remained, the faint ember-glow of their veins pulsing beneath mineral skin. They moved with disciplined restraint, but even they did not advance too far. No one rushed The Maw.

Serenya drifted to Kitrana’s side, scarred face set, eyes narrowed as she studied the abyss. Slow and merciless, age had carved lines into her features the way currents carved stone—earned all the same.

“I’ve looked into trenches before,” Serenya signed, her movements compact, efficient. Soldier’s hands. “This one feels like it’s looking back.”

Aeris hovered just behind them, younger, thinner, his webbed fingers twitching with a barely contained nervous energy. He tried—and failed—to hide his awe. His eyes were fixed on the chasm’s edge, where the seafloor collapsed, dropping away into darkness so complete it swallowed sound.

The Maw was a wound in the ocean, miles wide, its edges jagged with broken reef and shattered stone. Vast ribs of rock curved inward as if the world itself had once been pulled apart here. Faint currents spiralled downward, carrying silt, bones, and the occasional fragment of something that might once have been made by thinking hands.

The latter snatched at Kitrana’s attention.

The ruins. Half-buried along the Maw’s rim were structures, unmistakable once she let herself truly see them. Not natural formations, not coral growths—but worked stone, shaped and fitted, now eroded and broken by ages of violence. Pillars lay toppled, their surfaces smoothed by time but still etched with faint geometric patterns. Arches jutted from the silt at impossible angles, leading nowhere. A fractured causeway stretched a short distance into the void before ending abruptly, as though torn away.

Had The Maw once been something other than a chasm of jagged rock? Could it have been… No. Kitrana could hardly entertain the idea. The Vorge had never known civilisation. That statement, however, sounded more like a question in her mind.

Were you something else once? she asked of that abyss.

Velkor drifted closer, his presence heavy, heat rolling subtly off his form. He followed her gaze and stilled. “It is fitting,” he signed, interpreting the ruins in his own way. “Why would the Vorge build anything of their own when they could dwell in the graves of others?”

The Maw answered with silence, holding tightly to its secrets.

The feeling of being watched intensified—not by eyes, but by attention, vast and patient. Kitrana could not shake the sensation that if she drifted one length closer, something would stir below. Not rise. Just notice. She adjusted the strap across her chest, feeling the comforting presence of Dawnbreaker on her back.

Around them, the various mounts grew restless. The mantas angled away slightly, their great bodies flexing. The orcas tightened their formation, sonar pulses rippling through the water in short, cautious bursts. Even the reef-turtles drew their heads partially into their shells.

Kitrana turned slowly, meeting the eyes of those who had followed her there. Serenya, unflinching. Aeris, afraid but still present. Velkor, furnace-calm, already measuring what this meeting might cost.

She raised her hands and signed, deliberate and clear. “We do not come as hunters.”

The words felt small against the Maw, but they were true.

“We come with an offer.”

The Maw did not respond.

Her gaze returned to the ruins, to the broken arches and blocked roads. There was no sign of the Vorge—not that high up.

“We have to go down,” Kitrana deduced grimly.

Captain Velkor turned to the Nimean. “Apologies, Kraken-slayer. King Tartranos was clear in his orders. I cannot take my forge brothers down there. You must strike this bargain.”

Serenya brought her trident to bear. “The king gave me no such orders.”

Aeris took his spear in two hands and gave the battle maiden a tight nod.

Kitrana hesitated. Aeris was young, too young to have his life sacrificed for such a futile gamble. But he was to fight all the same, his fate and future to be decided in the battle-waters. He deserved the chance to forge his own path, even if it was a perilous one.

“If we fail to return, Captain, I suggest you descend on this place with every abled Jinn to retrieve this sword.”

Kit drew that very weapon, and they began the descent together, slow and steady, three silhouettes peeling away from the caravan’s edge and slipping into the waiting dark.

At first, The Maw was only absence—a swallowing vastness where distance lost meaning. The rim above receded, the broken arches and jagged stone blurring into shadow until they were no longer sure where the opening ended and the abyss began. The pressure deepened, a constant, intimate weight that pressed against skin and bone, reminding Kitrana that this place was not meant to be entered—only fed.

She did not reach for light.

She did not need it.

Her eyes, like Serenya and Aeris’s, adjusted easily, drinking in shapes and contours that would have been invisible to surface-born creatures. They saw The Maw as it truly was—a titanic throat of stone, its walls sloping inward in uneven spirals, gouged and scarred by ages of violence. Vast shelves of rock jutted out like broken teeth, and between them yawned fissures wide enough to swallow war-beasts whole.

Dawnbreaker’s hilt warmed in Kitrana’s grip, a thriving pulse answering her resolve, the sword feeding off her rage and hate—both born of a desperation to end the threat of the Merdians. One rune flared after another until the blade bloomed into brilliance, its golden-white glow spilling outward like a flame that could not be doused, harsh and blinding to all but its wielder. Serenya and Aeris had to look away while their eyes adjusted.

The darkness recoiled, retreating in slow tatters, like fog burned away by a rising sun. As the light pushed deeper, The Maw revealed itself fully—turning Kitrana’s stomach cold.

Bones. Thousands of them.

No—tens of thousands.

They carpeted the ledges and filled the cracks, piled in drifts and tangled heaps. Rib cages crushed flat against the stone. Skulls split and dented. Teeth—so many teeth—some as small as finger bones, others longer than spears, embedded in the rock like trophies. The remains of sharks, whales, reef-wyrms, and things she could not name lay intermingled without order or reverence.

And not all the bones were beasts.

Kitrana recognised the curves of Nimean spines. Jinn skulls, dense and mineral-thick, fractured by bite marks no blade could have made. Even Kell remains—lighter, more delicate—caught in the cracks, pearl-smooth surfaces dulled by age and gnawing teeth.

The Vorge had hunted everything. Not just animals. Not just enemies. Anything that swam was prey.

Aeris faltered, his descent slipping behind theirs. Serenya reached out and caught his arm without looking, her grip iron, her expression unchanged. Old soldier. She had seen killing grounds before—of that, Kitrana was convinced.

They continued downward.

The light from Dawnbreaker grew brighter the deeper they went, the runes along its length burning like molten script. Shadows fled before it, pooling deeper in the crevices, clinging to the walls like living things that refused to die quietly.

At last, Kitrana realised she could no longer see the opening above them. Not even its suggestion.

They hovered in that realisation, suspended in a depth that felt final, absolute. Here, The Maw shrugged off its feel of being a place and adopted the mantle of a living presence. The water seemed thicker, restrictive. Sound felt swallowed before it could travel.

Something on the periphery shifted. There came no rush, no attack. Just a stirring.

Kitrana’s light slid across the walls, and the cracks answered with eyes—hundreds of them.

Pinpricks at first—then pairs, and clusters—set deep within the stone. Pale, reflective, unblinking. Teeth followed, serrated smiles emerging from darkness, layered rows catching Dawnbreaker’s glow and throwing it back in jagged reflections. Shapes pressed forward just enough to be seen.

The Vorge were watching.

Kitrana turned slowly, meeting the eyes of those who had followed her there. Serenya remained unflinching. If anything, she looked eager to fight them all. Aeris had his reservations. Perhaps he believed he had faced the worst life had to throw at him in The Black Vault, under the Merdian whip. The Maw, however, offered new depths of malice.

The battle maiden raised her hands and signed again, deliberate and clear. “We do not come as hunters. We come with an offer.”

There came no words of response, only motion as the Vorge advanced as one, slithering out of the walls.

They flowed out like individual currents, each a promise of death, and not a pleasant one. There were too many to count, their streamlined bodies peeling from cracks and hollows in the hundreds, their long, powerful tails flicking in tight, eager arcs. Muscle slid beneath scarred skin built for speed and killing, bodies narrow at the shoulders and widening toward the tail, every line honed for the sprint and the strike. Their limbs stayed close, restrained, disciplined, while their tails cut the water with controlled anticipation.

The predators came forward in a slowly tightening curve, a conscious net drawing inward. Teeth gleamed. Eyes never blinked. The water around them vibrated with restrained hunger.

Serenya shifted her grip on the trident, her posture changing by instinct alone—legs braced, shoulders set. Aeris swallowed, adjusting his stance, forcing himself not to retreat. Kitrana held Dawnbreaker steady, its light unwavering, her focus sharpening.

A sudden, violent displacement of water rolled through The Maw, passing over the trio as a wall of pressure. The Vorge froze mid-motion, tails snapping once in sharp, submissive reflex. Something vast had moved below them.

The silt erupted.

A dense cloud of black sediment billowed upward, swallowing the light and turning Dawnbreaker’s glow into a smothered sun, its brilliance diffused and distorted. The water thickened with it, a dark fog churning and alive, heavy with the promise of violence.

Within it, something shifted.

It wasn’t fast or cautious, just there, nestled inside.

The size of the movement was wrong—too slow, too deliberate, too massive. Whatever it was displaced the water like a drifting landmass, its presence undeniable even without form.

The Vorge reacted instantly and retreated, snapping back into the stone by the hundreds, tails whipping once as they vanished into cracks and crevices, abandoning their advance without hesitation. Teeth and eyes disappeared as the walls swallowed them whole.

The Maw fell silent again.

Kitrana waited. The Kraken-slayer neither advanced nor retreated. She held herself perfectly still, letting the silt cloud settle grain by grain. Dawnbreaker’s light carved weak paths through it, catching glimpses of motion—broad curves, immense mass turning just beyond clarity.

Then the fog parted, billowing out and behind the great figure that pushed up and forwards. Kitrana’s eyes widened, drinking in what had only been whispered among the civilised races.

The Vorge queen.

She shared the same lethal shape as her kin—streamlined, predatory, ending in a long, muscular tail—but she dwarfed them utterly. Three, perhaps four times the size of any Vorge Kitrana had seen, her presence compressed the water around her, making the space feel suddenly too small.

Her hide was darker, almost void-black, scarred not by age but by survival. Bone plating ridged her shoulders and spine, grown thick and layered like natural armour. Her jaws were longer, heavier, lined with teeth broader and more irregular than the others—each one a different story of prey taken and crushed.

But it was her eyes that marked her as more than a beast. Ink black and large as hands, they reflected Dawnbreaker’s light with irrefutable awareness. Intelligence lived there. Memory. And judgment.

Carved into the bone along her neck and flanks were markings—ritual scars, perhaps? They were deliberate and patterned, not the random damage of combat or mating. Faded glyphs, half-eroded by time, echoed shapes Kitrana would have deciphered as the remnants of a language.

The Queen hovered before them, massive tail coiling beneath her, silt still drifting from her passage. The cracks along the walls remained dark and still—her subjects watching, waiting.

The Maw no longer felt like a hunting ground to the battle maiden. It felt like a throne room.

Kitrana met the Queen’s gaze and did not look away.

“We do not come as hunters. We come with an⁠—”

“Offer,” the Queen interrupted, her fingers—almost as long as Kitrana was tall—moving through the Nimean language with fluid ease.

The queen pushed forward, her sheer mass displacing the water in thick waves. She did not rush—nor did she threaten. She circled, like a shark tasting its prey on the current.

Her long tail swept in controlled arcs behind her, each flick precise, maintaining her speed and direction with ease. She moved around the trio with unhurried dominance, close enough that Kitrana felt the pressure of her passing brush against her skin. Bone ridges along the Queen’s flank caught Dawnbreaker’s light, revealing old fractures that had healed crooked, layered with fresh growth—wounds she had survived, not avoided.

She passed behind Serenya first.

The old soldier did not turn. Her legs closed by a fraction, ready to propel her up at speed, just as her trident was angled subtly, not in challenge but readiness. The Queen lingered there, eyes narrowing, studying the scars mapped across Serenya’s body, the way her hands never trembled.

If the Queen’s eyes were as old as Kitrana suspected, the Vorge matriarch knew a killer when she saw one.

Next came Aeris, and the Queen slowed.

She drifted close enough that the disturbed silt flowed over his cheek, her overbearing presence swallowing him whole. Aeris clenched his jaw and held his ground, fingers tight around his spear, chin lifted despite the fear pulsing through him. The Queen’s gaze roamed over the marks left by chains, on the faint scars of The Black Vault etched into his skin.

Something unreadable passed through her eyes.

Then she moved on.

When she circled Kitrana, she came close—closer than before. Close enough that Dawnbreaker’s light reflected around the bulbous eyes, turning them briefly to molten gold. The runes flared brighter in response, heat rolling off the blade like dragon’s breath.

The Queen’s gaze dropped—to the sword. Then back to Kit’s eyes. She drifted through another slow circle, tail coiling tighter beneath her now.

“You stand where songs end,” the Queen signed, her movements elegant, unbroken by hesitation. “Where bones remember more than voices. Why should the Maw listen?”

Her fingers were scarred, joints thickened, but her language was perfectly understandable, a testament to the intelligence Kitrana gleamed behind those sable eyes.

Faint movement returned to the cracks around them. The Vorge watched through the Queen’s patience, ready to feast the moment it ran dry.

Kitrana tightened her grip on Dawnbreaker and answered with a single hand. “War is coming.”

The Queen leaned in, her massive presence filling Kitrana’s vision, the Maw pressing close around them. “When did it go away?”

The counter question gave Kit pause. It wasn’t just telling of the Queen’s age but also the outlook adopted by the Vorge as a collective. Tensions between the other races meant nothing to them, just as the lions of Erador cared nothing for the wars of men.

“This war will not stop at your walls,” the battle maiden explained. “You must know of the Merdians, of their hunger⁠—”

“It surpasses your own,” Serenya interjected, earning a moment of the Queen’s undivided attention. It was enough to keep her hands coiled about the trident thereafter.

Kitrana moved to subtly eclipse Serenya. “You have remained apart from our wars⁠—”

“Have we now?” the queen signed, coming to float directly in front of Kitrana. “I think my memory is longer than yours, Nimean.”

Kit looked again at the scars and sigils etched into the queen’s flesh and bony protrusions. Had she been a prisoner? A slave? A plaything of one race or another, caught up in the war of their time?

“The currents are changing,” the battle maiden signed, starting over. “The Merdians have fractured the balance of the seas. Their Dread Queen won’t stop her campaign until every creature beneath the waves bears her brand. That includes the Vorge. They have already taken your people—chained them, beaten them, even eaten them. They see you as no better than sharks⁠—”

The Queen surged forwards and stopped inches from Kitrana’s face. “And what do you see?”

Kit couldn’t help but stare at the rows of sharp teeth spreading before her. But there was no room for fear—not now, not when everything was teetering upon the edge of the abyss.

The battle maiden held her waters, defiance in her bones. “Extinction,” she said simply.

The Queen snapped back, quite surprised by the answer—perhaps even offended. “You will destroy yourselves, as ever. Those that survive will face the Vorge. Either way, we will feast.”

Kitrana raised Dawnbreaker, bringing the glowing blade between them, a physical reminder to the Queen that she couldn’t just lunge forward and end their negotiations before they had truly begun. “Fight with us,” she signed quickly, “and you can feast until the oceans dry. Or, stay in your hole and wait for the Merdians to come. Either way,” she echoed pointedly, “you will face their deep dragon.” Word of such a fiend rippled through the gathered Vorge—how strange it was to see fear in them for a change. “You would do better to face such a beast with us at your side.”

The Queen’s facial expressions were impossible to read from a Nimean’s perspective but, if Kitrana had to guess, she would say the Vorge matriarch wasn’t convinced.

“We have shared waters with such a creature for eons. Why should we fear it now?”

“Because now it’s wearing a Merdian leash, like many of your kin. They will shove that monster down here and flush you out. You’ll meet Merdian tridents to your very last. Those that survive will become pets… if they’re lucky.”

The Queen stopped. Her tail stilled, and the water around her went unnaturally calm. “You think yourself the storm. Many have come before me believing the same—believing that they are the one to bring the Vorge into the current. Like them, you would have us be your weapon. Or better yet,” she added, tilting her great head, “have us be fodder.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“You would have us weaken the walls of Atlas, decimating our numbers in the process. That would make our extinction all the easier, wouldn’t it?”

Kitrana made to protest, but the Queen swept out one horribly long arm, and with a single, subtle gesture of her sharp fingers, the shadows along the wall shifted. Dawnbreaker’s light caught the half-buried remains of other blades—broken, ancient—lodged between ribs that had once belonged to Nimeans, Jinn, and even Adakii.

“We ate your predecessors,” the Queen went on, though not cruelly or even proudly—she was merely speaking the truth. “Along with their offers,” she added, slipping back into a circling pattern.

“You have not heard my offer yet,” Kit pointed out.

The Queen drifted between them, as if purposefully splitting the trio so Kitrana was isolated. “What makes your offer worth the hunger it costs us to hear it?”

“It has already been agreed. You have the word of both King Tartranos of the Jinn and Queen Nalyssara of the Kell. Fight with us, and when the war is over, you and your people will be given access to The Hox.”

“You offer us more water?” the Vorge queen asked, her hands rising as if to cup the ocean itself.

“We offer you fresh hunting grounds, territory unclaimed by any other. So long as you remain there, you can hunt freely.”

“Until the Jinn decided otherwise,” the Queen countered. “Without the Merdians guarding the pass, the Jinn will expand their kingdom. What are the Vorge to do when they bring their forges to The Hox? Will you stand for us?”

Kit raised her hand to reply and hesitated. The Vorge collective were moving, if subtly. Their numbers had quietly increased, pushing those already surrounding them into the open waters above the trio.

The battle maiden craned her neck slowly, her eyes tracking over the slithering Vorge until she saw the truth of it. They had formed a living dome around them, encapsulating the Nimeans inside a prison of teeth and claws.

Kitrana did her best to keep her fingers steady. “Laws can be put in place—consequences. None will enter your domain. You will have earned that right. And yes, the Jinn will have to cut me down before they slay a single Vorge.”

The Queen gave no reply but to swim off, gliding along the inner wall of her subjects. Those that could reached out and caressed her scaled flesh, worshipping their deity. Only after completing a full circuit did she return her attention to the Kraken-slayer.

“I will say this, Nimean, your offer is unlike any I have seen before. It is… tempting.” The Queen was all too close now, severely reducing Kit’s ability to physically react. “I have a question…”

Serenya’s expression hardened, her two-handed grip cunningly adjusting the trident.

“We are open to negotiation,” Kit replied. She could feel Dawnbreaker—thirsting in her grip. It wanted more of her will, her conviction and rage the only sustenance it knew.

“Why would we hunt in those waters when our favourite prey swim in these waters?”

The battle maiden remained very still, watching the Vorge’s mouth widen into a nightmarish grin. The Nimean knew she looked as taken aback as she felt.

“We like the taste of you—we love it. And the Jinn. And the Kells. You’re all so… tasty.” The Queen straightened, raising herself above the trio. “Here’s my counter offer—we eat you. Then we eat your friends up there.”

Her offer given, the dome of claws, jagged fangs, and sharp teeth imploded.
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BORN AGAIN


Skara stepped back from Herragax, his brow slick with sweat, skin rippling with magic. He had attempted to contain the spread of rot—the spread of scales—but there was only so much he could do. The spell of transmutation that bound them was beyond his magic, and with every new attempt he made to lessen the effects, he could feel Barad-Agin’s magic resisting.

Soon, he wouldn’t even be able to slow it down.

“Forgive me,” he said, his words and tone far sweeter than his intentions. “I have done all I can. We must reach Methuselah. Only there can I save you.”

“Methuselah?” Vander’s question was like the tolling bell that woke the slumbering workers.

Skara hid his look of derision from the Rider but was sure to allow Herragax to see it. “You need not concern yourself with details, Dragonlord. Keep your faith in me, and all will be well.” The Dark One nodded at the scene behind Vander. “How goes it?”

Vander hesitated, struggling to take his eyes off his larger companion. The bulk of her body was black now, the red scales drained of vitality. Some were notably brittle and jagged, and the wounds inflicted by Kalaghan during the siege of Valgala refused to fully heal, seeping blood across the dark hide. All but her front left foot was also coated in rot, just as Skara’s left arm was covered in scales to the wrist.

Both were losing their faces, though while Herragax’s was falling into shadow, Skara’s was notably reshaping, and painfully so. The scales had already claimed his jaw, the right side of his face, his eye, and were now spreading across his brow. But his nose was physically changing. It felt smaller on the right side, as if the cartilage was collapsing in on itself.

Then there was the sharp protrusion—not the one on his back. A new one had sprouted above his right eye over the last few days. He knew exactly what it was, but he refused to dwell on it.

“Vander?” he pressed.

The Dragonlord stood a little straighter. “They say the pit is almost ready, Your Grace. They—the warlocks—wanted to make sure you were⁠—”

Skara held up a hand, silencing the man at once. He could feel a tug in his mind, like someone knocking on the door of his consciousness. For a moment—however short and sharp it was—he felt the cold weight of dread sit heavy inside him. He glanced at the night’s sky, half expecting to see Malliath spearing towards him.

The sky was empty, unlike the pouch on his belt. Therein was the diviner he had crafted in Valgala, its magic alerting him to an open connection with another device. It would either be Raya, informing him that she had killed Baelon Vos, or Garek and Rengyr, reporting on the whereabouts of Dragon Foe. He was hoping for the latter.

“I need a moment,” he told Vander.

Herragax naturally shifted so The Dark One could take refuge inside the curl of her long tail. There he sat on the cold ground, legs crossed and diviner resting in his palm. Unlike the crude mimicry the warlocks had forged, his did not require the pricking of a thumb and the drop of blood to open the connection.

As it would, the diviner pulled his mind inside the confines of its prism. Skara had always likened it to passing out, as if the world simply faded into darkness around his vision.

His vision, of course, returned almost immediately, laying bare a world of shadows and smoke. And Garek. Skara concealed his elation, aware that the Dragon Rider would only ever be controlled by a stoical leader who demonstrated constant discipline over emotion.

“I hope this is worth the interruption,” The Dark One began.

Despite his lack of expression, Skara could see the contempt Garek held for him. He had respected Baelon, making him a very different follower to the one now inhabiting that space between realities. Under The Dark One, he was simply a disciple of fear.

Skara could work with that.

Garek still bowed his head and reached for something beside him. The sword materialised the moment he touched it, the blade held up in both hands for inspection.

“Dragon Foe,” Skara declared, his lips parting to reveal one of the fangs that had replaced the human teeth on the right side of his jaw.

“We tracked our quarry into the deserts of Qalanqath,” Garek reported. “They were waiting for us in New Nithrael. The battle was not without its casualties, Your Grace. Rengyr and Karsak are dead.” The Dragon Rider paused after delivering the news, faltering when he discerned that his king did not care.

“What of my army?”

“I ordered a retreat after claiming the sword, but there were many fatalities, Your Grace. I have crossed paths with Col-vok and Nersandi and instructed them to take charge of the army. They will pursue the enemy south and rid us of the Kedradi threat once and for all.”

“Pursue?” Skara queried.

“They brought the mountain down on the city, Your Grace. But it had already been emptied of its people, and I observed the Kedradi retreating through caves in the south. The king of Erador was among them.”

Skara raised an eyebrow that spoke of his displeasure.

“I mean to say, Edris of the Blood Etragon has fled with them, Your Grace. You are the king of Erador.”

“Very good. You have done excellent work, Garek. You have pleased your king. I will see to my work here and then meet you. Keep heading north, and wait for my word.” His eyes fell on Dragon Foe once more. “You carry precious cargo—the fate of us all lies within that sword. Do not lose it.” With that, he cut the connection and returned to the world of Verda.

“The sword is ours,” he announced, rising to his feet. “We are one step closer to healing you, my friend.”

Herragax grunted, though her response lacked the emotional response he had become accustomed to sensing across their unusual bond. Skara barely had time to question it before the answer came to him.

Malliath.

The Drakalis’s return had awoken their dormant bond, which was now shoving Herragax to one side.

I’ll be dead before I share my mind with yours again, he thought, hoping his words got through the cracks and reached the betrayer, wherever he was.

Skara walked out of Herragax’s protective circle, his mind conjuring Dragon Foe as he had just seen it. He had to forge ahead if he was to claim ultimate victory.

“We have the key,” Vander said, inserting himself into the conversation. “What of the lock? You spoke of it containing powerful magic. Where would we even begin looking for that?”

The Dark One placed his reptilian hand on his subject’s shoulder. “It is no coincidence that I am to be reunited with Dragon Foe. Fate is playing its hand. The magic we need will be ours. And with it, we will transform the world into something new. Something better. Something stronger. Keep your faith in me, Vander. We’re exactly where we’re supposed to be.”

Skara strode across the field and met the three warlocks upon the edge of the pit. His hopes were dashed immediately. There wasn’t nearly enough blood, he was sure of it.

“We have drained all that we can,” the crooked warlock informed him. “All of your seals are beneath the blood.”

Skara knew well that the seals he had inscribed into the stone would drink heartily of the blood, pulling from it every scrap of quiescent magic that resided in every being.

It would have to do.

Removing his tunic so he stood bare-chested before the pit, half of The Dark One gleamed in the moonlight, his red scales flashing crimson. He clapped his hands once and rubbed them fervently. It was time for a spell he hadn’t enacted since the world was young.

The words left his lips at little more than a whisper, each bleeding into the next until there was no telling where one ended and another began. He felt the veil between worlds respond almost immediately, his spell writ in the only language that could thin the unseen wall and allow more magic to flow through.

Unlike the foolish wizards who overcommitted to a spell and risked being drained to their last drop of magic, Skara had created a framework within the pit, a design built to function on the simple principle of momentum. He had only to set off the chain reaction with his first spell, and his days of work with a hammer and chisel would finally pay off.

It began with a single bubble of blood. Then another. And another.

Skara stood at its rim with his boots half-sunk in mud gone tacky with blood, staring down into the shallow basin carved from the earth. The liquid lay thick and dark, steaming faintly in the night air, clinging to the exposed stone and soil as if reluctant to move again. It was not enough. He had known that before the first vein was opened—but knowing did nothing to still the hope gnawing at his chest.

The blood shuddered beneath the bubbles.

It was subtle at first, a tremor that rippled outward from the centre of the pit, as though something beneath had drawn a breath. Then another. The surface broke in slow, rolling swells, and Skara’s fingers curled tight into fists.

“Yes,” he whispered, though no words had been called for. “Rise, sons of Skara.”

The bones lay where they had been arranged—two immense skeletons, their shapes barely visible through the murk. As the blood began to churn, it thickened around them, clinging to ribs and skulls, pooling in hollows meant for organs long since rotted away. Grey matter bled into being, knitting itself together in wet, trembling sheets.

Two forms began to rise.

Skara’s breath caught as shoulders emerged, broad and inhuman, followed by elongated spines that arched up from the pit like the backs of surfacing beasts. Arms took shape—four to each body—slick with blood, muscles coiling and flexing as if remembering purpose. Fingers formed in blunt, three-knuckled clusters, twitching weakly as sensation crept into dead flesh.

They were beautiful.

He had forgotten that. As the heads emerged—smooth, faceless, sloping back into rounded points—Skara felt a thrill of triumph cut through his dread. Two. He had done it. Somehow, impossibly, he had⁠—

One of them faltered.

It was Govhul. He saw it in the way its chest failed to swell fully, the way the blood slid too quickly from its shoulders, running back into the pit instead of binding. Its legs—powerful, jointed like a horse’s hindquarters—twisted as they formed, one strut buckling inward with a wet, grinding sound.

“No,” Skara hissed, stepping closer despite himself. “No, no—hold.”

Meliax continued to rise, untroubled, its torso thickening as muscle layered upon muscle, its spine locking into place with a final, dreadful certainty. The failing one shuddered violently, its half-formed arm sloughing away into the blood like melting wax. The surface swallowed it eagerly.

Skara watched in horror as the head began to sink, its smooth crown dissolving, features never meant to be etched lost before they could exist. The blood boiled briefly, as if in protest, and then rushed inward, reclaiming what it had lent.

The pit was quiet again.

Meliax remained, standing tall and naked in its grey flesh, blood streaming from its limbs in lazy rivulets. It towered over the pit, a monument to success bought at half the promised cost.

Skara sagged at the edge, fury and grief twisting with joy and relief. Beside him, the three warlocks stood with slacked jaws, eyes wide, gripped by shock, awe, and horror. There was a god made flesh, a grimoire of the world’s most terrible and frightening spells. How many warlocks before them had only dreamed of such an event?

Meliax stood unmoving at the pit’s centre, blood sliding from his limbs in thick, sluggish streams. Even bound in his dull, newly wrought flesh, there was no mistaking the design of him—the deliberate symmetry of bone beneath muscle, the terrible suggestion of something god-shaped forced into a lesser world.

Then the blood began to steam.

From Meliax’s skin, dark smoke seeped forth, slow and deliberate, as though the Golem exhaled shadow itself. It spilled from every pore, coiling around his massive frame in lazy spirals before thickening, deepening, growing heavy with intent. The night air seemed to recoil, the stars dimming as the smoke drank what little light there was.

The warlocks took an involuntary step back.

The smoke gathered close, drawn inward as if answering a command no voice had spoken. It wrapped Meliax from the feet upward, folding and layering upon itself, shaping substance from nothing. Where it touched, it hardened—not into cloth, but into something that echoed of cloth. Long, draping robes took form, their folds impossibly deep, their edges fraying into shadow even as they settled. A hood rose last, lifting of its own accord before lowering over the Golem’s smooth, faceless head.

The blood ceased its dripping.

Meliax stood robed now, a towering silhouette cut from darkness, the last wisps of smoke sinking into the garments as though swallowed whole. The pit felt suddenly too small to contain him.

“You do not know life, you do not know death!” Skara cried, neck craned. “You have but slumbered while the world forgot about us. But have you forgotten me, dear Meliax? Can you see past this face, these eyes that were never mine, and see the one who made you? Can you see your master beneath the flesh?”

Meliax stepped forward, one grey leg breaking beyond its ethereal cloak to breach the pit and bring the Golem onto dry land. He stood over The Dark One, his shroud moving with a breeze that wasn’t really there, and looked down at him with a face that did not possess eyes. Yet he saw him all the same—and bowed, one knee coming to rest in the dirt.

Despite the disappointment of Govhul, Skara Pendain managed a sharp smile. For the first time since remembering his true self in the depths of Azad-guul, he felt like had a real ally in the world. An ally who could stand up to Malliath.

“My Lord?” came the croaking voice of the smallest warlock.

Skara turned to face the trio, Meliax rising to stand just behind him—as he had millennia ago. “Is this the moment you always dreamed it would be?” he asked them, sheer relief making him feel lighter on his feet.

“Your power is beyond measure, My Lord, just as we believed all these long centuries. It is an honour to witness your return.” The warlock glanced at The Dark One’s face, eyes lingering on the sprouting horn. “Might the Golem⁠—”

“Meliax.”

The warlock flinched and bowed his head. “Might Meliax know where we can locate the necklace? Should we be able to secure it, The Eldan would make for a suitable Andaren host—so you might be more comfortable in familiar skin.”

Skara thought of his old necklace, of the viridian gem housed inside the ruby crystalline leaves of the great tree. It would solve the cancerous transmutation in the blink of an eye, buying him more time to search for Methuselah. But the memory was well and truly buried, the necklace lost to time—so much time.

“My Lord?” the warlock cajoled.

“Familiar skin,” Skara echoed, a look of amusement about him. “The Eldan said as much. The Skaramangians have writ history, yes? I wonder how many times you changed it before even you could no longer tell the truth from the lie.”

Confusion flashed across all three of their pale faces. “My Lord?”

“You have been fooled by your own doctrine,” The Dark One told them plainly, moving to look in on the still bones of Govhul. “I was never an Andaren.”

His statement didn’t just increase their confusion tenfold but instilled a look of pain in them. “What… what do you mean, My Lord?”

“Is my Andarneese a little rusty? I am a human. I was born a human. Furthermore, I was born into a world without Andarens.”

The small warlock was shaking his head. “Andarens walked Verda’s earth before the humans, even before the dwarves.”

Skara responded with a pitying smile. “No,” he said simply. “Religious dogma to pacify the masses—to control them with gods,” he added, gesturing up at Meliax. “In my time, your kin didn’t even have a name, you were just things.”

“No,” the warlock muttered, his crooked brow frowning as much as it could. “That’s… that’s not… That can’t be…”

Skara closed the gap and placed his hands on the warlock’s shoulders. “Don’t look so glum, my little friend. Your beginning was born of a great idea. I made you to replace humanity—a better race for all of Verda. I just didn’t have time to finish what I started,” he lamented. “Had the war not escalated, your people would have been perfect. You would have lived in harmony, in peace, with millennia of life. You would not know bloodshed or violence, or even war. I would have wiped out the humans and dwarves alike and given you the world.”

The Dark One’s wistful expression fell away.

“But look at what you have become. You foster war for no more than greed. You lie to your people—to yourselves—to hold on to your control.” Skara glanced at the pit beside them. “You sacrifice your own for selfish endeavours. All I see is a pale echo of humanity, a failed experiment. I must applaud your tenacity, though,” he went on, a touch of levity in his voice now. “You bred like rabbits, claimed a continent, and built a civilisation, even if it is a corrupt one.”

Skara moved away from the trio, taking his place beside Meliax. “I apologise. That was a rather long-winded way of saying no, I will not be requiring an Andaren host. I shall fix this one, and then I shall flatten Andara, taking the land back to its foundations.”

Absolute shock had all three warlocks in its grip, keeping their jaws slack and words at bay.

“Do take heart,” The Dark One implored. “You are part of those foundations now. I shall take your people in hand like wet clay. What comes next will be perfect. And, unlike your people, they will have a real god to worship.”

Skara stood there for a moment, pondering on which monster he should have Meliax draw forth from the Shadow Realm, when a more poetic solution came to mind.

“Perhaps,” he posed devilishly, “it’s time you three reaped the rewards of so much sacrifice, eh?”

The Dark One turned on his heel, a glance thrown up at Meliax.

“Drown them.”

The Golem burst into action with terrifying speed, its new muscles moving without any hint of hesitation. All four arms extended, the three-fingered hands snatching at the warlocks, lifting them from their feet with smooth ease. The smallest was immediately tossed into the pit of blood beside Govhul’s bones, soon accompanied by his two fellows when Meliax plunged them into the red soup. They thrashed and writhed, their screams garbled by the blood pouring into their mouths.

The smallest managed to break the surface, his pale face and white hair tainted red with the blood of his kin—those he had personally condemned to death. Meliax simply stamped on the warlock, driving him back down into the pit, while its arms kept the other two in place, their limbs splashing.

It didn’t last particularly long.

The blood eventually settled, the pit still once more. Meliax straightened and stepped out, its ethereal robes still blowing with an unseen wind, and notably dry.

Skara turned to Vander—who was looking between the pool of blood and Meliax, a degree of trepidation about him. “What?” The Dark One asked, glancing back at the three dead bodies floating in the pit. “They were just Skaramangians…”
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ON THE OTHER SIDE


Dawn felt quite the stranger when its early light kissed Joran’s face.

The young Dragon Rider emerged from the mouth of the cave squinting, one hand braced against the stone, feeling the wind worry at his torn cloak as if to remind him he still belonged to the surface.

The sky was washed thin with grey and rose, the colours of a world that had gone on living while he and the others had staggered through its bones. For a long moment he simply stood there, breathing air that did not taste of damp stone and the mess left behind by the Kedradi civilians and soldiers, who had cleared the tunnels ahead them, some by a number of days.

Behind him, the others came one by one—limping, hunched, silent. A day and night beneath the earth had leached the sound from them. Kassanda had kept them all going, her resolve fuelled by centuries of experience now corded into strength they could lean on. Her worries, however, were plain to see. She had lost communication with Garganafan halfway through the cave network.

But Garganafan was wounded—that much Kassanda had conveyed before distance severed their verbal bond. The white dragon had hardly recovered from the battle of Valgala before facing Parthagon again. The last either of them had heard from their dragons, they had ascended the mountains of The Gold Rise on foot and were beginning their trek towards the Moonfen Peninsula. Flying hadn’t been an option for Garganafan.

And with the lack of communication between Kassanda and Garganafan, Joran had lost any and all information concerning Morgwyn. Their bond had been muted in the wake of so much raw magic pouring out of Joran. It had been a mistake, on reflection, going against everything he had been instructed, but in the moment it had been all he had to give and, ultimately, was the reason both he and Kassanda yet lived. He only wished it hadn’t robbed him of his bond with Morgwyn.

Since physically recovering in the caves, both Kassanda and Androma had reassured him that it would return.

Still, he felt like he had lost an entire sense, incapable of producing even a single spark.

There was one dragon among their group, though, her playful energy often the source of levity in the solemn quietude of their journey. Thessaleia leaped into the sunlight, wings flaring like muddy brown sails. Her muted orange scales caught the weak dawn and were dulled by it, like the colour of old embers stirred but never allowed to burn.

She shook herself hard, sending clods of wet earth and cave grit scattering, then loosed a low, questioning chirr that echoed far too loudly in the stillness. It faded quickly, swallowed by the land, and she seemed to sense the mood at once—her wings folding, her head lowering as she glanced back at them with a subdued, almost sheepish tilt. Even Thessaleia, it seemed, could feel the weight that clung to all of them.

Cob held one hand out, and the young dragon lifted her jaw so he could run his fingers over the soft pallet, a warm smile on his bloody face. The Kedradi ranger looked almost as battered and wounded as he had after the battle of Valgala, only he bore it now; back straight, shoulders proud, chin raised. Thessaleia’s recent growth spurt—making her comparable to a large wolf—was reflected in the once Kedradi prince.

Joran continued to look at the man also known as Valarius Thayne, taken for a moment by the figure he cut in the dawn. There might have been numerous visions placed upon Joran’s shoulders—a destiny—but when he looked at Cob, he saw the makings of a real Dragon Rider, a real hero. Whatever was to come, he knew, the Kedradi warrior would always be the champion the people of Verda needed.

Androma appeared at Joran’s side, one hand slapping down on his scaled pauldron. She looked the epitome of exhausted—dark crescents bruising the skin beneath her blindfold, her breath measured and deliberate, as though each inhale was a choice. Fresh cuts scored her arms and neck, angry red against dirt-smeared skin, and one sleeve hung stiff where blood had dried through it. A deeper gash traced her ribs, poorly bound and leaking anew with each step, the price of challenging Garek when she’d pressed too far and refused to yield.

Yet it was the way she carried herself that struck Joran most. By habit alone she remained upright, pain held in check through sheer refusal to acknowledge it. Joran could still see her as she’d been against Rengyr—small against his bulk, relentless against his fury—moving with a clarity that bordered on the unreal. He remembered the moment she’d turned his strength against him, the precision of her strike, the certainty in her actions as if she’d seen the ending long before the rest of them dared to hope for it. Even now, with her battered and bleeding at his side, the echo of that fight stirred awe in his chest. Exhaustion had claimed her body, but it had not touched whatever fire had carried her through so many years.

Side by side, Grarfath and Yamnomora emerged from the cave—they who had been most comfortable while utterly surrounded by untold tons of rock and stone. Yamnomora was dragging her Kedradi battle-axe, the dwarf still notably unhappy by the lack of blood that graced its bladed head. Still, she had stood up to Rengyr, a warrior magnitudes beyond her skill, and every time he put her down, she got right back up. Joran found her to be nothing short of inspiring.

Grarfath looked the best of them all, having avoided most of the fighting. The smith, as it had been told, was responsible for saving King Edris and Queen Hurelia, porting them from danger. And the royal pair were not the only ones who owed the son of Thronghir their lives. Grarfath’s timely arrival had spared them all from the same fate as Rengyr and Karsak. The dwarf had shown his worth—a quality that could have been measured by his weight in silvyr.

“Fresh air, at last!” came a triumphant declaration, reminding Joran that one other had been saved with them. “You have no idea of the stench that clings to you humans.” Slait bathed in the light, his white and red robes more black than anything now, and the red that remained wasn’t that of dyed cotton…

Taller than all of them, he strode ahead, a Kedradi blade of Draven bone sheathed on his hip. He had boasted of his actions many times during their long walk through the mountains, recalling in detail the moment a slab of rock crushed Karsak’s skull. And if he hadn’t been boasting of that, then he was reminding them of his speed, that any else would have died had they fired that ballista.

He was insufferable.

The Moonfen Peninsula stretched before them, the rocky slopes of The Gold Rise softening into the sandy coastline as the sun crested the horizon. Joran felt the strangeness of it settle in his chest—that they had survived to see another morning when so many had not. The world looked unchanged, almost gentle, and that made it worse. He took a step forward anyway, boots sinking into wet earth, and led them into the dawn with the weight of the fallen pressing heavy at his back.

They soon came across the masses on the shore, those soldiers who had only escaped New Nithrael’s collapse shortly before Grarfath ported them into the caves. There were many wounded among them, bandages darkened with old blood, injuries showing through rents in armour; a few bore no wrappings at all, only the stiff, careful movements of men holding themselves together by will alone. Hushed words passed between them all. The battle clung to them like the cave’s cold, carried in every shallow breath and hollow stare.

Ahead, the land thinned and opened to the sea.

Joran’s gaze lifted beyond the press of bodies and the low hiss of the surf, fixing on the dark mass rising from the water to the south. Even half-veiled by morning mist, there was no mistaking it. The ancestral home of the Kedradi. Kanofell sat apart from the world, squat and ancient, its broken ridges hunched like a thing long asleep and unwilling to wake. He had never set foot upon it, yet he knew it all the same—the old stories had carved its shape into his mind years before he’d ever worn armour.

Between peninsula and island stretched a narrow ribbon of sand, slick and glistening, exposed by the retreating tide. Water pooled in its shallow ruts, reflecting the sky in fractured strips, and waves lapped at its edges as if already considering the return. It was a fragile path, one that existed only by the sea’s brief permission, and Joran felt a tightening in his chest at the sight of it.

So many were already attempting the crossing.

Refugees from New Nithrael moved in uneven lines across the wet sand—soldiers without banners, men without ranks. Some leaned on spears or on one another; others went barefoot, boots lost somewhere beneath stone and fire. The wounded lagged behind, every step a negotiation with pain, while those still strong enough turned back again and again to urge them onward, eyes flicking to the water as though expecting it to rise at any moment and erase the way behind them.

Joran watched in silence, aware of how thin that crossing truly was. One turn of the tide, one delay too many, and the sea would close its hand. Yet they kept moving, drawn toward Kanofell with the dull, stubborn determination of the displaced—toward an island of old blood and older memory.

They were going home.

Passing through those that still lingered on the shore, their group caught the attention of, well, everyone. Dragon Riders, dwarves, and an Andaren Vahlken-trained assassin were easy to spot amidst the Kedradi, their eyes still lined with yellow paint. Their arrival sent a ripple through the masses until another group began to move north, towards them.

King Edris and Queen Hurelia were making their way up the gentle rise, backed by their usual entourage of guards, including Captain Hawkins of the Valgalan homeguard. It seemed both king and queen were unable to hide their relief at the sight of them. Hurelia crashed into Cob, wrapping her arms around him in a tight embrace. Edris looked as if he had been on the verge of doing exactly the same thing to Joran when some modicum of decorum reminded him of his station, if not their awkward personal situation.

“It is a weight lifted to see you all,” the king said instead.

“My thoughts exactly,” Slait replied with a broad smile, his sarcasm earning a scowl from too many to count.

“Your Grace,” Kassanda began, her dark eyes cast to the sea, “where is the fleet?”

Edris hesitated, glancing back at the empty waves. “They’re not here,” he answered glumly. “Either word has failed to reach them in Caster Hold, or they are still sailing south as we speak.”

“We have no choice but to use the sand bridge,” Hurelia said, turning to regard the strip of land no more than six men abreast. “It’s slowed us down, of course. Those that have come from other cities have been camped here for days, daring to cross when the tide has allowed it. Still, Kanofell has Kedradi boots upon its soil once more—a cause for celebration… in time. For now, we must concentrate on getting everyone across while we can. We only have a few hours a day.”

“I will happily wait my turn,” Androma stated wearily, The Green Leaf’s staff investigating the area for somewhere to sit.

Kassanda paused, looking caught between a rock and a hard place. “I would help wherever I can,” she finally said, “but I must turn back.”

“Turn back?” the king echoed, his frown mirrored by the Kedradi queen.

“Garganafan is still out there, wounded. Morgwyn accompanies him, but both are moving on foot. I would climb those peaks,” she told them, looking back and up, to the cliffs of reddish rock that stood proud over the sea, “and journey north until I find them.”

“I will come with you,” Joran asserted, his father edging on protest.

“Once reunited, we will join you in New…” Kassanda stopped herself, her attention flitting from the distant island to the queen. “In Nithrael,” she said simply.

When all were in agreement and dispersed by need or duty, Kassanda made straight for Cob, and with Joran close on her heel.

“In our stead, you will represent our order here.”

The Kedradi nodded his understanding, but Kassanda touched his arm, keeping him from following after his sister.

“You are a Dragon Rider. Your sister is the queen of a foreign nation. Your allegiance is to the King of Erador. You must stay close to him at all times.”

There came no reluctance from Cob, though he did appear somewhat jarred. He was positioned almost as awkwardly as Joran himself.

“I will do my duty,” he replied, placing his hand over hers. “You have my word, Kassanda.”

It was only a moment—a moment in which Joran might have blinked and missed it—but the two warriors shared a look that softened both. Joran stepped away, feeling he was too close without knowing exactly why.

“Come,” Kassanda then bade. “Let’s not waste the light.”
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They climbed hard and fast, leaving the noise of the shore behind as if it belonged to another life.

The lower reaches of The Gold Rise were kinder than Joran had expected—sun-warmed stone underfoot, scrubby grasses clinging stubbornly to cracks in the red rock, the air carrying the salt of the sea rather than winter’s bite. Even so, the ascent punished them. Paths thinned into ledges, then vanished altogether, forcing Kassanda to pick routes by instinct and experience, her hands finding holds before Joran had time to question whether they were there at all.

They spoke little. Breath was precious, and so was focus. When Kassanda did pause, it was never long—just enough to take a bearing, shade her eyes against the sun, or study the scarring along the mountainsides. They journeyed higher, farther north, deeper into the rise.

By midday they were traversing narrow spines of rock with sheer drops on either side, the sea a distant blue sheet far below. Joran’s inherited mutations were, finally, beginning to fray. His legs burned, shoulders ached, and the weight of his armour felt doubled, but Kassanda moved with tireless precision. She set a pace that did not slow for pain or doubt, only adjusting when the terrain demanded it—climbing when she must, skirting when she could, always angling toward the peaks where the stone darkened and the wind thundered like the sails of a great ship.

They trekked through shallow passes where heat pooled between the cliffs, then emerged into open shelves swept clean by breeze and sun. As the day wore on, fatigue crept in like a slow tide. Joran felt it in the careful way Kassanda began to test each step, in the longer pauses she allowed herself when she thought he wasn’t watching. Still, she pressed on, driven by something sharper than duty alone. Garganafan was wounded, grounded—and Morgwyn with him. Dragons were not meant to limp through mountains.

Late in the afternoon, as shadows stretched long and the stone cooled beneath their hands, Joran heard it—a distant, hollow call rolling through the mountains, too deep and resonant to belong to the wind. Kassanda stopped at once, eyes lifting, her entire posture tightening with alert recognition.

“They’re close,” she said quietly.

Joran followed her gaze to the jagged peaks ahead, his exhaustion momentarily forgotten. Somewhere beyond those ridges, their dragons waited—hurt and stubborn, but alive. And for the first time since leaving the caves, hope cut cleanly through his weariness, as bright and fierce as the southern sun still hanging warm above them.

That hope took shape, manifesting in the sky above, its shadow sliding across the stone.

Joran looked up just as Morgwyn crested the far ridge, his great wings unfurling into the open sky. Sunlight caught along his dark purple scales, drawing out bruised violets and oil-slick blacks, a sheen that shifted with every powerful stroke. He flew lower than Joran remembered, his flight line careful rather than commanding, but it was flight all the same, the steady and deliberate manoeuvres unmistakably his.

Even from the ground, the damage was clear. One wing beat lagged a fraction behind the other, and old blood marred the membrane near the joint, dried dark against torn flesh. Scars from Parthagon’s doing scored his flank, and the powerful tail trailed just a touch too low. Yet Morgwyn did not falter. He banked once, wide and slow, as if gauging the wind, then descended toward them with a controlled grace, a testament to his endurance—to his bloodline.

The landing sent a tremor through the rock as dust leapt into the air and claws bit stone, wings folding in close. Heat rolled off the dragon, familiar and grounding, carrying the sharp scent of sun-warmed scale and old smoke.

Joran moved without thinking.

Morgwyn lowered his great head, the ridge of his brow coming down to meet Joran’s—bone to scale, man to dragon. He closed his eyes, breathing him in, the weight of the past days loosening at last.

You’re here, the contact said, without words.

Indeed, Joran tried to speak across their bond but felt his words were sinking through sand.

Morgwyn rumbled softly, a sound deep enough to vibrate through Joran’s chest, and held still for him. Wounded or not, weary or not, the dragon had come when called. And in that moment, with Morgwyn’s presence solid before him, Joran felt something settle back into place, as if a part of himself long held taut had finally been allowed to rest.

Kassanda started forward, her gaze taken not by the distance but that which rested upon it.

Garganafan.

He emerged slowly, as if the mountain itself were yielding him.

Garganafan’s vast pale bulk rose into view beyond the broken ridge, each movement heavy with consequence. His scales, once a clean, blinding white, were dulled and marred—cracked, blackened, and scored deep by claw and flame. Here and there, a golden scale still caught the sun, stubborn flecks of light amid ruin, glinting like old honours that refused to be erased.

He did not fly—could not. One wing hung low and twisted, the membrane torn so badly it dragged against the stone, stained dark where blood had soaked and dried again. His chest bore the unmistakable scars of dragon fire—Parthagon’s work, Joran knew without needing to be told—great swaths of fused scale and raw, uneven ridges where flesh had been seared and shattered. A long gouge ran the length of his flank, wide enough that Joran could see the strained movement of muscle beneath, each breath a visible effort.

And yet, the great dragon held himself tall.

His head was high, his gaze steady, the heavy crown of horns framing eyes that still burned with quiet authority. Pain had bent his body but not his bearing. When he drew closer, the ground seemed to acknowledge him, stones shifting under his weight as if in reluctant deference. This was a dragon who had stood against his kin and lived. Twice tested. Twice unbroken.

Kassanda did not run. She slowed, as though approaching a throne rather than a wounded beast, her hand lifting in silent greeting. Garganafan answered with a low, resonant breath that rolled through the pass like distant thunder, pride and endurance bound together in sound.

Joran watched, awe tightening his chest. Morgwyn remained at his side, a steady presence, but even he angled his head in respect as Garganafan drew near.

Bloodied, grounded, and scarred beyond counting, the great white dragon was still magnificent—a living testament to survival, to will, to the simple, terrible truth that some things could be broken again and again and yet remain mighty all the same.

Soon thereafter, it became clear that Garganafan and Morgwyn had been travelling longer, and over harder terrain, than their Riders. It was decided that they would rest right there for the night, upon that high ridge that looked out on the world. From the supplies still bound to their saddles, Joran and Kassanda made a humble camp, with a fire to sit by while they consumed what they could.

Garganafan alone broke the wind, keeping the fire alive and the biting cold at bay. Joran remained seated against Morgwyn’s side, most content to feel the dragon’s heart beating through to touch his own.

“It will come back,” Kassanda said, speaking against the fear Joran wore on his sleeve.

Joran said nothing for a time, the gap filled by naught but the crackle of the fire. “How can you be sure?” he eventually asked, braving the question.

“Because I did the same thing once,” the older Rider answered, surprising him. “Most of us do at one point or another. Our magic is instinctual. The Jainus are confined by their spells, but that confinement also protects them from tapping into raw magic. You just need to learn more spells. It doesn’t help that your training has been interrupted twice now—in the middle of a war no less. Had we the time, I would have kept you as my ward, trained you for longer, but the world needs every Dragon Rider it can get—you more than the rest of us.”

The latter turned Joran’s gaze from the flames to Kassanda. “This war will be won one way or another, and before I inspire some… new generation of Riders.”

Kassanda was looking at him, intently. “It’s already happening. I saw it with my own eyes in New Nithrael. You threw yourself into the path of danger and the soldiers rallied around you. They should have fled from that Troll, but you showed them what courage could really do. In that moment, you were both the spear and the shield. What was yours, became theirs. Out of that, the dragon’s heart can stir in others.”

Joran obviously hadn’t seen what Kassanda had, but he felt bolstered by her words nonetheless, and so he let that sit with him for a while, wishing he could hear Morgwyn’s thoughts on the matter.

“Do you really think he’s dead?” Joran asked as the moon reached its apex.

“Baelon?”

Joran nodded, his thoughts having drifted back to the Dragonlord after Kassanda’s comments about his training being twice interrupted.

“I see nothing to be gained by lying about it.”

Joran had to agree, but he couldn’t imagine the Baelon Vos he had met ever being defeated in battle. “It had to be him,” he concluded. “Skara.”

Kassanda put her leather flask to her lips and paused. “Vander might be the new Dragonlord, but he did not wield the blow that made it so. The title was given to him, a gift from his new king.”

“Now they have a gift for him,” Joran lamented.

“Dragon Foe,” Kassanda voiced. “We do not know nearly enough about it to understand the threat it might pose. For all we know, it holds nothing but sentimental value.”

Joran didn’t believe that. Sentimentality wasn’t worth the risk of losing your only army.

“Get some rest,” the older Rider advised, bringing an end to the conversation. “We cannot say what the days ahead might hold, but if they’re anything like the days behind us, we will need our strength.”

Nestled between the warmth of the fire and the warmth of Morgwyn, Joran didn’t find it too hard to slip into a deep slumber, his mind so busy as to be numb, unable to grasp any one thought.

It was not so deep, however, as to miss the thunder passing through the rock beneath him.

Joran awoke half a second after Kassanda, their reptilian companions already craning their necks to spy the hammering source.

The sun was, again, stretching beyond the eastern horizon, heralding a new day. Kassanda held out one palm to both dragons, bidding they stay where there were while the smaller, quieter Riders investigated.

They crossed the flat crown of the cliff at a careful pace, boots scraping softly over cool stone. The mountains fell away on either side, but there the rock spread wide and bare, polished smooth by wind and time, offering no cover beyond a few low breaks in the stone. Kassanda moved ahead of him, posture tight.

At the far edge, they slowed. Joran eased himself down beside her and looked over.

Below them, The Gold Rise split open into a maze of canyons and narrow ravines, the stone walls sheer and unforgiving. Winding through that natural chokehold was a sight that caught in Joran’s chest.

An army—of traitors.

Even from that height, their order was unmistakable—ranks packed tight by necessity, banners furled, columns forced into long, sinuous lines that bent with the land. Armour flashed dully as they moved, a river of steel and intent needling its way south.

Joran’s stomach tightened as he voiced as much.

Kassanda didn’t answer at once, but her jaw set as she followed the army’s path with her eyes, tracing it all the way toward the distant lowlands where the peninsula met the sea. Toward the sandbar. Toward the refugees.

Joran’s gaze flicked back to the canyons. Bottlenecked. Hemmed in by stone on both sides, with no room to scatter, no easy way to break formation. His thoughts leapt ahead faster than caution could rein them in. Morgwyn could do terrible work there. One pass, low and hot, fire poured into the ravine until there was nowhere left to run⁠—

From nowhere the sky was cut, a tearing gash of wind that threw Joran’s head back.

Something swept over the cliff, sharp and swift, slicing through the thought before it could become action. Green scales glided across the dawning sun, rich and deep as forest leaves, wings stretched wide in an easy, confident arc.

Nersandi.

She was leading them.

Below, the army’s movement shifted subtly in response to her presence, tightening further, surging forward with renewed purpose. And astride her back, unmistakable even at distance, sat Col-vok—upright, composed, one hand resting easily on his sword, the other gripped to a rein. He looked a king leading a procession long anticipated.

Kassanda swore under her breath.

“Back,” she hissed, already retreating from the edge.

They moved together, instinctively, slipping low and fast toward the broken stone they’d passed moments earlier. Morgwyn’s head lifted at once, a warning rumble building in his chest, but Kassanda’s raised palm stopped him short. Garganafan shifted his great bulk, stone grinding beneath him, but held.

Nersandi passed again, closer this time, her head angling slightly as she glided along the cliff face. Joran pressed himself flat against the rock, heart pounding, acutely aware of how small and exposed they truly were. He did not breathe until the green dragon’s silhouette slid away, and the sun was allowed to shine once more.

Only then did Kassanda exhale and dare to move.

“Nersandi is no match for Garganafan.” Kassanda looked her companion over, thoughts to the contrary seen in her eyes. “She is a formidable opponent. As is Col-vok. I’ve always found both of them to be rather surgical in their approach to combat. They create openings and strike. They will take advantage while Garganafan is grounded—keep to the air, attacking in runs and then retreat.”

Joran gripped Kassanda by the arm, seeing her thoughts beginning to spiral as she looked into the future. “We have to warn the others. Everyone has to be on the other side of that sand bridge by the time they reach the peninsula.”

Kassanda took a breath and nodded her agreement. “They will be slowed in the canyons. We can cut across the mountains and get ahead of them—” She stopped herself and turned to Joran. “You can fly back with Morgwyn and get there faster. Stay low, hug the terrain. Bank east before you go south, give yourself some distance from Nersandi.”

Joran was already moving, his feet taking him back to his saddle, astride Morgwyn—where he belonged.

“Stay low,” Kassanda insisted again. “East, then south.”

The purple dragon took flight, tail scraping the stone for a hundred feet, while below, the army kept moving southward. Relentless.

And so, for the second time in its history, Kanofell lay directly in the path of an Eradoran army—in the path of doom.


40
WHERE IT ALL BEGAN


Cold and alive was the wind that tore across Baelon’s face and shoulders, a familiar companion to any Dragon Rider. He leaned instinctively into it, fingers locked into the thick straps secured around Mamonet’s chest and neck, boots braced against the ridged plates above her ribs.

The Realm of Magic passed beneath them, a river of land that simply couldn’t keep up.

They soared on a powerful beat of blue wings, a pressure so deep and resonant it seemed the sky displaced to make room for her. Wind streamed along Mamonet’s flanks, hissing softly as it slipped between scales painted with green sigils that glimmered faintly in the light.

The world below was still so alien to Baelon’s eyes as to be impossible.

Floating islands drifted at staggered heights, forests clinging to their undersides like memories refusing to let go. Rivers arced through open air, twisting and bending before dissolving into glowing mist. Roots thicker than castle towers bridged sky and stone, binding land to land in slow, patient curves.

And above it all—wondrous colour. The sky was not empty. It was layered, alive with slow-moving bands of pale gold, teal, and soft violet that slid past one another like tides. Higher still, the air sang—a low, constant tone that thrummed through bone and breath. Not sound as the Dragonlord knew it, but resonance, as though the very altitude carried a voice.

Mamonet banked, and the world tilted.

Baelon’s stomach lurched—but the dragon corrected smoothly, effortlessly, her massive body responding to the wind as if it were an extension of her own will. She rode the currents instead of fighting them, wings adjusting by fractions, tail counterbalancing with lazy precision.

She was magnificent—but not Kalaghan. The thought struck without warning, sharp and cruel. Kalaghan’s flight had been fire and muscle, raw power driven by fury and instinct. Every ascent a challenge, every dive a promise of destruction. This—this was different. Mamonet flew with ancient patience, with a confidence that did not need to prove itself.

Baelon’s eyes glazed, though he would have argued it was the wind. In truth, the absence of his bond with Kalaghan was a blow that repeated on itself. There was a familiar rumble of breath, but no shared tension in the air, no wordless understanding humming along the bridge that had connected them for centuries.

Baelon forced himself to breathe.

Kalaghan was alone.

The image rose unbidden—iron chains, spell-bands biting into scale, Jainus mages carving obedience out of agony. He knew too well how the wizards treated what they feared and coveted. His jaw clenched.

Hold on, he thought fiercely, as if the wind might carry the words across worlds. I’m coming.

He pressed his hands briefly against Mamonet’s neck, the heat of her scales grounding him. Forgive me, he thought, not sure whom the apology was for.

There were too many, perhaps.

Wind tore the thought away before it could finish. They climbed higher. The sound of the sky deepened, resolving into layered harmonics that vibrated through his chest. Below them, the Realm of Magic stretched outward in impossible breadth—folding forests, spiralled valleys, faraway cliffs haloed by drifting mist. Despite the distance they had travelled from the Aelthae, the great tree was still the most dominant landmark on the horizon.

Mamonet rumbled beneath him, a deep, steady vibration that resonated through his legs and spine. Baelon straightened in the saddle, wind whipping tears from his eyes as the Realm of Magic continued to unfurl beneath them, vast, uncaring, and breathtakingly alive.

He was not where he belonged but, for now, he was flying. And that—after everything—was enough to hurt almost as much as it healed.

The land ahead began to rise.

At first it was only a darkening of the horizon—a serrated line cutting into the drifting colours of the sky. Then, as Mamonet carried them closer, that line resolved into stone. Towering cliffs thrusting upward from the ground like the bastion of some ancient, long-forgotten castle.

They were immense. Sheer faces of pale rock climbed toward the sky in sweeping walls, broken here and there by massive ledges and terraces worn smooth by time beyond counting.

From above, Baelon could see how the cliffs formed a great, uneven ring, enclosing a broad plateau at their heart. Wind screamed as it funnelled between the stone towers, rising in long, mournful tones that braided with the higher harmonics of the sky.

His breath caught. Even without being told, he knew he looked upon Sael’Vaen, the Cradle.

From the air, the signs were unmistakable. Great gouges scored the stone where claws had landed and pushed off again and again over eons. Vast circular depressions marked places where dragons had lain, the rock polished smooth by scale and heat. Some hollows were rimmed with fused stone, glassed by ancient flame; others were lined with remnants of crystal and mineral growths warped into strange, organic shapes by repeated exposure to draconic presence.

Paths—tracks—wound across the plateau, far too large for any creature but dragons, etched deep into the rock. They led toward sheltered alcoves and broad, open terraces where the stone dipped gently inward, forming natural cradles large enough to hold numerous eggs.

Baelon felt something tighten painfully in his chest. Sael’Vaen was not a ruin in the way humans left such things behind. There were no shattered walls, no fallen monuments. The Cradle had simply… gone quiet.

Mamonet began her descent.

She circled the cliffs once, wings catching the rising thermals, her shadow sliding across the ancient stone below. Then she folded her wings slightly and dropped toward one of the highest terraces, claws extending with practiced precision.

The landing was heavy—but reverent. Stone cracked softly beneath her weight, not breaking so much as yielding, as if it remembered that burden. Wind rushed past them in a final roaring surge before settling into a constant, sighing flow along the cliff faces.

Mamonet folded her wings and lowered herself carefully, massive body settling into a shallow depression worn perfectly to her shape. She exhaled, a long, rumbling breath that vibrated through the plateau itself and then eased her head down to rest against the stone.

The dragon belonged there.

Baelon dismounted slowly, legs stiff, boots ringing faintly against rock that had known dragonkind since before memory. He stood there for a long moment, staring out across Sael’Vaen—the empty nests, the silent paths, the places where new life should have been waiting to be born.

His hand curled into a fist. Kalaghan should have known such a place.

Mamonet shifted slightly, one great eye opening to watch him. There was no question in her gaze, only ancient understanding—and something like sorrow.

Baelon rested a hand against her scales once more.

Sorryn landed beside him, graceful as ever, his crystal sword tight against his hip. “Follow me.”

The Dragonlord gave Mamonet a lasting look and continued in Sorryn’s wake. They trekked across the plateau, rising and falling with the shoots of stone that jutted to varying heights, like uneven steps and ladders. It wasn’t long before the great tree came back into view, the cliff walls towering either side of the companions now. Baelon noted the impression in the stone beneath his boots, as well as the charred black craters off to one side.

“A dragon gave birth here,” he deduced.

Sorryn carried on walking, waiting until he was closer to the jagged edge, before turning to face the Dragonlord. “Yes. This was actually one of Mamonet’s nesting grounds.”

“You are… bonded to her?”

“I am.” The Fae crouched down, his fingers flexed to touch a patch of blackened stone. “Come.”

Baelon crossed the gap and joined Sorryn on the other side of the charred impression. “A dragon hatched here,” he said knowingly.

The Fae nodded his head, eyes of reptilian gold never straying from the Dragonlord. “You know of this dragon. I saw his name in your mind.”

Baelon crouched as Sorryn was, his attention sharpening to a point. There was only one dragon he could have been speaking of, one dragon worthy of the reverence that moment beheld.

“Malliath,” he voiced.

“Son of Mamonet,” Sorryn finished. “He was not expected to hatch that day. His egg had sat idly here for many of your centuries.”

Baelon glanced back the way they had come, muted by disbelief—he had just flown astride Malliath’s mother, she who had birthed The Drakalis.

The Dragonlord’s gaze flitted back to the Fae. “You said you knew Skara,” he prompted. “You have seen him through Mamonet’s memories?”

Sorryn took a moment to run the flat of his green fingers over the smooth impression. “No,” he answered, standing up. “I saw him as I see you now, in that very spot.”

Baelon swallowed, eyes narrowing. “How old are you?”

“The Fae do not have an age—we simply are. Until we’re not,” he added solemnly, a moment spared to regard his blade.

“You actually met Skara, before he became a Dragon Rider?”

“He was a warrior—that much was clear. His arrival was nothing if not… complicated. We knew of your people, your world, but you did not know of us, and you had never stepped foot here before. Yet there he stood, and with a dragon cradled in his arms.”

“He bonded to Malliath.”

“I cannot say exactly what happened here,” Sorryn continued. “Skara was seen on the other side of the plateau as Malliath hatched. As you know, it’s not impossible for a bond to form after a dragon has hatched, though it is certainly less common. We assumed it was the human element. Either way, a bond was formed between the two after hatching, their connection undeniable—if forbidden.”

Baelon frowned. “Forbidden?”

“Dragons are not of your world, they do not belong there. Anatuu cannot nourish them in Verda as it does here.”

“Anatuu?” Baelon echoed, his attention shifting beyond the Fae. “The tree…”

“Have you ever seen a dragon of Mamonet’s size in your world? Malliath would be the closest because he hatched here, but all others? They are deprived of Anatuu, shadows of what they could be.”

Baelon glanced at the crystal blade shimmering on Sorryn’s hip, his thoughts cast back to that very weapon slicing through Fae with a precision born of the ages.

“You could have stopped him. You could have stopped Skara from taking Malliath. But you didn’t,” he went on, suspicions elevated. “You didn’t even keep him here for the sake of the bond—for Malliath’s sake. Skara brought him back to Verda and started an entire order of Dragon Riders. How could he have done any of that if you were right here, standing in front of him?”

An emotion flared in the Fae. Was it shame? Guilt? Simple unease? Baelon wasn’t familiar enough with them to say for certain.

“Because I let him,” Sorryn confessed.

Baelon knew well—better than most—the silver forked-tongue of Skara Pendain. Had he really used no more than words to convince the Fae to avert their gaze in the face of breaking their own laws?

“What do you know of that time?” Sorryn asked. “In your own history.”

Baelon hadn’t expected the question, slowing his response. “Only that Skara returned from the Realm of Magic with Malliath, that their union came in a time of great need. The details are vague beyond that. I don’t know where the other eggs came from. I don’t even know the circumstances that brought about such a need.”

“War,” Sorryn declared, the very weight of the word pressing down on his exquisite posture. “The people of Verda faced an enemy it wasn’t prepared for, a deceiver beyond imagining. He fooled them all for a time, even Skara. To your ancestors, he beheld the wisdom of the ages, and so they crowned him wizard, the first of his kind. They believed him to be a saviour, for what else could he be given his knowledge of magic.

“But his dark designs could not go unnoticed forever. As he reached the height of his power, the people of Verda finally turned on him, including his most trusted apprentice, Skara, son of Ithiliad.”

Baelon did his utmost to take it all in, to absorb every detail and name. “Skara was the… apprentice?”

“A title he abandoned after his family were murdered by the deceiver. Even so, I could sense his magic, taste it on the air. He was powerful—but not powerful enough. To defeat his enemy—to save his world—he needed more.”

“He needed dragons,” Baelon concluded. “But why would you care for his plight? His troubles were a world away. You could have kept to your laws and stopped him from taking Malliath.”

Sorryn wandered away, his face hidden for a while as he traced the edge of the cliff. “Because I too knew something of war. Our people were split in two.”

Baelon immediately thought back to what the Magus had told of Thorn-Athiel’s tale. Something about a schism, a divisive individual. He had a thousand questions primed on the edge of his lips, but he didn’t dare speak and interrupt the Fae—he needed to hear it all.

“The history of my kind does not reflect who we are today. There was a time when we hunted the dragons.”

The statement sat between them, hanging in the air like a guillotine.

Baelon blinked. “You… hunted them?”

“We believed that…” Sorryn trailed off and took a steadying breath. “We believed that consuming their flesh—their blood—imbued us with their strength. Generation after generation… we became very good at it. There were even branches among our people who learned to farm them. Eventually, the dragons learned to fear us.”

Baelon was shaking his head. Dragons feared nothing. He knew that in his bones.

“I cannot say for how many of your millennia this tradition flourished amongst my people. I can only say it was too long.”

Baelon couldn’t help but imagine it, dragons living in fear and suffering, their young taken by Fae hands and pulled apart—eaten. It felt like an offence to his very soul.

“What changed?” he asked, voice almost breaking.

“They did,” Sorryn told him, his golden eyes shifting to the sky.

Following his gaze, Baelon discovered a trio of dragons gliding high above, sailing away from the tree. Even at such a distance, he could see how gargantuan they were, titans of the sky.

“They developed a defensive trait while still in their egg,” the Fae explained, his reptilian sight boring into the Dragonlord.

“The bond,” Baelon breathed, brushing against a revelation.

“The bond,” Sorryn confirmed. “They can sense the presence of a hunter—a threat.”

Baelon wandered away from Malliath’s hatching pit, his attention slipping from everything as he put it all together in his mind.

“They bond with us, with hunters, out of… instinct. To protect themselves?”

“As you well know,” Sorryn replied, “once the bond is formed, you are overcome with the need to protect the egg. I, myself, fought and killed my entire hunting party after coming across Mamonet’s egg.”

Now Baelon knew, without a doubt, why the dragons of Verda only formed bonds with warriors. To have the dragon heart was to be a hunter, like the dragons themselves—like the Fae, in truth.

“Why… why are you telling me this?”

“So you better understand why your world was shaped as it is.” Sorryn stepped closer, his superior height all the more ominous. “There was one among my people who objected to the bond. He disagreed with the change Fae like me were imparting. It took time, you see, generations even, but we managed to convince most of our people that there was a better life to be lived if we embraced the dragons. It was too much for him, and others—those who could not break with tradition.”

“The Vayad,” Baelon said, guessing as much.

“That was the name he gave them. In your tongue it means…” He took a moment to consider it before saying, “The Blooded. They believe the tradition of hunting dragons is sacred to our people, that a true Fae must know the taste of dragon’s blood.” Sorryn shook his head—it was clear he had once tasted as much.

“What does any of that have to do with Skara being allowed to leave with Malliath?” Baelon queried, one finger tugging at the iron collar biting into his neck.

“That was the first our people knew of war,” Sorryn admitted. “It cost us everything. We were desperate to claim victory, and in our desperation we were forced to use the magic of Anatuu for violence against each other. But our enemy was cunning—and wicked. He committed himself to the study of magic. He came to understand it in a way we couldn’t grasp. With his knowledge came hunger, and not just for domination over the Fae. Indeed, he put down the traditions of the Vayad. He didn’t really care about hunting dragons. He just wanted more. And when that wasn’t enough, he wanted to start again, to reshape the realm as he saw fit.

“But we resisted. Mamonet and her kin rallied around us. We pushed back, defied his plans—protected Anatuu. By then, however, he had learned of another world, another realm nourished by the roots of Anatuu’s sister tree. We did not have the numbers nor the power to safeguard both trees. And so the enemy began his work there, while the Vayad kept us at war here. He spoiled that world. The tree died, and in the absence of its light there was only darkness… and the things he made in the darkness.

“Only after he had made a ruin of that world did he discover yours. We tried to prevent him from reaching your shores, but he flooded our home with the monsters of his shadow realm. We were fighting both them and the Vayad while he retreated to Verda. And there he took root…”

“The first wizard,” Baelon muttered. “Skara’s master, his enemy… was your enemy—a Fae.”

“Yes. So you see, when Skara arrived here, just as desperate to end his war as we were to end ours, we saw an opportunity.”

“Let him leave with a dragon,” Baelon concluded, “and have him slay your enemy.”

Sorryn nodded his head of golden antlers. “Only then did the deceiver taste defeat. But it still wasn’t enough. The enemy had a foothold in your world, and he wasn’t giving it up. So the son of Ithiliad returned to us as The Pendain. He needed more eggs. Since we could not offer our own blades and claws, we presented Skara with just that. He took them back to Verda, and your order was born.”

“This enemy?” Baelon enquired. “What was his name?”

“I will not utter it,” Sorryn replied firmly. “His shadow still lingers in this world. Even as we speak, my people are fighting and dying trying to drive the Vayad into the veil lands. That is where the Aelthae are going. We will ensure their light is extinguished. With that,” he added, crouched upon the edge, one finger tracing an image into the loose dust, “his mark will fade into naught but myth and legend. Then nothing at all.” The Fae wiped his palm across the stone, erasing the depicted spider with too many legs.

“Victory might be within your grasp, but we cannot say the same. Skara may have defeated your… dark Fae, but the threat to Verda remains. The seed he planted in the son of Ithiliad has come to fruition, and now my home burns instead of yours.”

“I did not foresee the fall of Skara,” Sorryn replied, “but I have looked into your mind, Baelon Vos, and I have seen yours.”

The Dragonlord was taken aback, his response snatched by sheer surprise.

“You fall even as we speak. That is to say, you have not struck the bottom yet, as Skara has. I urge you to reach out and find a hold, that you might ascend once more. If Skara has the knowledge of my kin, your world will need to be united against him. Lay down your designs for Verda, and use your power as we have—to bring about a time of dragons.”

Baelon’s thoughts dwelled on Joran. So much weighed upon those young shoulders. It was a fight of good and evil, the light against the dark. Baelon could see then how he had complicated the matter. He had tried to bend the boy’s destiny to fit his will, his designs.

Sorryn stepped even closer and rested a hand on the Dragonlord’s shoulder. “Be the good that lingers in the dark,” he said, echoing Rhaymion’s words, a century past—taken from Baelon’s mind. “Only then may hope truly kindle.”

It was a cold blade in Baelon’s gut, igniting the fires of shame he had long quenched with righteous purpose.

How small the Dragonlord felt then. All the wars, all the death. They had clouded his mind, come between him and his real purpose.

Still, it gnawed at him.

Couldn’t he do a better job than Skara or the dark Fae before him? Couldn’t he rule Verda as it was meant to be ruled? He was a good man. He wanted peace. As the oldest, wisest, and strongest Dragon Rider, didn’t he deserve to reign from east to west?

All at once he felt flooded by the absence of Kalaghan. The dragon had been his whole world—had been enough. When had that changed? When had he begun to desire more?

“I have to return,” he murmured, eyes glazed. “I have to return,” he repeated, some life in his voice now. “There’s still time. I have to save Kalaghan.”

“I’m afraid you don’t have the time you think you do,” Sorryn informed him.

Baelon frowned. “What do you mean?”

“To you, no more than a day has passed since your arrival. The same cannot be said of Verda.” The Fae moved to indicate the great tree in the distance. “The power of Anatuu seeps into your world, breaching the wall between our two realms. So the closer you are to Anatuu, the closer you are to Verda. The further away you travel, however, and time as you know it begins to… slip.”

Baelon shook his head, his desperation to go home returning with verve. “I don’t understand—what are you saying?”

“Within the roots of Anatuu, a day here is a day there. But you have journeyed beyond the roots, and we took you further still, to our village. By comparison to those in Verda, you have been moving at a fraction of time. That is to say, upon your return, days will have passed. I cannot speak to the condition of Kalaghan.”

Dread manifested within the Dragonlord. He had missed days. Days! Baelon’s vision swam as the weight of it settled in. Chains. Spells. Pain stretched across hours that should never have existed. He heard Kalaghan’s roar in his mind, cut short by bindings and sigils.

Baelon practically lunged forwards, grabbing Sorryn by the arm. “I need to save him.”

“Yes,” the Fae agreed, peeling the pink fingers from his arm.

Sorryn stepped away from him without haste. Indeed, it seemed the Fae only moved with any considerable speed when wielding his sword.

He moved to the edge of the rocky platform and reached for his belt, fingers selecting a bundle of slender pipes bound together with silver thread. They were not uniform—some longer, some barely the length of Baelon’s hand—each carved from a different pale wood or crystal-veined bone. As Sorryn lifted them, the air seemed to tense, as though it recognised what was about to be asked of it.

Baelon watched, unease prickling along his arms.

Sorryn raised the pipes to his lips. The first note was low and distant, barely more than a vibration. It pressed outward, sinking into stone and wind ensnaring the two. Pebbles near Baelon’s boots shuddered, then slid a fraction of an inch, rearranging themselves into intricate patterns. The wind twisted, spiralling inward toward the sound, its voice sharpening into a high, keening undertone.

A second note joined the first, and the air bent.

Baelon’s breath caught as the space before them warped, light stretching thin like heated glass. Sparks crackled along an invisible seam, white-blue lightning licking at nothing and finding purchase. The sound deepened, layered and insistent, and the world tore open.

A portal yawned into being.

Its edges snapped and flared, rimmed with arcing energy that hissed and spat against the stone. Through its heart, Baelon saw another place entirely—cold stone walls etched with sigils, iron sconces burning with steady flame. Thorn-Athiel’s chamber, the one he had escaped from.

Baelon’s heart slammed against his ribs.

Sorryn lowered the pipes, and the portal held, trembling but stable. “Now you know how it all began,” he announced, speaking over the sound of the roaring portal. “But you get to decide how it ends—if it ends. Whatever awaits you, Baelon Vos, do not let vengeance steer you. Your convictions—your authority—might earn you those victories you seek, but such a path comes at a cost.”

Baelon steeled himself, oaths of his own making heard on the lips of a Fae, and voiced with condemnation.

“It will not be you who pays that price, but the world around you.” Sorryn took a step closer. “Valour. Honour. Sacrifice. ’Tis an unbreakable cord of three. Do not abandon them, for they are the roots of you. Therein lies the hope of your people.”

“Hope,” Baelon echoed, the word brittle and bitter on his lips. “Hope isn’t going to be enough.”

“Without hope, there is no ground beneath your feet, no strength in your arms, no wind beneath your wings. I have seen the hope of a few stand up to the tyranny of the many—and win. So too have I seen a time of dragons heal an entire realm. Take that into your heart and into your bones, and you will do what is right.”

Baelon nodded his understanding, even if it still jarred—still hurt—to do so.

“Wait,” the Fae called, halting him only steps from the edge of the portal. “You will be needing this, I think.”

Baelon’s reflexes were still sharp enough to see him snatch Sorryn’s crystal blade mid-flight. He rolled it once, listening to the hum of air as it completed a single revolution. It was heavier than steel, certainly heavier than silvyr, but he had seen what it could do up close.

“It is not a weapon of revenge,” Sorryn noted. “It serves the justice of the Aelthae and the will of Anatuu.”

Baelon hefted the blade. “Thank you.”

“And you won’t be needing that,” the Fae pointed out, his lips coming together. The resultant whistle travelled with purpose, rising and diving in spirals until the sound collided with the iron collar about Baelon’s neck.

The metal snapped and fell at the Dragonlord’s feet.

Baelon gladly kicked it away and made for the portal.

“One more thing,” Sorryn mentioned, his golden eyes shifting from the chamber beyond to Baelon. “Do not suffer a Vayad to live. They learned all that they know at the very feet of evil. Thorn-Athiel sees dragons as no better than food. Those that bond with them defy the laws of tradition—of their master.”

Baelon glanced at the sword in his hand and offered Sorryn-Vaelis a nod—a promise.
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The Vorge hit like a tidal wave of muscle, the pocket of still water collapsing into savagery.

They fell like a living avalanche, streamlined torsos and long tails snapping, claws reaching, teeth flashing, hunger finally unleashed. The current buckled, silt exploding upward in a choking cloud as stone and bone were kicked loose from the walls.

The sudden displacement struck Kitrana like a hammer while Aeris vanished entirely behind a blur of pale limbs. Serenya’s trident came up in a two-handed sweep, carving a brutal arc that sliced through pale flesh and sent black blood spiralling through the dark like spilled ink.

Kitrana felt the first impact as a body slammed into her shoulder, claws scraping her armour. A second latched onto her calf. A third darted for her throat. They were too fast for thought, but the battle maiden didn’t need to think—she needed only instinct.

Dawnbreaker reacted.

The runes flared—hotter, brighter—until the blade became a strip of blinding sunrise in her grip. Light slammed outward.

The nearest Vorge recoiled with a collective hiss that rippled through The Maw. Their black eyes pinched, and their bodies twitched as if the radiance itself burned their skin. But hunger was the only master they obeyed, and they surged again, pushing through their own fear, trying to drown the sun in teeth.

“There!” Kitrana signed, the gesture tight and sharp, her free hand slashing toward a narrow fracture in the basalt wall to her right—an ancient crack widened by time and violence.

Serenya saw it immediately. She didn’t argue. She rammed her shoulder into a lunging Vorge, used its momentum like a lever, and shoved it into the swarm. Aeris fought his way toward them, spear thrusting and swiping as he used it to keep jaws from closing on his forearm.

The Queen did not join the crush.

She drifted above it, just outside Dawnbreaker’s brightest reach, circling—waiting for the moment Kit was forced to dim the blade or turn it away.

Kitrana’s unbridled rage was anything but dim, however, and so Dawnbreaker shone. The battle maiden swung, her crowded targets impossible to miss. The cut wasn’t elegant—it didn’t need to be. The searing blade passed through half a dozen bodies like they weren’t even there, infusing each with more magic than their physical bodies could withstand.

The pressure of the ocean, however, turned heat into something obscene.

The Vorge bodies flashed white-hot for an instant, as though the sun had been stuffed into each chest. Then it collapsed inward—a superheated implosion—flesh and bone compressing into a tight, violent knot that detonated in a silent, crushing pulse. The shockwave slapped outward, scattering silt and knocking more Vorge off-course, swatted away as if struck by a giant hand.

Where the creature had been, there was only a faint bloom of shimmering bubbles—boiling, then vanishing.

Aeris stared—horrified for half a precious second—before the next wave hit him.

Kitrana surged between him and the teeth, Dawnbreaker held low and bright. The Vorge flinched back from the radiance like animals from fire, their courage wavering. Their advance stuttered, but it did not stop.

“Move!” Serenya signed, and this time there was no softness in it, no elder’s caution—only a soldier’s command.

They swam for the crevice, bodies rippling.

The crack in the basalt was narrow enough that the Vorge couldn’t enter three abreast, funnelling the chaos into a single throat. That, Kitrana realised, dragging Aeris by the strap of his armour, was an advantage she could work with.

Behind them, The Maw erupted.

Bodies slammed into bodies. Teeth snapped shut on empty water. Claws raked rock. The Queen dropped suddenly, trying to slip through the swirl and strike at Kitrana’s flank—an opportunist’s lunge, precise and venomous.

Kitrana turned on pure instinct and drove Dawnbreaker outward like a wall.

The Queen recoiled, fast enough to avoid the blade, but not fast enough to avoid the light. It washed over her face, her eyes squeezed shut. Her tail snapped, and she vanished into the dark again with a hiss that was all rage and nearly as much pain.

“Up!” Kitrana signed, and shoved forward.

The passage narrowed into jagged corridors where ancient stone met ancient craft—blocks fitted together in places, half-swallowed by basalt growth and time. Old grooves ran along the walls, carved too straight to be natural. The bones there were older, embedded into sediment like fossils—jawbones that might once have belonged to war-orcas, ribs thick as pillars, spiralled teeth that were neither whale nor shark, but something forgotten.

The Vorge poured after them in twos and threes, their tails hammering the tight space, scraping stone, jaws snapping in the constricted water.

Serenya held the rear, trident braced across the gap like a gate. When a Vorge lunged, she skewered it cleanly through the chest and pinned it to the wall. She didn’t let it die slowly—she twisted, hard, snapping bone and spine, and yanked the trident free in one practiced motion.

A second was ready to take its place immediately.

Aeris, breathing hard through his skin, kept near Kitrana’s shoulder, spear held forward with both hands. He was shaking—fear or adrenaline, Kitrana couldn’t tell—but his eyes were focused. Present. His courage was enviable.

Kitrana led with Dawnbreaker, its glow turning the narrow corridor into a blade of day cutting through the underworld. The Vorge hated it, unable to look directly at it. Their eyes tightened, and their bodies bucked away as if the light scraped their nerves raw.

But they still came, their hunger older than fear.

A claw hooked Aeris’s thigh and tore through his armour. Blood spilled like smoke into the passage, the scent of it exciting the Vorge all the more. He grunted, bit down on the sound, and rammed his spear backward without looking. The tip punched into something soft, a shudder travelling up the shaft to signal victory.

Serenya’s trident flashed, and another Vorge corpse littered the passage behind them.

Kitrana fought against Dawnbreaker, the weapon drinking from her—pulling at her wrath, her conviction, her need. It wanted more, always more. It was a sun that would never be satisfied.

The corridor bent sharply, forcing them into an even tighter throat. A wall of stone on one side was carved with faint spirals—old, eroded, almost gone. A relic of some forgotten hand. Was it a Vorge hand?

The sight jolted Kitrana. Not now. Not—she slammed the feeling down as teeth snapped near her shoulder. The Vorge pressed harder. Bodies stacked behind bodies. Their tails whipped the water into turbulence, making the corridor tremble. Their numbers were endless, unlike their patience.

Ahead, the passage opened into a wider cavity—an ancient chamber collapsed into ruin, filled with cracked pillars and broken arches that had once been beautiful. Now it was a den of bones and debris, a place where silt hung in heavy curtains.

The Queen’s shadow slid along the ceiling.

Kitrana caught the movement, heart hammering, and twisted just as the Queen struck—coming down like a spear, jaws open wide enough to take Kitrana’s head.

Dawnbreaker met her in a burst of day.

The Queen’s face lit up in full, brutal detail, revealing scar patterns along her throat, ritual marks carved into bone plating, eyes narrowed into slits that mirrored Dawnbreaker’s light. Her teeth were larger than any of her subjects’, some chipped, some worn flat, as if she had chewed on stone.

She stopped short, hovering just out of the blade’s reach, and smiled.

Aeris was shoved forwards as a Vorge slammed into his back, stealing Kitrana’s attention for a precious moment—that was all the Queen needed.

She whipped her tail and struck Kitrana’s ribs, a brutal impact that bruised her ribs and sent her spinning into a pillar. Pain flared hot along her side, stars bursting behind her eyes.

Serenya roared silently—her whole body lunging forward—and rammed her trident at the Queen’s throat. The Queen twisted away, too quick, and the trident sank into the stone instead, vibrations shuddering up Serenya’s arms.

Kitrana forced herself upright, teeth clenched, Dawnbreaker blazing so bright it turned the chamber into a sunlit ruin.

The Vorge recoiled as one, bodies pressing back into shadows, their eyes pinched tight. Some hissed and thrashed blindly, but those nearest the light began to flee, scrambling into cracks and behind broken arches as though the day itself was poison.

Kitrana advanced.

Every stroke of Dawnbreaker was the end of a Vorge, their bodies imploding violently. Every flare of light was a boundary the others could not cross.

One Vorge made the mistake of lunging anyway—either too hungry or too blind to stop. Dawnbreaker grazed its shoulder. The creature’s body compacted inward, heat compressing flesh into a bright knot, then collapsed in a silent shockwave that shattered sheets of silt and snapped a brittle pillar clean in half. The broken stone toppled, crushing two more Vorge beneath it.

The rest scattered, terrified now—not just of the light, but of what the light did.

Kitrana’s hand shook with exertion. The blade was hungry, and her anger fed it, but her body was still mortal. The pain in her ribs stung every time she twisted. Blood from a scratch along her cheek drifted upward in a thin ribbon.

Up…

The battle maiden looked up and saw the narrow gap, like the black slit of a dragon’s eyes. She got her companion’s attention with one wave of Dawnbreaker and began shoving them towards the ceiling.

Serenya yanked her trident free and dragged Aeris with one hand, blood clouding behind him.

They found the upward shaft by feel as much as sight—an angled tunnel climbing along the Maw’s inner wall, where ruins gave way to raw basalt and broken ledges. It was steeper than the crevice paths, an exhausting climb with such little room to actually swim.

Still the Vorge came, and in waves now

They poured from every crack, every side passage, every shadowed shelf, driven by the Queen’s silent command. They darted in and out, trying to bait Kitrana into swinging too wide, trying to force her to turn the blade away long enough for their teeth to close.

The Queen shadowed them, never striking unless the perfect opportunity presented itself.

Kitrana kept Dawnbreaker between them and death like a moving star. Whenever the Vorge surged, she flared the blade brighter, and the water around it shimmered with heat like a mirage at the bottom of the world.

When they reached a wider shelf—an old balcony of worked stone half-collapsed—the shaft above narrowed, becoming a vertical throat of darkness.

Kitrana glanced up. Nothing. No opening. No hint of the surface or the caravan rim. They were still deep. Too deep.

And the Vorge were gathering again.

Serenya bared her teeth in a grim smile, the expression feral on her weathered face. She lifted her trident in both hands and signed one word.

“Hold.”

Aeris swallowed and nodded, adjusting his grip on the spear. His eyes flicked to Kitrana, then to the shadows closing in.

The Kraken-slayer raised Dawnbreaker. The runes ignited to their brightest yet, the blade becoming a pillar of dawn in The Maw. Light surged outward, turning the nearby stone pale and throwing the Vorge into stark relief—sleek bodies, long tails, rows of teeth, eyes burning with hunger.

They hesitated, the Queen rising into view. She drifted above them all, immense, scarred, regal in her brutality. She signed with languid precision, fingers almost serene.

“Break them.”

The Vorge surged, and chaos had its day.

They struck from below, from the sides, from cracks in the rock that Kitrana hadn’t even registered. Aeris was dragged backward by two bodies clamping onto his injured leg; he slammed his spear haft into one jaw, then stabbed the other through the eye. Serenya took a slash across her forearm—blood blooming dark—but she didn’t flinch. She spun, trident carving a clean corridor through bodies, each thrust controlled and efficiently lethal.

For all their courage and skill, however, Kitrana Voden was keeping them alive. She was the sun in the depths, and the sun was wrath.

She swung Dawnbreaker in tight arcs, using the environment—forcing Vorge into corners, catching them as they tried to dart past. The consecutive implosions only added to the chaos, dragging in the charging Vorge before throwing them into walls and ruins, there to be battered and crushed by those pouring in behind them. And those that rushed in were met by magic, the blade needing only to touch, not cut.

The resultant shockwaves kicked silt into plumes, sent old bones clattering, and even fractured an ancient arch, collapsing it in a rain of stone.

The Vorge changed tactics.

They began hurling themselves at the rock either side of Kitrana, their claws tearing at ledges, trying to collapse the shelf beneath the trio. The stone cracked all too easily, disturbing more silt, until the platform trembled. The battle maiden had no choice but to dart aside, towards the opening that led back into the main shaft.

The Queen seized the moment, spearing in, faster than her size should allow, jaws snapping toward Kit’s exposed side. Kitrana pivoted, but her ribs screamed, slowing her by a fraction.

The Queen’s teeth grazed her armour—inviting the fury of Dawnbreaker’s light—and in that same heartbeat Aeris shoved forward, spear-tip flashing toward the Queen’s throat. The giant Vorge twisted away with a contemptuous flick.

But she had misjudged Aeris.

The young Nimean wasn’t trying to kill her with that thrust—he was forcing her to move where Kitrana needed her.

The battle maiden surged, pain jolted to one side, while Dawnbreaker came up like a sun-bright shield. The Queen recoiled from the light, hissing, forced back. Kitrana swung, believing she was about to end the Queen once and for all, but the fiend was pulled back by two dozen hands, her subjects yanking her out of harm’s way. Three of them were slain in her stead, a trio of implosions that blended into one singular wall of heat and debris.

“Go!” Kitrana signed, shoving Aeris towards the next climb. “Up!”

They scrambled and swam—Serenya first, then Aeris, with Kitrana guarding their desperate escape with Skara’s light. They clawed their way through the water, pulling themselves along stone ridges and broken handholds. The shaft narrowed until the Vorge couldn’t swarm side-by-side anymore, their numbers decreasing as their frustration rose in equal measure.

Again, the Queen dashed their hopes of escape, ramming her way in from above and blocking the shaft like a living gate. Her tail coiled, her jaws wide, her eyes fixed on a most cunning prey.

Aeris froze, his lack of real training coming up against the brutal experiences he had already survived in his short life.

Serenya tried to lunge down the shaft, trying to keep those below from swarming them, but the Vorge snapped and clawed, knocking her trident aside. She stabbed blindly, grunting as something raked her calf.

Kitrana moved past Aeris and rose Dawnbreaker to burn the Queen back, but the shaft was too narrow. Too many allies too close. One wrong flare and she’d cook them all in the compressed water.

The Queen smiled again, triumphant. She had finally cornered her prey, the opportune moment delivering her next meal. But like any cornered prey, the battle maiden could only lash out.

Dawnbreaker sheared through the stone around her, arcing into a blow that would cleave the queen in two if it wasn’t destined to implode her. The scarred Vorge, however, had risen to the station of queen for a reason, her untold years of surviving, hunting, and devouring the building blocks of an apex predator.

Her enormous hand snatched out and grabbed Kit’s arm entirely, her grip so vast the Kraken-slayer couldn’t even bend her elbow. That same arm was then pinned to the wall, where Dawnbreaker could do naught but melt the rock.

Once again, Kitrana Voden was confronted by the open jaws of a monster that wished to taste her flesh. Her free hand shot forwards, a closed fist aimed to puncture one of those bulbous eyes. She didn’t even get within inches before the queen caught the blow, her claws biting into the Nimean’s arm.

It was to be death then—death for them all. The moment she died, Dawnbreaker would fade to that of dull steel and there would be nothing to stop the ravenous Vorge.

Aeris should have retreated, the truth of their dire situation stealing his resolve.

But he didn’t.

The younger Nimean moved.

He drove upward, using the shaft wall like a brace, and hurled himself at the Queen in a single, committed dive—spear held in both hands, the motion all muscle and desperation.

The Queen shoved Kit aside and snapped her jaws at the new threat. Aeris twisted mid-water, sliding past the bite by a hair’s breadth—and thrust.

The spear went through the Queen’s skull with a sickening certainty—entering beneath the cheek ridge and punching out behind her crown plate. Her eyes flared wide, reflecting Dawnbreaker’s light one last time.

Then the queen of monsters went still.

The next heartbeat dragged into an age—nothing happened. The swarm below had stopped, as if their strings had been cut.

The Vorge froze in the cracks. On the ledges. In the shadows. Hundreds of eyes turned upward, unblinking, fixed not on Kitrana’s sun-bright blade but on Aeris.

The Nimean hung there, trembling, blood streaming from his thigh and hands, spear still lodged through the Queen’s head. He looked at Kitrana and, perhaps, took some of her fortitude, using it to steady himself. He pulled the spear free in one brutal motion.

The Queen’s body drifted downward, heavy and final, vanishing into The Maw’s dark, just another corpse to add to the rest.

Silence poured into the shaft. The Vorge did not attack again. Instead, one by one, they eased back into the stone, withdrawing. Kitrana understood something immediately—the Queen controlled the population through something other than language. Something in the water then—something she secreted.

But the absence of control shouldn’t have stopped them in their tracks. If anything, they should have lost their cohesion and turned on each other, killing anything that moved.

But they were dormant, eyes glinting in the darkness—eyes that would not shift from Aeris. The Nimean hovered, spear lowered.

Kitrana stared at him, muscles aching, Dawnbreaker dimming fraction by fraction as her rage loosened its grip.

Aeris looked back at them, dazed, almost disbelieving. Serenya drifted close, blood trailing from her arm, and placed a hand on his shoulder—not gentle, not soft. A soldier’s acknowledgment.

The Vorge reacted, starting forwards as one collective organism with hundreds of mouths. Before Dawnbreaker could flare once more, Aeris held up his spear, a paltry shield against such an attack—but it was a shield nonetheless. The Vorge stopped for a second time.

Battered and bleeding, Kitrana Voden looked from the Vorge to Aeris, her disbelief tenfold as the battle maiden realised she had just witnessed the ocean reshape itself in the thrust of a spear.
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OLD STONE, NEW HOPE


Cob felt it the moment he crossed the broken threshold—an old pressure in the chest, a tightening in his throat—as though the ruin itself had drawn breath at his return. A ruin that did not know him—should not know him.

Yet the ranger felt its embrace all the same.

Before him sprawled the remains of Nithrael, the first Nithrael, its skeleton laid bare at the foot of Mount Nuvata like a fallen crown. Ash-dark walls jutted from the earth at fractured angles, their once-precise geometry broken but not erased, lines of intention still visible beneath centuries of ruin and growth. Even in death, the city had structure, its purpose retained.

This had been the heart of the Kedradi world.

No living Kedradi had walked those streets. Not since the day dragon fire had turned marble to slag and Erador’s wrath fell from the sky on wings of judgment. Cob had been raised on the stories—told in low voices, carried like scars from generation to generation—but stories were bloodless things. Standing there, he understood what had been lost in a way words had never managed to hold.

The avenues were wide, engineered for procession and defence alike, flanked by toppled columns etched with half-melted runes of craft and law. Smithing halls lay split open, their roofs collapsed inward, revealing titanic forges fused into blackened stone. Even ruined, they dwarfed anything built in the deserts of Qalanqath. This city had not merely housed artisans—it had been an engine of creation, a place where metal, fire, and will had been bent into enduring legacy.

Mount Nuvata loomed behind it all, vast and silent, its slopes streaked with old lava flows like veins of cooled blood. Once, its fire had been tamed and fed, its heart a sacred forge where Kedradi steel was born. Now it watched over the city like an executioner long after the sentence had been carried out.

Cob stepped forward, boots crunching softly over mud and what shattered tile could be seen between the growth that had long invaded the city’s boundaries. Each footfall felt intrusive, reverent even. He imagined that final day—the sky thick with wings, the roar of dragons echoing off stone, Erador’s reckoning delivered in flame because words had failed. Because the Kedradi of old had chosen The Dark One, and the world had answered in kind.

The survivors had fled by sea, broken and hunted, to deserts that did not know their names. They had endured. They had rebuilt. But they had never come back. Until now.

Cob stopped at the centre of what must once have been a great square, its floor inlaid with the remnants of intricate metalwork, warped into abstract shapes by unimaginable heat. He lowered his head—not in defeat, but in acknowledgment.

Valarius Thayne, Dragon Rider of Erador and son of the Kedradi, had come to stand where both histories collided, beneath a mountain that had once forged the very kings whose blood ran through his veins.

Stone scraped softly behind him.

Cob lifted his head just in time to see Thessaleia bound across the broken square, her movement too large for the memory he still carried of her. She was no longer the sleek, awkward thing that had once perched on his arm or shoulder. Now she moved with the mass and presence of a large wolf, her body longer, her shoulders higher, her wings broad enough to cast real shadow across the ruin-strewn ground.

She skidded to a halt atop a fallen plinth, claws biting for purchase. The stone groaned, protesting the added weight, and Cob’s breath caught.

“Easy,” he murmured, though he wasn’t sure whether the word was meant for her or himself.

Thessaleia cocked her head, vivid green eyes bright with curiosity and something dangerously close to delight. Then she jumped.

It was not a small leap. She launched herself toward the skeletal remains of a colonnade, wings snapping into motion mid-arc. Was that instinct or control? For a terrible half-second, Cob was certain she would miss—that her new weight would betray her, that stone would crumble, that history would claim her as it had claimed so much else.

She struck hard, claws scraping, wings flaring wildly. The dragon steadied herself. The columns held. She held.

Cob exhaled sharply, only realising then that he’d stopped breathing.

Thessaleia shook herself, scales rasping softly, and loosed a low, pleased sound. She leapt again, further this time, misjudged the distance, and had to beat her wings in an awkward, furious burst to keep from crashing outright. She did not truly fly—no mastery of the air—but she stayed aloft long enough to land in a clumsy sprawl amid shattered stone.

Cob almost broke into a run, but she was already up. Dust clung to her scales as she rose, chest heaving, wings half-spread and trembling with effort. There was a scrape along one flank where she’d misjudged the landing, but no blood. She lifted her head proudly, tail lashing once in irritation at her own failure—then tried again.

Cob stopped where he was, along with a dozen others who paused in their activity to observe the dragon.

Fear twisted in him, sharp and instinctive. She was still growing. Still learning. The ruins were not made for missteps, and dragon fire had weakened even the strongest stone. One wrong leap, one fractured ledge, and⁠—

Thessaleia leapt once more.

Wings opened wide, catching the warm updrafts rising from the sun-heated rock. She rose a body-length off the ground and no more. Yet she rose all the same, suspended for a breath that felt impossibly long before settling back down with a controlled, heavy landing. Thessaleia stood there afterward, wings slowly folding, sides heaving, eyes alight.

Cob felt his fear loosen its grip, replaced by something deeper and more reverent. Thessaleia was not a child testing her balance. She was becoming. In her the ranger saw a mighty dragon, a warrior, a protector—a guardian against the dark.

What other destiny could she have?

Cob rested a hand over his heart, steadying himself as their bond hummed quietly between them—ancient and new all at once. Among the ruins of a city burned by dragons, beneath a mountain that had once answered only to Kedradi hands, Thessaleia tested herself against stone and air alike. She was awkward, ungainly, and wholly glorious.

Immortal, he thought, watching her lift her head to the sky, as if daring it to deny her again. It was too small a word to describe the depths of its meaning.

“In a world on fire,” Queen Hurelia said, approaching from down the street, “Thessaleia is proof that hope endures.”

Cob turned to see his sister’s beaming smile, though her joy was more than likely coming from the two girls that hugged her hips. Adowa and Esca had each claimed one of their mother’s hands while a nurse maid walked just behind with baby Aurelian. They had been separated from their parents several days ago, when New Nithrael had been evacuated, and had only enjoyed each other’s company again for a day and a night.

Still something of a stranger to them, the girls remained at their mother’s side rather than greeting him. Thessaleia, however, was a different matter altogether. Their collective gasp drew a laugh from the ranger, the sight of her enough to see the sisters peel away from the queen. For a moment, they all watched the dragon scramble up another wall and make the leap to an adjacent tower.

“She is wonderful,” Hurelia praised, placing one hand on Cob’s arm.

She is everything, he wanted to reply.

“Can you believe we’re here?” he said instead. “We’re standing on Kanofell.”

Hurelia’s wistful gaze roamed over the jagged tops until, finally, landing on her brother. “Because of you,” she reminded him affectionately. “You broke the curse of our house—you drew the line. Now we get to start anew. We will rebuild, and we will thrive. And so will he,” she added, accepting Aurelian from the nurse maid. “The first in generations. He will never know of curses or that horrid place.”

The Dragon Rider recalled a fraction of his time growing up in The Grimdel, exiled from the world. Indeed, his heart swelled to know that every son of House Thayne yet to come would never look upon its cold walls.

Cob stroked his nephew’s hand and smiled as the boy gripped his finger. He already looked like his father.

“How is Thedonus?” he asked, sure to keep his words away from the girls.

“His treatment would have been smoother had we stayed in Qalanqath,” the queen admitted. “But he recovers all the same. His pain is being managed by the best physicians from every Kedradi city. Only now he is cared for in a ruin.”

Cob followed the nod of his sister’s head and looked up at the ancient palace of Nithrael, a fortress of architectural brilliance his ancestors had called The Eidolon—the paper throne.

What remained of it rose in pale tiers against the dark shoulder of Mount Nuvata, a skeleton rather than mass. Where other citadels boasted brute walls and iron keeps, The Eidolon had been all angles and elevation—terraced halls, ribbed arches, and long, open galleries meant to catch light and air. Even in ruin, it felt thoughtful, as though it had been designed to be read as much as defended.

Much of the upper structure had collapsed inward. Entire floors sundered under dragon fire, leaving slanted planes of stone strewn like fallen pages. Columns lay snapped and scattered, their surfaces etched with dense bands of script—law, philosophy, engineering formulae—now cracked mid-sentence, frozen forever in the act of being understood.

Cob traced one such line with his eyes and felt a strange, hollow ache. Knowledge burned was certainly a quieter tragedy than lives lost, but no less final.

The central hall still stood. Its roof was gone, possibly torn away centuries ago by a storm, leaving the chamber open to the sky. Sunlight poured down where lamplight once had, illuminating the dais at its heart. Cob imagined the Kedradi of old gathered there—scholars in heated argument beside generals and architects, rulership measured not by blood alone but by mastery of ideas, their decisions forged by heat, pressure, and refinement—like steel.

The throne, he had once read, had been constructed out of condensed parchment, a symbolic choice since parchment could be rewritten, amended, and expanded—because wisdom was never meant to be final.

“They called it The Eidolon because knowledge outlives flesh,” Hurelia said, watching him. “I have been up there, walked through the bones of what remains. I have to wonder if that had been faith—or defiance.”

“Yours is a wisdom our ancestors never attained, dear sister. I have no doubt you will bind both faith and defiance into a realm for all. This weary soul is just glad he gets to watch it take shape.”

“I would have you help me mould it,” the queen replied coyly, her eyes searching his.

Cob hesitated. “You know I would. But…” He turned to regard Thessaleia, the dragon’s existence an answer all of its own. “Our people fell under the shadow of a dragon once. For good or bad, it cannot be allowed to do so again. The Kedradi must stand on a foundation of its own making, and forever fuelled by the blood of your descendants. For my part, I will see to it that Kanofell is left well alone.”

Hurelia’s expression told of a woman walking the line between joy and depression. She squeezed his arm and reached up to plant a light kiss on his cheek.

“And you will watch over them, yes? I would not have you withhold this newfound wisdom,” she added with some levity.

Thessaleia managed to glide for a handful of seconds before her claws raked across a wall, bringing her flat to the stone.

“Speaking of such wisdom,” the queen continued, drawing the ranger’s attention back to her, “I would have you accompany me. We need to inspect the northern perimeter. By Joran’s estimation, the traitors will reach the Moonfen Peninsula in three days, and Kassanda and Garganafan are yet to return. We must see to the defences.”

“What defences?” Cob questioned grimly.

“Exactly.” Hurelia sighed. “This was not the plan. Skara’s army was supposed to meet their end beneath rock and stone. I never intended for us to fight here.”

A sting of shame shot through the ranger then. The traitors’ retreat had been commanded by Garek after he claimed Dragon Foe—after he beat Cob into the ground and took it from him. Had he managed to win that fight, or even last a while longer, the retreat would have been ordered all too late, and The Dark One’s forces would be buried beneath New Nithrael.

How many more would die now?

Cob looked up again at The Eidolon, trying to remind himself that he was such, a construct of parchment that could be rewritten, amended, and expanded. He still had a lot to learn, only now there was more than just his life relying on that knowledge.

The thought barely had time to finish before something bit down on it.

Pain—sharp, sudden, utterly alien—lanced across Cob’s bond with Thessaleia, so intense it stole the air from his lungs. He staggered, hand flying instinctively to his chest as the world tilted.

Valarius!

The voice was not sound. It did not pass through his ears. It arrived—fully formed, urgent and bright and frightened—inside his head.

His name.

He spun, heart hammering, eyes already searching the ruins. Thessaleia was higher than she had any right to be. The dragon had climbed the broken façade of a collapsed archive tower, claws hooked into cracked stone, wings half-spread for balance. For a breath, she held there—too still, too poised—then the rock beneath her hind claw gave way with a dry, cracking snap.

The stone shattered, and Thessaleia dropped.

Time seemed to shear apart. From the startled flare of her wings to the sudden wideness of her eyes as gravity claimed her, Cob saw her fall in impossible detail. She was too heavy now. Too big. The distance to the street below was deadly.

“NO!” he cried.

There was no thought after that. No spell, no word, no shaping of intent. Only need, only the raw, animal certainty that she must not hit the ground.

Cob reached, though he did not know what he reached with.

The air shattered as something tore loose inside him, a deep, wrenching pull that felt like his bones were being dragged forward out of his skin. Thessaleia’s falling body lurched midair, her descent violently arrested as an unseen force yanked her toward him.

But it did not stop with her.

Stone followed. Chunks of masonry ripped free from the tower wall, slabs of ancient Kedradi craft torn loose as if they weighed nothing. The debris surged forward in a deadly cloud, accelerating toward Cob in a roaring tide.

There was no stopping it, just as there was no way he could reach Adowa and Esca, who stood between him and the wall of debris. They had frozen, too small, too slow, eyes wide as the sky itself seemed to collapse toward them.

Cob tried to stop it. Tried to pull less, to shape the force, to choose—but instinct had no finesse. The magic did not listen. It only obeyed the original command—bring her to me.

As the Dragon Rider reached for them, desperate to save his nieces, someone else moved.

Androma came out of nowhere.

Cob hadn’t even known she was close by, but now she was a streak of motion and resolve. She hit the girls hard, knocking them flat as she wrapped herself around them, turning her body into a shield. Stone and dust tore overhead, fragments smashing into the ground around them, exploding into shards.

Royal guards rushed forward at the same instant, closing ranks around Queen Hurelia. Shields rose, bodies turned outward, steel ringing as debris battered against them. Hurelia curled over her son, Aurelian clutched tight to her chest, her back bowed, her face set in fierce, silent defiance.

Cob never saw any of it clearly.

Thessaleia hit him like a falling star of scale and bone.

The impact drove him backward off his feet, her mass slamming into his chest as they tumbled together down the ruined street. Limbs tangled, wings flailed, stone cracked beneath them as they rolled in a blur of dust, pain, and breathless momentum.

They finally came to rest in a heap. Cob lay flat on his back, the world ringing, lungs burning, Thessaleia sprawled half across him—alive. Her heart thundered against his ribs, wild and fast, and he wrapped his arms around her without thinking, clutching at scales and muscle as though letting go might send her falling again.

“I’ve got you,” he rasped, voice breaking. “I’ve got you.”

Her head lifted shakily and he half expected to hear her voice again, but the dragon merely blinked. Above them, dust drifted slowly back to the ground, settling over the pair like ash on a page.

“The girls!”

The ranger was back on his feet at a tearing pace, the royal guards just beginning to part and reveal his sister and nephew, both unharmed, if a little rattled. Beyond them, Androma was already upright, one hand aiding Adowa to stand while Esca used the broken wall to pull herself up. All three of them had the smallest of cuts spattering their cheeks and neck, but nothing that wouldn’t heal without a trace.

The Kedradi queen broke away from her retinue and opened an arm, an invitation her daughters didn’t need. Cob was bracing himself for their tears, but they never came. Instead, the pair giggled in each other’s faces, exhilarated by the event as only children—so far from death—could be. But their mother had seen the danger.

“Thank you,” Hurelia breathed, wrapping an arm around Androma’s neck and embracing her as a grateful mother and not a queen. “How did you do that?” she asked, her eyes wandering over the cloth that concealed Androma’s ruined eyes.

Cob stepped into their moment, stealing his sister’s attention and saving the old Rider from an explanation.

“What happened?” Hurelia demanded.

The ranger licked his lips, aware of so many eyes on him. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he repeated looking to his nieces.

“What was that?” the queen pressed.

“I don’t know,” he confessed, fighting his instinct to slip away, to exile himself.

“It was magic,” Androma explained, dusting herself off.

“Magic,” the young girls echoed at a hush, voices brimming with wonder.

“It’s as wild in you as it is in Thessaleia,” Androma went on. “Under normal circumstances, you would be within the confines of Drakanan at this stage.”

“I’m sorry,” Cob said again, his words for no one and everyone.

“It’s fine,” Hurelia told him, reassuring the ranger. “No one was really hurt. You wield a great power now. I know how that feels.”

“You require training,” Androma stated flatly, as was her way. “Immediately.”

“Battle is almost upon us,” Cob pointed out, if needlessly.

“All the more reason to…” The old Rider trailed off, her head cocked to one side.

Cob knew that look. “What is it?”

“There’s something happening in the north,” Androma reported. “The men are shouting—cheering,” she corrected, her head straightening.

The queen looked more confused than ever. “What are you talking about?”

“She has very good ears,” the ranger replied, ushering his family toward the north.

They moved as one, swept into the slow, relentless current of people flowing through the ruined streets.

Nithrael was no longer silent. Its shattered avenues teemed with life—refugees bedding down beside fallen columns, soldiers guiding the wounded through gaps in broken walls, Kedradi families clustering beneath half-standing arches as if proximity to old stone might offer comfort. Fires burned in forge pits long cold, their light flickering across slagged metal and scorched script. The city was ruined, but it was awake.

As they pressed north, the crowd thickened.

Raised voices carried now, speaking of urgency and then, unmistakably, jubilation. Cheers rolled through the streets in uneven waves, pulling people from doorless halls and collapsed courtyards alike. Faces turned the same way and feet followed. Whatever waited at the northern edge of Nithrael, it was drawing them all forward.

“The walls,” Cob instructed.

The ancient steps came into view at last, broad and shallow, worn smooth by centuries of use before dragon fire had blackened their edges. Kedradi soldiers were already running them two at a time, armour clattering, laughter and shouts breaking free despite themselves. The crowds parted for their queen, allowing them to ascend unhindered.

At the top, the city fell away behind them, and the sea stretched out around them. Like everyone else, Cob was drawn to the mountain moving towards them. It was slow, unstoppable, and unmistakably Garganafan.

The dragon ploughed forward with grim determination, each massive step sinking deep into the wet sand before dragging free again with visible effort. The tide lapped hungrily at his flanks, but he did not waver.

His wings hung low and battered, one trailing badly, the membrane torn and dark with old blood. Scars mapped his body in brutal lines. Cob could see the burns, gouges, places where scale had been shattered and healed wrong, or not at all. He looked every measure the survivor of too many battles, a dragon who had paid dearly for standing his ground.

And yet, his head was high.

Kassanda rode astride his neck, small against his immensity, one hand braced against a ridge of bone, the other raised in greeting toward the walls. Her posture was steady despite the dragon’s laboured gait, her presence a quiet declaration.

Hope has come.

A fresh roar broke from the walls.

Kedradi soldiers leaned out over the slagged stone, shouting Garganafan’s name, pounding fists against blackened battlements that had once fallen to dragon fire just like his. Cob felt the sound resonate through his chest, as the cheers swelled around him, Kedradi and Eradoran voices mingling atop stone blackened by ancient judgment. Nithrael, once razed by dragons, now welcomed their kind, and not in silence, but in thunderous joy.

Garganafan reached the far shore at last, hauling himself clear of the surf with a grunt that sent ripples through the watching crowd. Sand clung to his scales, water streamed from his underbelly, and he paused there for a long moment—breathing, gathering himself—before lifting his gaze toward Nithrael.

His roar was nothing short of mighty. There was no trace of his fatigue nor his pain. The sound of it reminded all that this was a king of the skies.

For the first time since setting foot among the ruins, Cob allowed himself to believe that this city, like parchment, might yet bear new words.

And this time, they would not be written in ash.
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THE COUNCIL OF CURRENTS


Kitrana Voden hovered at the city’s edge, hands resting against cool pearl-stone. From there, the glow of Cyndralith fell away into darker water, and beyond that darkness lay the mass.

The Vorge. Thousands of them.

They did not swarm or circle. They waited.

Their bodies formed a loose, sprawling constellation across the broken reefs and shelves at the city’s outskirts—sleek shapes draped over stone, long tails coiled or slowly sweeping, eyes half-lidded but never truly at rest. Some clung to vertical faces like shadows given muscle. Others lay motionless in the silt, so still they might have been mistaken for corpses if not for the faint, rhythmic flick of a tail-tip.

They were close enough that Kitrana could see the scars on some of them now. Old fractures. Bite marks. Ritual cuts. The survivors of a culture that had devoured itself down to its hardest truths.

And at their centre—a young Nimean.

Aeris hovered alone, a solitary figure amid a sea of predators. No guard. No escort. No banner but his own presence. His spear remained in hand, but the tip was lowered now—ready, but unchallenging. He looked smaller from that distance. Younger—too young.

Kitrana’s muscles tensed.

Days had passed since The Maw—since the courage of one young Nimean had reshaped the fate of an entire people. The ocean had settled, but the consequences had not. The Vorge had followed Aeris out of the depths not in chaos, but in order. In obedience.

One moment of hesitation, Kitrana thought, her gaze fixed on him. One sign of weakness.

She knew the way of the Vorge well enough now to fear what came next. Leadership was not a crown passed in ceremony. It was a position earned with every action. Any sign that the new ruler could not bear the weight, and teeth would decide the matter.

Aeris floated still among them, but Kitrana imagined the strain beneath that stillness. The knowledge that at any moment, one of those sleek bodies might rush forward as a challenger.

And he was alone.

No Nimean floated beside him. No Kell diplomat. No Jinn captain. No one wanted to go anywhere near the Vorge, the monsters loosed from their abyssal dwelling.

Kitrana had carried Dawnbreaker into darkness. She had faced gods and beasts of the seas. But watching from this distance—unable to intervene without breaking something fragile and new—felt worse than any blade, fang, or claw she had ever crossed.

Between the waiting predators and the city itself, lines of Jinn warriors had been deployed—far more than before. Obsidian armour gleamed faintly in the city’s glow, formations disciplined and ready. Their presence was a wall without being a provocation, a clear message etched in stone and heat.

They were not to be crossed.

Kitrana understood the precaution. She did not resent it, but she felt the distance it created.

Behind her, the water shifted. The battle maiden didn’t turn right away, her fears for Aeris keeping her gaze in check. Still, she noted Serenya’s appearance, the older warrior drifting to her side. Her movements were slower than they had been before The Maw, her injuries still knitting. Her posture, however, remained unchanged, always displaying her sense of control and balance.

Kitrana finally looked at her.

“I should be out there,” she signed.

Serenya followed her gaze to the distant cluster of bodies, to the single figure holding their attention. Her expression did not soften, but something in her eyes sharpened with understanding.

“He’s where he needs to be,” she replied.

Kitrana’s jaw tightened. “He didn’t ask for any of this. It’s not fair. He was a prisoner most of his life. He should be free, enjoying the open water.”

“The same could be said of my son,” Serenya replied, her expression rigid now, a mask to guard against her grief. “None of us get to ask for our future. And fairness is a tale we spin for our children. Aeris acted—and survived. He is forging his own future, as we must.”

Kit looked Serenya in the eyes. “Why does it feel like you’re forging an end instead of a future?”

Serenya’s hands remained inactive for a moment, her attention having drifted back to Aeris. “Isn’t that what we’re swimming towards? You told me what’s happening on the surface. Devastation up there. Carnage down here. All of Verda has been swept up in tides of blood and war. All we can do is fight to ensure our enemies meet their end before we do.”

Kitrana caught herself, the phrase dredging up distant memories, from a time before she held the mantle of battle maiden. “I know those words,” she said, her expression conveying the struggle to recall them with any clarity.

Serenya’s fingers cut through the water. “The blade forgets, but the deep remembers. So say we, who endure tides of blood and war.”

Kitrana’s recollection sharpened. “You were a soldier,” she said confidently, her suspicions finally cemented in truth.

“It is not a mantra for every Nimean soldier,” Serenya admitted. “Only those who⁠—”

“Guarded the queen,” Kit interjected. “You were there,” she went on, revelation behind her eyes. “That’s why you don’t speak about your past. You were there when the Merdians invaded Nimala. You were one of the salt blades.”

Serenya gave herself a moment before raising her chin and replying, “I was supposed to protect her from everything,” she began. “When I donned my armour and wielded my trident, the queen was to be my whole world. Then I had my son, Taldir. Family is considered a distraction among the salt blades. I was… repositioned. Instead of protecting the queen, I was to train those who would.”

Old memories were clearly rolling over her, testing the limits of the mask holding her grief in check.

“When the Merdians attacked, I was at home, with Taldir. I should have got him out of Nimala.” Serenya stopped again, turning her head so Kitrana could not see her face for a moment. “It was chaos. They didn’t need the deep dragon. Their victory was all but assured long before the Dread Queen brought it to bear.” The older warrior looked beyond Aeris and the Vorge now, into the past itself.

“Instead of getting Taldir out of the city, I dragged him with me, to the palace. I couldn’t fight that instinct to protect the queen, her family. I got there just in time to see the Dread Queen cut off her head. But that was not to be the end of my failings. I should have turned then and left with Taldir—hid him at least. Instead, I tried to kill the Light Lord of Atlas on my own. I was overcome by her daughters before my first attack. When I looked back, Taldir was being bound in siden steel. Given my… display, the Dread Queen had us both sent to The Black Vault. She thought we would make good workers.”

The memory hung between them for a short while, having its place before settling into the past once more.

Kitrana wanted to say she was sorry, but that wasn’t what Serenya was looking for, and it wouldn’t have made any difference to the old salt blade. “There’s no hope in the end—only the future.”

“I have no need of hope,” Serenya replied. “I watched it die in The Black Vault.”

The response stunted Kit’s reply. She couldn’t grasp the depths of grief one felt at the loss of a child, the way its hooks embedded in flesh and soul. Serenya would never be free of them.

“We are bound for battle,” she said all the same. “Those behind us need hope. It’s up to us to⁠—”

“They have you for that,” Serenya interrupted, “and you have me for everything else. Do not hesitate to wield me as you do that sword. I have no intention of seeing what comes after the Merdians are destroyed.”

Kit’s jaw firmed up, her gaze whipping to Aeris before her anger had her turn back. “Your grief isn’t the weapon you think it is. It doesn’t make you useful—it makes you selfish.”

Serenya looked physically assaulted.

“Look at him,” Kit commanded, nodding her head towards Aeris. “He might not be your Taldir, but he was somebody’s Taldir. He doesn’t have anyone. What good to him are you if you throw away your life? He needs guidance and lot’s of things, but he needs hope more than anything.”

“Do not look to me for that,” Serenya argued.

“He is already looking to you for that! He trusts you. You both survived The Black Vault, the Adakii, The Maw. Don’t let Aeris suffer for the sake of your glorious death. He needs you alive, here—now. Not floating dead in Merdian blood. You’re his people, so be his people.”

Serenya was quiet for a time, seething perhaps. “And you?” she eventually asked. “I thought you were supposed to be Skara-reborn. Aren’t you meant to be our beacon of hope?”

“I go into battle with Dawnbreaker,” Kit pointed out. “The Merdians will be drawn to me like moths to a flame.”

Serenya pulled a face.

The battle maiden realised her mistake. “Like sharks to blood,” she said instead.

“So it’s fine for you to chase a glorious death but not the rest of us—not those of us who have nothing to live for?”

“I’m not chasing my end,” the Kraken-slayer stated. “I’m upholding all that remains of my duty to Nimala, if not the Swordsworn. I gave years of my life searching for this sword on the surface world. But freeing you from the vault isn’t enough. I see that now. The Merdian threat must be quashed, our people avenged, our queen avenged, our princess avenged. If that comes at the cost of my life, then so be it, but at least I’ll die fighting for them.” She paused to point at the Nimeans gathered in the gardens beyond. “You would die only for yourself.”

The sudden displacement of water alerted the battle maiden to the approach of others. Captain Velkor had entered the gardens with his usual banner guards at his back. Kitrana had been a guest in Cyndralith long enough now to know when she was being summoned.

Without another word to Serenya, Kit turned away from the sight of Aeris and the surrounding Vorge and ascended into one of the faster currents that would carry her across the city at speed. Something, however, compelled her to look back at the last second, to lay eyes on the salt blade.

She wasn’t there.

Kitrana’s eyes shifted, catching movement outside the gardens. Serenya was swimming away from the Nimean refugees, the trident strapped to her back catching the light from the vents below. She was swimming towards Aeris.

It was only a flash, but a smile crossed Kitrana’s face before she accompanied the Jinn.

The current carried Kitrana through Cyndralith in long, sweeping arcs, past spiralled Kell colonnades and the jagged basalt ribs of old Jinn stone. By the time she ascended to the war chamber, it was already alive with motion. Not noise—never noise—but the disciplined choreography of a dozen minds working at once. Jinn war-servants glided between the basalt tiers, adjusting current-markers along the great relief basin at the chamber’s centre. Driftglass slivers slid through carved channels, tracing the known flows toward Atlas. Tokens shifted. Lines were redrawn.

King Tartranos floated at the basin’s far edge, vast and immovable, his crown of emberstone glowing faintly as heat bled into the water around him. Commander Harok hovered to his right, leaner, his armour scored and practical, eyes never leaving the map. Across from them, Queen Nalyssara floated in calm contrast, her Kell advisors arranged in a graceful spiral at her back, bioluminescent filaments drifting from their attire like soft banners.

Kitrana took her place without ceremony.

The discussion was already sharp.

“The trench is the problem,” Commander Harok signed, gesturing at the pitted crescent encircling Atlas. “It channels currents inward. Anything that enters it slows. Anything that slows becomes a target.”

“What about the walls?” one of the Kell tacticians countered, turning everyone’s attention to the sheer walls of the mountain that towered over the Merdian city. “Couldn’t we damage them from afar? Bury our enemy in stone?”

“If only it were that simple,” Harok replied flatly. “That’s not a mountain we want to wake up.”

That gave the room pause.

Atlas sat pressed against the base of an ancient volcano, its black slopes rising out of the sea and piercing the surface far above—though none in the chamber thought of it in those terms. To them, it was simply the fire-mountain, a place that—if disturbed—could upturn and reshape the world beneath the waves.

“The Merdians built their queendom there for a reason,” Tartranos signed, his movements slow but heavy with authority. “The mountain feeds their forges just as ours does.”

“And the trench feeds their defences,” Commander Harok said, trying to bring them back on track. “If the Merdians do, indeed, control a deep dragon, it’s likely the beast is kept inside the trench, out of sight.”

Deep dragons.

Even speaking of them shifted the mood, the tension amplifying. Massive, armoured creatures evolved to withstand the pressure and cold—long was the list of myths and legends attributed to the mysterious creatures. There was no myth where the Dread Queen was concerned. She had bound such a beast with song, just as Kitrana had taken control of the Leviathan—only Kit needed Dawnbreaker.

Queen Nalyssara angled closer to the basin, her expression unreadable. “If the dragon is deployed early, no formation will hold. We will lose thousands before reaching the city.”

“Then we draw it out and face it on our terms,” Harok signed.

The rest of the council followed his gaze until every set of eyes was on the battle maiden.

Murmurs rippled through the chamber, hands moving in tight, controlled exchanges. King Tartranos studied her in silence, the ember light of his crown reflecting off the blade on her back.

“The Leviathan is our only weapon against such a foe,” the Jinn king stated, placing yet more weight upon the Nimean.

The basin shifted again as new markers were placed—Karathasaur hunting parties, estimated patrol paths, the unstable zones around the volcano’s base. No one drew a clean line into Atlas. No one was pretending it would be simple.

And so discussion continued—arguments flared and settled. A Jinn general pushed for a direct strike along the trench’s outer edge, sacrificing the Vorge. A Kell advisor argued for fracturing the battalions above the city first. Commander Harok insisted on reserves held deep, in case the dragon proved to be very real.

No plan was finalised.

That, Kitrana realised, was the point.

When the council finally stilled, Tartranos raised one heavy hand. The chamber quieted at once.

“We will not win this war by knowing every step,” the Jinn king signed. “We will win it by adapting faster than the Merdians expect.”

His gaze returned to Kitrana.

“You will be the spear point,” he said. “And the bait.”

Kitrana inclined her head once, accepting what she already knew.

It seemed hours of discussion followed the king’s statement, planning for every possible eventuality—every failure. When Kitrana finally left the chamber and reentered the flowing arteries of Cyndralith, her thoughts drifted back—not to Atlas, not to dragons or trenches—but to the city’s edge, to the dark mass beyond the walls.

To Aeris.

The thought came unbidden, sharp as pain.

In truth, she had hoped to leave him among the Nimean refugees when they set out for battle. To let him stand among kin and heal, to let the weight of what he had done in the Maw settle into something survivable.

That simply wasn’t an option anymore.

His freedom yet had a price to pay.

“Kraken-slayer,” Captain Velkor signed, his armour cutting through the water towards her. “Shall I accompany you to The Crucible?”

He would as well, she knew. The captain had proved himself to be quite the Jinn—a warrior of boundless courage, that is. He would brave the shadow of the Leviathan without hesitation if she asked it of him.

“That won’t be necessary, Captain,” she replied. “I know the way. Join your forge brothers. They will be bolstered by your presence.”
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Kitrana let the current take her down.

Cyndralith thinned as she descended—spirals of Kell architecture giving way to older Jinn stone, then to raw basalt shaped only by heat and pressure. The light dimmed. The rhythmic beat of the city faded into a distant memory, replaced by a deeper resonance that vibrated through her bones.

She entered the realm beneath councils and crowns.

The broken mouth of The Crucible opened before her, a wound that would never heal.

Its walls were still shattered, jagged rings of basalt torn outward where the Leviathan had forced its way in. Obsidian pillars lay snapped, embedded in the seafloor at impossible angles. The chamber was wider now—opened—its once-contained fury spilled into the surrounding rock. Silt drifted lazily where the Kraken’s blood had spilled days before, and the water carried a faint metallic bitterness that had not yet dispersed.

Fragments of the Kraken remained. A crushed tentacle fused to stone. A crescent of shattered shell lodged high in the wall like a broken moon. Scraps of flesh trapped in cooling rock, slowly being claimed by scavengers brave—or foolish—enough to approach.

Kitrana hovered at the edge of it, alone.

Then she drew Dawnbreaker.

The blade slid free with a low, answering hum, as though it had been waiting—hungering. Kitrana wrapped both hands around the hilt and closed her eyes, letting everything she had been holding back rush to the surface.

The loss of Nimala. Years in The Black Vault. The truth of Gallien Drakalis. The oppression of Baelon Vos. The betrayal of the Adakii. The hunger of the Vorge.

The sight of Aeris standing alone among predators, carrying a crown of teeth he had never asked for.

Conviction. Determination. Wrath. A cord of three that defined its maker, the one who had taught the blade to hunger. As Skara Pendain had once done, Kitrana Voden poured it all into the blade.

Dawnbreaker ignited.

The runes flared white-gold, then brighter still, until the sword was no longer metal but a blinding column of dawn, its light bending the water around it. The broken walls of the Crucible caught fire with reflected brilliance, shadows fleeing into every crack and crevice.

Kitrana began to sing.

The song passed through the water and met the blade. Dawnbreaker turned her voice into pressure, into vibration, into light that rippled outward in visible waves.

The Crucible stone thrummed, and loose debris lifted from the seafloor. The water itself seemed to lean toward the sound as her song grew stronger, steadier, layered with command.

Awaken. Remember. Come.

From the far end of the shattered chamber, the darkness moved.

At first, it was only a displacement—water bulging outward as something vast shifted its weight. Then came the sound like the mountains dragging themselves awake.

The Leviathan emerged.

It filled the chamber as it rose, a colossal silhouette resolving into terrible clarity. Its hide was black and oil-slick, ridged and scarred, still bearing the spoils of its last feast. Shards of the Kraken’s shattered shell were fused to its flanks like trophies. A length of tentacle hung torn and half-dissolved along its side, wrapped around a horned ridge as though the Leviathan had forgotten—or chosen not—to shed it.

Its petaled jaws parted slightly, revealing a cavern of teeth layered like the walls of a ruin.

The light of Dawnbreaker washed over it, the Leviathan recognising its warmth.

Its roar rolled through The Crucible—a declaration of readiness that shook the broken stone and sent pressure rippling outward for miles. The Kraken’s grave trembled beneath it.

Kitrana held her ground, song unwavering, blade raised like a banner of day.

She summoned the beast, forcing it into a pact immortals weren’t meant to make.

When the Leviathan finally stilled, looming before her in all its horror and grandeur, Kitrana let her song fade. The light dimmed to a steady blaze, controlled and waiting.

She met the ancient predator’s gaze and saw the devastation and carnage reflected in its bulbous eyes.

“Devastation up there. Carnage down here.” That’s what Serenya had said. “All of Verda has been swept up in tides of blood and war.”

Perhaps that was the case, above and below. But Kitrana looked at the monster before her—a god above and below—and decided it didn’t matter.

Not if she controlled the tides…


44
HOME, SWEET HOME


The portal closed behind Baelon, irising shut in the blink of an eye. In its wake there was only silence and an atmosphere that felt heavy to the Dragonlord, as if the air was more compact than that of Sorryn’s world⁠—

Baelon dropped to his knees, teeth clamped, and eyes shut tight.

All of Kalaghan rushed into his mind, flooding every crevice, entwining their souls once more. And with it came so much pain—Kalaghan’s pain.

The memories struck him like a brick wall, layer after layer of sights and sounds and agony. The dragon’s torment had stretched from days into nights, a never-ending cycle of suffering as the Jainus carved into his flesh.

When, at last, the Dragonlord was able to open his eyes, they were glazed with tears of anguish.

Then came the rage, righteous and white-hot.

Sorryn’s words faded like kindling left to die out in the breeze. He squeezed the hilt of the Fae blade and felt nothing of the Aelthae’s justice or the will of Anatuu.

Only wrath. Only fury.

Baelon! Kalaghan cried out, feeling their minds bleed into the other.

I’m coming for you, the Dragonlord vowed.

One… chance, Kalaghan warned, fighting through the pain. Be… careful.

Baelon stopped himself from breaking into a run. Kalaghan was right. They only had one chance of escaping The Tower of Jain, and they were greatly outnumbered.

He descended the steps on light feet while scanning the chamber for any signs of life. He knew from Kalaghan’s memories that many days had passed in Verda, but the single window informed him that night had settled over the world, his breath clouding before his eyes.

Though the chamber was notably absent any others, it was not absent life altogether. Baelon scrutinised the velvet curtains concealing Thorn-Athiel’s habitat. The Fae—the Vayad—had to know someone was there, the portal hardly quiet as it ripped through reality.

Raising Sorryn’s crystal blade, he approached the hidden arch with hardly a breath, the tip of his sword angled to draw the curtains apart⁠—

Stone and iron exploded from the wall, shredding the curtains in a shower of debris and enough concussive force to puncture Baelon’s shield, launching him from his feet.

He struck the steps along with twisted iron bars and shattered stone, his skin freshly cut where the Aelthae had only recently healed him.

Stepping through the cloud of dust, Thorn-Athiel looked down at him with reptilian eyes of rich gold, his antlers of the same hue gleaming in the torchlight.

In the one hand, Thorn wielded a crystal weapon of his own, a horseman’s pick by Baelon’s eyes—a long hammer with a sharp spike on the back of the head.

And in the other hand, he raised a goblet to his lips and drank heartily of its contents. His lips were stained dark red, a dribble of which ran down his chin until he tossed the goblet and wiped it away with the back of his hand.

Baelon looked at the discarded goblet, at the red liquid splashed across the stone. He knew blood when he saw it but, more so, he knew Kalaghan’s blood when he saw it.

They had been carving the dragon up and serving the excess to the Vayad.

The Fae licked his bloody red lips and hefted his pick to rest over one shoulder. “The dragon lover,” he said mockingly, sniffing the air. “You stink of the Aelthae. Did they send you back to kill me?”

Baelon barely registered a word, his focus narrowing to those red lips. It felt a crime against his very soul that anyone should ingest a dragon, but to have tasted Kalaghan was to court Death—and Baelon would see the two united.

The Dragonlord burst to his feet with a roar that tore his throat raw. Thorn-Athiel laughed and moved, as if the air offered no resistance at all.

The horseman’s pick followed him round in a brutal arc, the dense head of crystal whistling through air. Baelon twisted aside, driven by centuries of experience and instinct, so the blow no more than grazed his shoulder before going on to destroy the stone behind him. Still, pain flared, white and sharp, but he welcomed the way it cut through the haze of rage just enough to keep him alive.

He answered with crystal of his own.

Sorryn’s blade flashed up one-handed, clashing with the pick’s haft again and again, each collision sounding with an unusual hum. The impact jarred his arm to the shoulder, but there would be no swapping hands and sharing the load. That fact alone made his technique feel wrong, every strike unbalanced, every parry late by a fraction. His missing hand screamed its absence in every movement.

Thorn pressed the advantage immediately.

The pick hammered down with relentless vigour, blows meant to break bone and shatter guards. Baelon retreated, boots scraping stone, while he deflected what he could and absorbed what he couldn’t.

“Slow,” Thorn hissed, driving him toward the chamber wall. “You will never know the strength of the Vayad.”

Baelon snarled and feinted low.

The Fae adapted—then Baelon slammed his elbow into Thorn’s chest and drove him back a step, bringing the crystal blade into a savage upward cut. Thorn twisted aside, the edge biting into his ribs and drawing a hiss of pain and a splash of dark green blood.

Thorn swept his free hand outward, and the air warped, stone rippling as roots burst through the walls. Living wood tore free of masonry, vines lashing out like whips. Baelon barely rolled clear as the chamber was upended, the stone floor splitting underfoot, bursting through the interior wall in an explosion of debris and green.

Baelon came to his feet inside the Fae’s habitat, that dense and impossible forest of towering trunks coiled with luminous vines, and leaves that seemed to whisper with residual magic. The air was thick with damp earth and sap, alive in a way that made the Dragonlord’s skin crawl.

Thorn-Athiel slipped between those trees and vanished.

Breath heaving, blade raised, Baelon held his ground and pivoted on the spot, eyes searching every square inch of the indoor forest. Leaves rustled. Branches creaked. Magic pulsed faintly through the grove. He considered Sorryn’s words then, that their magic is dampened without the presence of Anatuu. He glanced at the roots still protruding from the broken stone and decided that statement wasn’t true enough.

He continued to turn, feet pressing slowly into the dirt—listening.

There was nothing for a time, save the dull ache in his blunt wrist, a pain that would never settle.

Then came a blur of green motion—the pick slammed into his side, sending him crashing through undergrowth, his life saved more by the undersuit of Kalaghan’s scales than his tired leathers. He hit the ground hard, rolled, came up slashing blindly in one hand. Thorn was already gone, his laughter echoing between trunks.

Baelon forced himself to breathe. To think.

He moved deeper into the forest, boots crushing glowing fungi, his senses stretched thin. Shadows shifted. The ground hummed faintly beneath him, fed for years by magic itself.

A root lashed out.

Baelon hacked it apart and lunged forward—straight into Thorn’s kick. The bare-footed blow caught him in the chest, driving the air from his lungs as he crashed into a tree. The Fae followed immediately, hammering the pick down.

Baelon caught it on the blade in an ear-piercing hum.

They locked there for a heartbeat—face to face, Fae to human. Thorn-Athiel’s golden eyes burned with hunger and triumph. How long had it been since the Vayad had enjoyed the opportunity to indulge his violent appetites?

“Don’t worry, dragon lover,” the Fae snarled. “I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to keep you as a pet. You’re going to watch me consume Kalaghan⁠—”

Baelon dragged the horseman’s pick to one side, jeopardising his enemy’s footing and making him vulnerable to a nose-shattering head butt.

Dark blood splattering across the Fae’s cheeks as he reeled back. Baelon dashed forward, his centuries demanding he give no quarter. He let his wrist roll, bringing the crystal blade around one way, then the other, before a rigid slash cut horizontally across Thorn-Athiel’s midriff. He drew yet more dark green blood, spraying the leaves now.

The Vayad hissed, sharp teeth flashing.

It seemed a vengeance, not his to rightly claim, drove Thorn-Athiel into another attack. The forest suffered for it.

Trees were shattered. Vines slashed under wild swings of sword and pick. Baelon evaded and deflected more than he parried or attacked. Not only was he down a hand, he was forced to use his less dominant hand. It was little more than skill and sheer tenacity keeping him alive—nine hundred years of fighting and discipline. Feeling the sharp point of the pick brush through his cropped white hair though, he had to wonder if they would be enough to see him through.

Thorn’s magic flared to life once more, tearing the earth and splitting trees like twigs. Baelon answered with brute force, his blunt wrist thrusting back, carving paths through the forest.

Neither gave ground.

They collided endlessly, brutal and breathless. Baelon’s sword arm screamed for rest, and his vision swam. The latter compromised his block, and a blow caught his leg and sent him sprawling. The Dragonlord turned the fall into a roll and came up with a deflective backhand. Muscle-memory, however, saw him throw an opportune punch. Without any knuckles, his wounded wrist struck the Fae’s jaw. The pain was akin to lightning, jolting through his arm until it tore an agonised roar from his lips.

The next backhand belonged to Thorn-Athiel, his green knuckles striking Baelon across the cheek. The Dragonlord was sent spinning into another tree, the knock exciting more raw nerves where Vander’s blade had cut through his right ear. Still, he had the good sense to duck before the pick was buried in the wood.

He ran Sorryn’s blade through the air, desperately trying to see through the pain that exploded from his wrist, and sliced naught but air. He attacked again, determined to keep the Fae at bay for the moment. The hum of crystal blasted between them, the sword caught in the corner of the pick’s fearsome crystal head. Thorn-Athiel’s commanding strength took the blade round in an arc until it was, at last, driven into the ground. A grunt of effort and a two-handed hammer blow then shattered Sorryn’s weapon, splintering the crystal half-way up the blade.

A swift kick to the side of Baelon’s leg put the Dragonlord on his back—again—and with only half a weapon.

Above him, Thorn loomed. The horseman’s pick rose high, its cruel spike glinting as moonlight flooded through the shafts in the ceiling.

“When thirst has you in its grip,” Thorn breathed, voice thick with victory, “I will let you drink Kalaghan’s blood, so you might taste of the strength that flows through me.”

Baelon moved, making it obvious he intended to lash out at the Fae. The Vayad moved his pick to deflect the attack—but he did not move his feet.

At the last possible moment, Baelon chopped sideways with the broken blade. It bit clean through to the earth.

Thorn screamed.

Cleaved in half, the front of his foot fell away in a spray of dark green blood. He staggered, collapsing to one knee, the pick slipping from his fingers and thudding into the roots.

“Do not suffer a Vayad to live,” Sorryn-Vaelis had said.

Baelon rolled, seized the horseman’s pick, and drove the spiked end straight through Thorn-Athiel’s skull, right between his antlers. The impact was satisfying, if sickening.

The Fae jerked once, golden eyes rolling into the back of his head. Then, Thorn-Athiel, born of the Caelir tree, went slack and collapsed into the ruined undergrowth, dead.

Silence crashed into the space.

Baelon remained on his knees, arm shaking, blood dripping from the pick as the forest slowly stilled. His fury might have burned out in the cold night air, but his bond with Kalaghan advanced like a tidal wave to the front of his mind. The dragon was in pain, his flesh being carved up even then at that late hour.

“I’m coming for you,” Baelon said aloud, voice ragged. “I’m coming...”


45
PREPARATIONS


Even the great reach of winter could not hold the island of Kanofell to ransom, its evenings and nights ever cool and never cold. Under the towering presence of Mount Nuvata, amidst the open-top ruins of Nithrael, the Kedradi and Valgalan homeguard did what they could to secure the ancient city, to prepare it for yet another invasion from the north.

Cast in firelight and surrounded by watchful dwarves, Yamnomora, daughter of Dhenaheim, was making preparations of her own for the coming battle…

The Anther came for her head, a savage blow that would have shattered her skull. Grarfath’s swing, however, had been predictable, and Yamnomora ducked and rolled beneath it.

“Ye’re thinkin’ too much,” she stated, watching Grarfath sidestep into her circling pattern.

“Thinkin’ looks painful on his face!” Nimduhn called out, the heckle bringing out a chorus of laugher from his fellow dwarves.

“Shut it,” Yamnomora remarked, keeping her eyes on the smith—on the hammer in his hands.

“Looks more like a crab to me,” Hyndaern piled on, his ale paused at his lips.

“Aye!” Khaldarim agreed with a chuckle. “Show us what the Hammerhold’s made o’! Port her arse back to Drakanan!”

“She said shut it!” Grimwhal barked, clipping Khaldarim around the back of his thick head.

Grarfath closed the gap and swung again, his grip switching up and down The Anther’s haft to change directions. Still unarmed, Yamnomora dodged one attack after the other, until she was in a position to snatch at the hammer and grab it beneath the head. With strength alone she kept the smith from wielding it, and long enough to plough her brow into his face.

The son of Thronghir grunted, his head snapping back and his feet staggering across the old stone. He shook his head and pinched his eyes before the taste of blood made him wipe his nose.

“Damn it, woman! I’m a smith, not a soldier!”

“Ye need to be both,” Yamnomora told him. She held out her hand, and Hyndaern responded, tossing her a flask of water. She gulped it down greedily before throwing it back. “Ye’ve survived so far by the skin o’ yer teeth. I need to know ye can hold yer own.”

“That’s what I’ve got this for,” Grarfath pointed out, hefting The Anther in one hand.

“It drains ye,” Yamnomora stated, well aware of the weapon’s personal thirst. “The traitors are goin’ to crash upon these ruins without mercy. It ain’ goin’ to be like New Nithrael. These streets are packed with people—with families. I know ye, Grarfath Underborn. Ye’re goin’ to use that blasted hammer to save as many as ye can⁠—”

“Aye—”

“And,” Yamnomora cut in, raising her voice above his, “it’s goin’ to leave ye vulnerable. We can’t keep up with yer when ye’re portin’ ’ere, there, an’ everywhere. Ye’re goin’ to be on yer own at some point. I need to know ye can hold yer own—even when ye’re on yer knees. That means masterin’ a few skills an’ not jus’ wavin’ a hammer around like a mason with a rat in his pants.”

Grarfath straightened a notch. “Is that what I look like?” he asked quietly.

Yamnomora stepped closer to him, her expression as serious as ever. “Ye’re the Hammerhold, Grarfath. It’s like ye said. When this fight is over, we’ve our own to see to. Ye ’ave to survive this. Our people need ye.”

“We are the Hammerhold,” he emphasised, gesturing at those gathered around them.

“Aye,” Yamnomora greed. “But that belief stems from ye. If it’s to take a hold an’ stick, they need ye to remind ’em.” She took The Anther from Grarfath’s grip and turned to her kin. “Bhan! Doral!”

Bhan caught the hammer tossed his way while Doral—his wife—chucked Yamnomora’s battle-axe. In a previous life, before all of dwarvendom had been drowned in the halls of Morthil, the pair had reared Warhogs for the High King’s army. Though neither were soldiers, their career had produced a couple of hardy dwarves who wrangled Warhogs with their bare hands.

For just a moment, Yamnomora felt a pang of longing for Bludgeon, her faithful companion of many years. The Warhog had remained in Drakanan, where he was likely causing chaos at that very moment.

“What am I supposed to fight with?” the smith asked.

“This,” Yamnomora answered, one finger pressed to the side of her head. “Watch how I move. Which muscles move before I strike. Where I put me feet. How I hold me weapon. The signs are all there, ye’ve jus’ got to know ’em when ye see ’em.”

Yamnomora rolled her shoulders and let the weight of her axe settle into her grip. It wasn’t familiar yet, her muscles fighting against years of wielding her girls in battle.

Grarfath braced himself, knees bent too stiffly, eyes tracking the weapon with open unease. She stepped in without warning, the first swing coming fast enough to draw a sharp breath from their fellow dwarves—then slowing at the last instant, the blade hissing past Grarfath’s beard close enough to stir the braids. Had she not restrained herself, she would have cleaved him from collar to gut.

Grarfath lurched back, then sideways, evading on instinct more than skill. Yamnomora pressed him, her feet speaking before her shoulders, and her shoulders before her arms. Each strike was measured, deliberately blunted, the killing force bled out before it could finish forming. Once, when he hesitated a fraction too long, she redirected mid-swing and drove the axe into the stone instead. The impact rang through the hall, chips skittering across the floor where Grarfath’s spine might have been.

The smith flinched—but did not flee, a fact she could have credited to Grarfath since meeting him.

As the moments stretched, something shifted. Grarfath’s eyes stopped chasing the axe-head and began following her weight, the turn of her hips, the tightening of her grip. He ducked where he should have dodged, rolled when he should have leapt, but he was learning. Yamnomora noted it with quiet approval. The instinct to survive was bleeding away, replaced by the mindset of a warrior always searching for an opening. He was watching now. Trying to understand. Trying to be better than he had been only seconds before.

She eased a downward strike, just a touch too much.

Grarfath moved forward instead of back, fist coming up in a rough, desperate arc that caught Yamnomora square across the jaw. The sound cracked sharp in the air. She stumbled a single step, more surprised than hurt.

Grarfath froze, colour draining from his face. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly, hands coming up.

Yamnomora answered by striking him across the ribs with the flat of her battle-axe. The blow dropped him hard, knocking the breath from his lungs. She stood over him, axe lowered, watching as he stared up in stunned disbelief.

She was grinning from ear to ear. “Again.”
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The crescent moon sailed over the night’s sky, a silent observer who rarely glimpsed the mountain-born dwarves. Yamnomora put the smith through his paces, both with and without a weapon. Grimwhal and the others cheered, hollered, and winced throughout, until the call of sleep beckoned to each of them.

Yamnomora ended their sparring session with a chuckle of her own. She was impressed, if still concerned for the smith. And like him, she had a sheen of sweat tickling her skin. Throwing another log onto the fire, Yamnomora put down her battle-axe and took a seat beside the flames.

“Ye’re a quick learner, I’ll give ye that. Jus’ don’ let yer eyes betray ye. Don’ be lookin’ at where ye’re goin’ to strike next.”

Grarfath used The Anther as a crutch, lowering himself to sit next to her. “I think I lost a tooth.”

Yamnomora held back her laugh and grabbed him by the jaw. “Give me yer biggest grin.”

The gap in his teeth was clear as day.

“Bah! Ye can hardly tell.”

The smith shoved his tongue into the gap, clearly unconvinced. “I’m almost finished with the sword,” he said, nodding at the weapon beside Nimduhn, the blade wrapped in cloth. “Jus’ need to sort the hilt.”

“Ye must be the only dwarf in history to ever forge a pair o’ silvyr blades for free,” Yamnomora replied with a chortle.

Grarfath rolled his left shoulder, his words strained. “Ye don’ say no to the likes o’ Kassanda Grey.”

“True enough.”

Yamnomora rationed out some food and drink for them both, her mind momentarily cast back to Fang, the first of the two weapons Kassanda had commissioned. It was a damned fine sword and worthy of a Dragon Rider. It pleased the dwarven warrior to know that Joran had already bloodied the silvyr.

The smith thrust his chin at those sleeping in their rolls on the edges of the ruins. “They’re a good bunch, eh?”

Yamnomora let her attention roam over the group. “Aye. It were good o’ ’em to join ye. Couldn’ ’ave been easy leavin’ the safety o’ Drakanan.”

“They left for ye. Ye’re as much the Hammerhold to ’em as I am.”

Yamnomora let her head hang, her emotions fitting back into place after giving over the last few hours to the warrior’s mindset. “I never intended to be anythin’ to anyone. I was to accompany yer mother, kill Skaramangians, an’ avenge me family. I wasn’ built to lead. The only thing I’m good at is loppin’ off heads.”

“Ye led our people to Drakanan. They followed. So whether ye like it or not, we’re in this together.”

Yamnomora raised her gaze and looked the smith in his big brown eyes. There was no pain, she realised. No grief. No anger. When she looked at him and he looked at her, all the years of torment that haunted her melted away. However brief, she was able to feel free of it, free to be someone else, someone new.

“I kissed ye atop those walls,” she said bluntly, thinking back to Valgala. “Ye’ve not kissed me.”

If it wasn’t for his beard, Yamnomora was certain she would have seen the lump in his throat.

“I wasn’t sure ye…” The smith swallowed. “I wasn’t sure if ye jus’ kissed me because ye thought we were goin’ to die or… ye were jus’ grateful I got there when I did⁠—”

“Grarfath. Jus’ kiss me.”

“Well isn’t that beautiful,” rasped a voice from the shadows, halting Grarfath halfway to her lips. “A couple of love birds kissing around the fire. It makes me feel all warm inside.”

“This kud again,” Yamnomora chuntered.

Slait stepped into the light, his chalky skin bright in the glow of the flames. His grin was just as grating as his choice of words. Unlike the last time he had interrupted them, in the forges of New Nithrael, he appeared to them now with an Eradoran sword on his hip and a Kedradi Draven scimitar slung over his back. Not that the mutant needed weapons to kill.

“Shouldn’ ye be on yer knees somewhere, prayin’ to yer dead gods? Ye know,” Yamnomora added, a venomous smile cutting her lips, “the ones that Skara made. Or maybe ye’d jus’ prefer to worship ’im instead now. I’m sure The Dark One would take ye in, make a right good pet out o’ ye.”

That was enough to wipe the amusement from the Andaren’s face. “Dragon Riders, kings, queens, anyone who’s anyone is up there right now, discussing the defence of the city.”

Yamnomora didn’t need to look to know he had indicated The Eidolon, the shadow of a palace resting upon the rocky rise in the east.

“Yet here you are, left out in the cold. What’s happened? Doesn’t your opinion count for anything anymore? Maybe they just got savvy and realised you serve better as fodder.”

“I declined the invitation if ye must know,” Yamnomora replied. “I’ve no business tellin’ Kedradi how to defend their homeland.”

“Jus’ like ye’ve got no business bein’ ’ere,” Grarfath said.

“But I like being here,” Slait countered, crouching on the other side of the fire. “All my life I dreamed of slaying dragons and gutting humans. Since meeting you, Hammerhold, I’ve killed not one but two dragons. And the humans! I’ve lost count. Why would I ever go back? There’s no one to kill in Andara except… well, Andarens.”

“I’d ’ave thought there’d be one or two Andarens ye’d want to get yer hands on,” Yamnomora commented. “Ye know, like any o’ the clerics that ’ave lied to ye all yer life. Or The Eldan for usin’ ye like a dog on a leash.”

The Dancing Sword of the Dawn stood to his full and impressive height, and with such speed Yamnomora wasn’t entirely sure he moved at all. He towered over them with murder in his eyes—though that particular look was always present.

“Perhaps you’re right,” he agreed disturbingly. “Maybe I do have business in the west. Give me The Anther, and I will see to it this very night. Thereafter, you will never have to see me again.”

“Or,” Grarfath posed, rising to meet the zealot on his feet, “I could jus’ send ye to the middle o’ The Driftin’ Sea an’ ye can swim the rest o’ the way home.”

Slait moved around the fire to stand threateningly close to the smith. “Have it your way, Master Dwarf. I shall remain.”

The Dawn Sword saved a lasting look for Yamnomora and disappeared once more into the night.

“I should put me axe through his thick skull.”

Grarfath shrugged and returned to her side on the ground. “Let ’im be. I reckon he’ll see to his own end soon enough.”

Yamnomora stood up abruptly and looked down at the smith. “Come on then,” she said expectantly, one hand extended.

Grarfath blinked in confusion and rose once more. “Where are we goin’?” he asked, taking her hand.

“Somewhere ye can kiss me properly.”


46
FIRE AND FURY


The cool night air was a welcome companion after the closeness of Thorn-Athiel’s habitat. Deep behind the stone, their battle had gone unnoticed by the Jainus—whose numerous dwellings looked to have been deliberately constructed with some distance from the secretive Fae.

Baelon ignored the urge to slump against the wall and collect himself. Kalaghan needed him.

The Dragonlord moved.

He kept to shadow and stone, slipping through the Jainus campus like a blade drawn slowly from a sheath. Torches burned low along the paths, their light dulled by drifting mist and the high walls that swallowed sound. Wizards passed within arm’s reach, their robes whispering over flagstone, unaware of the bloodied immortal crouched behind buttresses and statuary.

Twice he flattened himself against cold stone as Giants lumbered past—massive silhouettes hauling blocks of rock with methodical patience, their deep voices rumbling as they laboured through the night.

Baelon moved with them, using their size and thunderous steps to conceal his advance. He paused at the next corner, gaze drawn to the outer wall that surrounded the Jainus grounds.

Even in the dark, its scale was obscene. Giants worked atop it in teams, smoothing mortar and hoisting fresh stone into place. The wall had grown higher since they had arrived—thicker too.

They were preparing for The Dark One, when his ambitions inevitably fell on the wizards.

Baelon’s jaw tightened, and he turned away before the sight could pull him into a fury he could not afford.

He moved on, deeper into the complex, following a bond that would always lead him back to Kalaghan. He stopped at the threshold of a wide stone archway, one large enough to accommodate Giants—and dragons.

With Sorryn’s splintered sword, Baelon Vos took a breath and slowly shouldered one of the doors. Its immediate stubbornness reminded him of those who used them, and he applied a touch of magic to help him move the sheer weight of it.

He was inside the research lab, adjacent to Kalaghan’s prison. He couldn’t see the dragon yet, who remained hidden behind another set of great doors. He was, again, urged by emotions, only now he sought to advance at speed instead of rest. He wanted to blow the doors off their hinges and free his oldest friend.

But there were five wizards staring at him, eyes wide and mouths ajar—aprons smeared with dragon’s blood.

Baelon twisted Sorryn’s blade into a reverse grip. “I’m going to kill every one of you bastards.” The words escaped through the narrow gap in his teeth, the statement delivered evenly, as a matter of fact.

The Dragonlord threw up his handless arm, and the nearest table responded, lifted by his magic and sent spinning into the path of the first spell cast his way. It exploded in a shower of wood and debris, its contents caught up in the shockwave, all of which provided Baelon with a momentary distraction.

He skidded across the chamber on his hip, beneath the explosion, and closed the gap. The nearest Jainus was conjuring the beginnings of a flame when the Dragonlord sprang back to his feet and ran the wizard through, gutting her with crystal from another world.

It seemed more of a sixth sense than sight, but he knew the next spell was coming from his left, the temperature plummeting as another Jainus summoned a frost spell. Baelon kept his victim skewered and turned abruptly, the human shield taking a dozen spikes of pure ice in her back and head.

In one fluid move, Baelon yanked his weapon out and jumped into a kick, launching the ice-riddled body into that same wizard. Using the momentum, the Dragonlord dived into a roll and evaded the flurry of spells that hammered the surrounding tables and experiments. Scraps of parchment clouded the air, glass vials and jugs shattered into a thousand pieces, and exotic liquids sprayed across the stone, some of which were powerful enough to melt it.

Pain registered distantly—heat crawling up his side, blood slicking his leg—but nine centuries of fighting had taught him which sensations mattered and which could wait. He pivoted toward the nearest wizard, feeling the shift in air before the spell was even shaped. A lance of force hissed toward him.

He hurled himself into it, the impact dispersing around his shield, the energy going on to tear through the room behind him. Baelon dived again, narrowly avoiding a secondary spell of blinding light that sizzled over his body. Rather than leaping out of his subsequent roll, the Dragonlord came to a stop on one knee, upon which he drove a shard of will into the chamber floor. The stone buckled, and a shockwave rippled outward, shoving tables and stools in every direction.

The Jainus whose spell had struck his shield was thrown into the wall at his back, a high table pinning him to the stone. He saw what was coming and opened his mouth to scream, but Baelon’s blade was faster, splitting the man’s throat open before he could make a sound.

Again, the Dragonlord had to stay on the move, racing around the room as more spells hounded him. He dodged what he could and shielded himself against all else.

One brave amongst them stepped into his path, determined to end the fight with his magic.

Baelon, however, had more than ethereal magic at his disposal. His bond with Kalaghan offered him a degree of strength and speed no ordinary man could dream of. In that moment, his path seemingly blocked, the Dragonlord applied a notch of that intrinsic strength, his running stride now doubling the distance he was previously covering.

The crystal blade came down in a savage arc. The damaged edge bit deep into collarbone—then into neck. The wizard crumpled immediately, hot red blood of his own now spraying up into his face.

Three dead, two to go—one to go.

Of the surviving pair, one was running away, her blonde hair whipped out with her robes as she vanished beyond the door and into the night.

More would come.

The last Jainus standing raised his hands, voice cracking as lightning gathered between his palms. Baelon didn’t hesitate. It wasn’t in his nature. He tore a metal rack free from the wall with raw force and flung it end over end. The lightning discharged prematurely, drawn to the iron.

Baelon shielded his eyes from the blast, missing the moment it engulfed the wizard. He was able to witness no more than the body fall to the floor, charred and licked with flames.

The Dragonlord stood there a moment, face plastered with blood and ash. He looked over the ruin, the dead. It didn’t feel nearly satisfying enough.

“Whatever awaits you, Baelon Vos,” Sorryn-Vaelis had said, “do not let vengeance steer you.”

Words easily spoken when they held no meaning for the one who voiced them. Sorryn couldn’t feel Kalaghan’s pain—the suffering. With every beat of his heart, Baelon felt the need to repay blood with blood.

The far wall caught his attention, his eyes scrutinising the many parchments pinned upon it, each one possessing a sketched segment of the great tree—of Anatuu. What would Sorryn have said if he knew the Jainus planned to invade the Realm of Magic and burn the tree to the ground? What would he have said if he knew they were already in the midst of planning a spell that would allow them to maintain their magic without Anatuu? Would the Fae have advocated for vengeance if he knew the Jainus intended to kill every dragon and Rider across both realms?

Vengeance wasn’t a choice.

It was just necessary.

Baelon ran his handless arm across the vast doors that separated the two chambers. The magic that followed was that of an invisible claw, unseen points raking across wood and iron, tearing it asunder and sweeping the debris to one side.

Baelon couldn’t move, his breath caught somewhere in his throat.

Kalaghan lay at the centre of the vast stone hall, chained to the floor and walls by bands of iron sunk deep into his limbs and chest, every link etched with powerful runes. His great honey-gold scales were dulled beneath layers of dried and fresh blood, their natural warmth smothered under red and black smears. Whole sections of his hide had been cut away, the muscle beneath exposed and swollen, stitched crudely in places and left raw in others. Glyphs and sigils had been carved directly into his flesh—hundreds of them.

The dragon’s chest rose and fell unevenly, and his wings lay half-spread, membranes torn and patched with spell work instead of care. One eye was closed, the lid swollen and split. The other—once bright with fierce intelligence—opened sluggishly at Baelon’s approach.

Recognition flickered.

Baelon felt something inside him break.

The rage that had carried him to that exact spot faded into the background, leaving only a hollow, aching weight in his chest.

Kalaghan rumbled weakly, a sound so soft it barely stirred the dust. The bond between them surged—pain, exhaustion, a vast, crushing weariness layered beneath stubborn relief. Days of agony bled through in vivid flashes now. The biting of blades through scales, nerves flayed by spells, and the slow, methodical cruelty of being reduced to naught but a resource.

Baelon swallowed hard, vision blurring.

Then he saw the wizard. They stood off to one side of the chamber, pressed against a worktable, eyes blown wide with terror. Their apron was soaked dark, stiff with blood. In their shaking hands were sharp tools—a hook and chisel still slick and wet. The Jainus stared at Baelon as if he had ripped through nightmare to reality.

Something in Baelon went cold. The heartbreak burned away in an instant, burned so hot it left nothing behind but blinding white fury.

The wizard’s lips trembled, his eyes twitching.

Baelon attempted to stride towards her and discovered he had gained a limp, his left leg more damaged than he had believed. Still he advanced, as if he were no more than an arrow following its intended trajectory.

The Jainus loosed a spell in panic. A cone of searing light tore across the chamber, flaying stone and melting iron. Baelon raised his arm and felt his absent fist clench into a knot. Magic screamed through nerves and bone, and he caught the wizard’s spell—redirecting it downward.

The floor erupted at his feet, but it did not stop his momentum. The Dragonlord crossed the remaining distance through smoke and debris and ended it with a single, brutal thrust—through the gut, up into the heart.

Baelon swayed, caught himself against a table, and forced a breath through clenched teeth. Grief. Heartbreak. Anger. The hooks of each were so deep in him he could no longer tell which of them hounded him more.

Without further delay, he approached the wounded dragon and let his brow rest against the side of his huge jaw.

I should never have brought us here, he said into the depths of their bond.

Baelon had to be careful then, his mind falling all too easily down a spiralled path that dredged up every foolish choice he had made that had led to that point.

Yet here we are, Kalaghan replied, his voice a shade of its usual strength. What are we to do about it?

There it was. Despite his torment, Kalaghan carried through that cord of resilience, of determination, of purpose. He was strength incarnate.

Baelon withdrew his head and looked the dragon in his good eye, the green as vibrant as ever.

“… you get to decide how it ends—if it ends.”

Again, Sorryn’s wisdom whispered in the recesses of his mind, a green hand reaching out in the darkness, eager to guide him into the light.

We have enemies on all sides, Baelon said. If left unchecked, the Jainus will wipe us out. And when word of Erador’s calamity reaches the emperor, the Andarens will invade. The east will break under the shadow of the west. That’s if Skara Pendain doesn’t bring the world to heel first.

We stand alone… against them all, Kalaghan replied, his chains shifting. The dragon’s head twitched, his large eyes swivelling to look beyond his companion. They are coming.

Baelon immediately turned his attention on the many chains and bindings keeping Kalaghan imprisoned. It was with immense satisfaction—at last—that he shattered the iron manacles, collar, and chains with one spell after another.

Can you fly?

We shall see soon enough.

Kalaghan dragged himself upright with visible effort, claws scraping stone, shoulders trembling as ruined muscle protested the movement.

Baelon pivoted just in time to see the doors on the far side of the chamber explode inward, hinges shrieking as magic forced them wide. Cold night air knifed into the hall, and wizards poured across the threshold, robes half-fastened, spells already forming.

At their centre stood the Magus himself, Eldric, pale and furious in his night gown, power already coiling around him like a living thing. Baelon’s attention, though, was drawn to Marinen beside him—to the sword that hung at her belt.

His sword.

She wore it openly, like a trophy, chin lifted in cold triumph. Baelon bared his teeth and started forward, crystal blade rising. He would take it back from her corpse.

The Magus lifted one hand, and the air warped around his bony fingers.

But Kalaghan spoke first, his roar tearing free of him like the breaking of the world.

Nine centuries of unbroken will turned agony into fury and shame into defiance. It was unleashed in a single, ear-splitting cry. The chamber shook, glass burst, and the Jainus reeled, clutching their ears.

Baelon sheathed Sorryn’s blade and seized the moment, just as he seized a saddle strap along Kalaghan’s shoulder ridge, fingers locking in by instinct alone as the dragon charged forward. Kalaghan’s bulk smashed through tables and wild spells. He reared his head back, jaws parting.

Fire coursed through the chamber, white-hot and absolute, like a river of pure destruction. Wizards vanished inside it, screams cut short as flesh and bone were reduced to ash.

Only two remained.

Baelon glimpsed Eldric and Marinen cocooned inside a hastily raised shield, fire washing around them without purchase. Their faces were masks of horror and rage as Kalaghan thundered past.

The dragon did not linger.

He burst through the shattered doors and out into the open, his first full breath of cold night air dragging a shudder through his massive frame. Baelon clung tight as alarms began to ring across the campus—shouts, horns, the pounding footfalls of Giants converging from every direction.

Kalaghan flexed his wings, the torn membranes crying in protest—but they held.

Now, Baelon thought wildly. Or never.

With a bone-rattling leap, Kalaghan launched himself into the night.

They cleared the high walls by a hair’s breadth as spells chased after them—lances of fire, nets of lightning, binding glyphs clawing at the sky. One spell clipped Kalaghan’s flank, searing pain flaring through the bond, but he roared and climbed, wings beating with desperate, furious strength.

The spells fell away, breaking apart in the thinning air.

Below them, The Tower of Jain shrank into darkness and firelight, alarms fading into distance. Kalaghan angled north, into open sky, into freedom hard-won.

Baelon pressed his forehead against the dragon’s neck, tears torn from his eyes by the wind.

Fly, he urged silently.

The night soon swallowed them whole.


47
SCENT OF THE ENEMY


The wind carved long, hollow notes through the canyons of The Gold Rise, rushing to greet Daijen and Valyra as they flew.

Below them, the land of Qalanqath unfurled in bands of gold and rust—vast escarpments fractured by ancient rivers, their beds long since bled dry. Mountains reared from the desert like jagged bones, their shadows stretching thin and sharp across the sand. It was warmer there, but the mountain air still carried a cold, rarefied edge. Winter’s grip, so cruel over Valgala, had loosened at last.

The Vahlken cared not, his skin only aware of the most extreme temperatures.

So too was his mind oblivious to the changes, his thoughts having unraveled over the course of their journey. He no longer needed to close his eyes to see Oaken’s dead body.

He leaned over Valyra and ran one hand through the feathers along the back of her neck. She was his anchor. What joy yet remained in Verda could only be found in her now. Fighting the memory of Oaken’s corpse and those fabricated by imagining Ilithranda’s death, Daijen took solace in that, his faithful companion who had gone to hell and back with him.

Beneath him, she beat her wings in a wide, powerful rhythm, cutting through the sky with practiced dominance. Four taloned legs tucked tight beneath her body, her long, slender tail swaying to correct their course. Horns swept back from her skull like rough crescents, and the silvyr tip of her plated beak caught the sun, flashing like a blade.

For all her magnificence, Daijen had to remember the stain of Barad-Agin that clung to her. While he caressed her feathers, his fingers were sure to probe between, searching for any signs of black fungal growth.

The Aegre banked on a current, and the Vahlken returned both hands to the horned grips of his saddle, the wind tugging at his cloak of Weaver silk. Ice-blue eyes scanned the horizon with the patience of a hunter. His mutations might have lent strength and endurance beyond mortal limits, but they did nothing to quiet the mind—his least of all.

They had been flying south for many days, following the memory of emerald wings vanishing into the southern sky beyond Valgala’s walls. He had played out the battle in Valgala’s throne room, another fabrication designed by a busy mind. He had envisioned the many ways the dragon might have fought Oaken, but it always came down to the person—the one who had run their sword through the Aegre’s head.

Valyra squawked, breaking yet another reverie.

Daijen focused again on the view and saw immediately where the land broke inward, the rusty stone giving way to devastation. He knew a city when he saw one, even if it lay in defeat, its bones shattered. He could not, of course name the place, though he knew enough of Erador’s geography to guess.

The Kedradi.

What could be seen of the city clung around a central mass of stone that looked to have caved in and collapsed atop the Kedradi. Everything outside of that, not buried beneath thousands of tons of bare rock, had been affected by the impact, the towers and outer wall pushed beyond their limits, most of which lay in ruins across the ground.

It was the flat ground, however, that truly caught Daijen’s attention. The ground had been churned, the canyon walls scorched black here and there, though one such wall appeared to be encased in ice yet to yield. Then there were the gouges, great troughs that marred the stone—claw marks, he thought.

A duel of dragons perhaps…

Valyra’s wings stuttered. Just slightly—but Daijen felt it at once.

Her descent wavered, the smooth confidence she normally possessed replaced by a hesitant correction. One wing dipped lower than it should have. Her breathing hitched, a subtle rasp carried back through the harness.

“Easy,” he whispered, tightening his knees against her sides.

She obeyed—but the delay was there.

His jaw clenched. The work of Barad-Agin never tired. What was it doing at that very moment? Investigating her organs—her heart? Spreading beneath the lowest layer of her skin? Coiling about her bones? Worming into her brain?

As it grew in her, so too did dread grow in Daijen.

They circled the ruins once, slow and cautious. Daijen’s pointed ears caught the distant cry of shifting stone, the whisper of wind tunnelling through shattered streets. No movement. No smoke. No dragon in sight.

But absence could be as loud as presence.

A shift in his posture had Valyra diving into the canyon, where a mighty alcove had, until recently, housed an entire city. It wasn’t her best landing, the tip of the left wing dragging across the dusty ground before her legs found the strength to bring her momentum to a stop. The Aegre shook her head and growled deep in her chest, confused if not displeased.

Daijen climbed down and lingered a moment longer at Valyra’s side, one hand resting against the warm plates of her beak. Beneath the armour, he could feel the tremor still working through her—subtle, stubborn. He murmured low to her, a sound without words, and only when her breathing steadied did he turn away.

The alcove was vast. Even then, broken, it bore the unmistakable shape of design. Roads carved into stone, terraces meant for dwellings, the skeletal remains of towers clinging to the canyon’s curve. A city hollowed from the earth rather than built upon it.

He knew from Ahnir’s memories that the Kedradi had sided with The Dark One in ancient times, when Skara had declared his war against the Dragon Riders and all the realm with them. The Kedradi had helped him weaken Erador until the Riders took the war to the very shores of Kanofell, where they faced The Dark One in the forges of Mount Nuvata.

Ahnir’s memories had taken him through the halls of time, however, and shown him that fateful day when Malliath had been dragged into the Shadow Realm. On that same day, the Kedradi had charged into battle alongside the men of Erador, atoning for their misdeeds and poor judgment.

Beyond that, Daijen knew next to nothing about the reclusive Kedradi.

The Vahlken moved slowly, boots crunching across grit and shattered masonry, letting the scene assemble itself piece by piece. The ground told its story willingly, if one knew how to listen.

The first tracks stopped him short. Dragon prints, no mistaking. And not one set either.

Daijen crouched, pale fingers hovering just above the stone. Three large impressions dominated the churned earth, their claw marks deep enough that even the canyon’s bedrock had yielded. Two were close in size—massive, old, confident. Perhaps one of them had been the green he had followed. The third dwarfed them both, its stride longer, the depth of its prints unmistakable. A brute of a dragon that looked to challenge Malliath.

Then he saw the fourth.

Smaller. Lighter. Still a dragon, but young—its claws sharper than heavy, its steps erratic where the larger beasts had moved with purpose. A fledgling brought to war.

He rose and followed the path of destruction, eyes tracing the arcs carved into stone. Thick tails had swept the canyon floor, pulverising rock and dust in the heat of battle. Here and there, the walls themselves bore the marks—deep punctures and long raked grooves where something had struck again and again.

Spikes.

Daijen leaned closer to one such impression, studying the angle, the penetration. Sharp, narrow points. Not blunt. Not rounded.

“All males,” he murmured to himself.

It was an old truth, found in numerous tomes in Ka’vairn’s library. Female dragons bore heavier, duller spines—built to endure, not to pierce.

His gaze was drawn back to the wall of ice.

It stood out obscenely against the scorched stone around it—a frozen wave climbing the canyon face, thick and opaque, its surface fractured into jagged patterns that caught the light. Daijen approached with care, breath fogging faintly as he neared. The air around it was wrong. Too cold. Too still.

He reached out and touched it. Solid, heat and time yet to make it weep.

His eyes traced the spread of it, following the origin point upward. The ice radiated outward in a fan, as though expelled in a single, violent exhalation. The height of it inferred a dragon’s head as the source.

Daijen withdrew his hand slowly. “No,” he said quietly.

He had read all that he could of dragon lore. Fire, always fire. There was nothing that spoke of ice. No record. Not even myth.

A wizard, then? The shaping was wrong. It had been unleashed, not woven. Crude in its power. Immediate—natural. He forced himself to look away, the mystery of it a source of irritation more than anything else.

Beyond the carnage of warring dragons, the ground changed again.

Footprints. Thousands of them. They overlapped in frantic layers—boots grinding boots into dust, heels skidding, men running where others had tried to hold formation. Chaos was written into every step. Panic. Orders shouted and broken. A city emptying itself in haste.

But at the canyon’s mouth, the pattern sharpened. The freshest prints were clearer, more deliberate. Lines formed until a direction emerged.

South.

Daijen straightened, slowly, the weight of it settling into his chest.

A city destroyed. Four dragons in conflict. Ice where there should have been fire. And now a great host—soldiers, refugees, or both—marching south into Qalanqath’s depths.

Had this been the army The Eldan spoke of? The traitors from Harendun? Their siege of Valgala had been just as evident there as it was in the sands of Qalanqath. But what had driven them south, and further south still? What were they pursuing?

With naught but guess work, the Vahlken had to assume the green dragon had joined the host whose prints turned south, lest he would have crossed paths with the creature and its Rider. Survivors then. Skara had his fiends rooting out those who had fled Valgala. Either that, or he had simply decided the Kedradi were a good enough threat to devote such resources to exterminating them.

Daijen lifted his head, the revelation delayed amidst the web of threads that crossed over each other.

The Dark One.

Was he with them? Was he leading them into the south beside Baelon Vos? He turned to the south, gazing at stone as if he could see his enemy through it all and over the miles between them. Perhaps Malliath had come this way too. Even as the Vahlken stood there, was there a chance the black dragon had already crossed those miles and was, at that very moment, setting Skara in his purple gaze?

There was only one way to find out.

Ever forwards…

His stride was in its infancy when Valyra let out a warning screech, a sound that forced his hand down upon Handuin’s sword. He turned around, eyes tracking along Valyra’s pointed stare—a trajectory that craned his neck and took his attention up the canyon wall, to its very top.

Nothing, save a few pebbles tumbling down the rock face.

The wind, however, picked up, blowing out his cloak and hair alike, brushing the loose stones at his feet. And with it came a messenger of something else entirely.

It struck his chest, catching on the ancient cuirass, before that same wind tried to snatch it away again. Daijen plucked it from the air as it parted ways with him, gripped between finger and thumb.

A feather.

There was no hesitation, no uncertainty—he knew. The feather in his hand was that of an Aegre. He released his sword and swept his other finger and thumb along the spine before crossing it under his nose, taking in the scent. Valyra had white feathers about her neck and face, complimenting her overall tone of tawny brown, but the white of the feather in his grip was subtly different, much like its scent.

He had seen that particular tone of white before, many years ago.

Daijen returned his gaze to the uneven lip of the canyon top. “Uthain,” he muttered in disbelief.

He hadn’t seen the albino Aegre since the siege of Ka’vairn, a night he’d forget if his mind would allow it. Then, of course, Uthain had brought Slait into battle. Their duel had been short and bloody and, almost, final.

“He’s my son,” Ilithranda had said in the immediate aftermath, having prevented him from slaying the zealot.

Before the tragedy of that siege, and the death of The Valtorak, he had first laid eyes upon Uthain amidst the eyries atop The Hellion Mountains. Slait had formed a bond with the Aegre, the beast already an outcast among its kin. A tragedy all of its own then unfolded, a scene of bloodshed that would forever stay with Daijen Saeth.

Vahlken he should have called brothers and sisters to that day were still up there, frozen in the snows for all time. Their deaths, and that of Kastiek’s, lay at Slait’s feet, adding to his countless crimes in Daijen’s eyes.

Was the murderer up there now, watching them?

The answer became clear as day when Uthain revealed himself, his talons hooking over the edge of the canyon. There was no rider in his saddle. His yellow eyes narrowed on the companions, his intentions unknown, but Daijen was already scanning the surroundings, wondering if Slait himself was about to spring the trap.

There came no attack, however, and Uthain squawked just the once before taking flight, vanishing beyond the canyon—south.

The Aegre’s presence only begged more questions, posing more theories. Had Uthain tracked them or had he already been in Qalanqath? If Slait wasn’t with him, then where was the brute? He was a Skaramangian through and through, tethering him to The Dark One, but Skara was in league with Baelon Vos and the Dragon Riders. Slait would never be a part of such an alliance.

Or any alliance for that matter. Without The Eldan to command him, the first-born son of Ilithranda Lhoris was chaos incarnate, blessed with the mutations of Handuin.

A wild card.

A wild dog.

Wherever the trail was to lead, Daijen knew that should he cross paths with the wretched fiend, he would finish what he started atop the ramparts of Ka’vairn and put the dog down.
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THE RUINS OF GELAKOR


A blasting wind howled through The Ruins of Gelakor, its every current seen in the clouded mist of snow and ice pelting across the ancient stone. It was loud in Baelon’s ears, as if the gorge upon which he stood was bellowing in defiance at the sky—at the storm it had brought to The Giant’s Throat.

The Dragonlord lingered at the edge of the cliff top, his attention fixed on the south. The Tower of Jain was many miles away, beyond the gorge, beyond even The Spine of Erador. Yet still he stared into the mist, only glimpsing the bare rock of those stalwart mountains.

The Magus knew he would be there, in those ruins—Eldric himself had given him the knowledge he sought. Baelon thought of the magic employed in the Magus’s quarters, a spell that combined the doors on the tower’s ground floor to the doors of his office, at the top of the tower. Surely such a spell required access to both places before it could be enacted. They couldn’t actually traverse the same distance by opening a doorway on one end…

Baelon dismissed the idea. If they could do such a thing, they would already have been there, waiting for him. In truth, they would be days, perhaps even weeks, behind him. There was no question, of course, that they would be hunting him. He knew too much.

There are bodies here, Kalaghan reported. Many bodies, buried beneath the snow.

Baelon searched for his companion, knowing by sense alone that the dragon was on the other side of the ruins, in the north. He should have been easy to spot, his honeyed-scales gold in the right light, but the wind, thick with winter’s soul, obscured much of his view.

Only after pressing into the ruins, beyond its outer perimeter, did he see Kalaghan’s tail curling through the mist. He might have reached the dragon too had he not tripped, believing the step beneath his boot to be that of solid stone.

It was a corpse.

Releasing his grip on Sorryn’s broken blade, he instead gathered his black cloak about him and turned to investigate the body. With his only hand, the Dragonlord brushed off as much snow as he could. One might have believed they were looking at a dead human, frozen and deathly pale in their icy grave, but Baelon knew the chalky white skin of an Andaren when he saw it.

He soon discerned the pointed ears and hair as white as the snow that assailed it. The armour identified him as a soldier of the empire. His wounds identified him as a victim of battle. What was left of him, at least. His right arm and both legs had been savagely ripped apart, and sometime after death by the lack of blood about him.

Standing up, Baelon turned on the spot and noted the other lumps in the snow. A brief examination revealed three types of death. He saw the strokes of steel, the wounds smooth, fine, and long, if not deep. There were signs of magic on a handful, those who had suffered burning spells. Then there were Andarens who had endured the attack of some beast, their bodies ripped apart by claws and teeth.

Baelon thought back to Joran’s tale of events, a winding story that had taken the boy across Erador and back. It had been there, in those very ruins, where Joran and his company had faced the invading Andarens, before Oaken had taken him directly to Drakanan.

That meant Gallien Drakalis had been amongst those ruins. How fractured his mind had been—and was still—to have walked over the same ground twice and hold no memory of the place.

Baelon stood amidst that ancient place, imagining the ruins in a different time, a different season. He conjured the visage of Skara Pendain, only it wasn’t The Dark One who passed between the shattered pillars. He wore Skara’s face, his blond hair cropped at the sides, the top gathered back into a tight knot.

It was Bragen Pendain.

Baelon imagined the man to have been somewhat skittish, echoing his own feelings in that moment, sure that the Jainus were on his tail. The man who had no idea he was The Dark One entered the ruins, eyes searching high and low while one hand gripped the object at his chest, fingers concealing the necklace.

What kind of man had Bragen been, Baelon wondered. There must have been something of Skara—his true self—dwelling in the depths of his mind, but not nearly enough to guide his intentions.

Bragen Pendain had been interested in relics and antiques, objects that connected then to now. That obsession, at least, had likely come from the real him, from The Dark One screaming somewhere down in the dredges of his soul.

He must have been a good man, Baelon decided. After all, he had removed the vambrace from the clutches of the Jainus and gone on to hide the necklace from them. He clearly hadn’t wanted them to be used for wrong. More so, after his personality had imploded under the pressures of Taraktor—a prison no man should be subjected to—he had adopted the new personality of Gallien Drakalis.

As much as Baelon wanted to hate every aspect of Skara, it was impossible to say the smuggler had been a bad man. Bad men didn’t adopt babies and raise them at their own expense. That didn’t mean there was so much as a shard of good in Skara. Only that his mind had been so bent and wrought by eons of body-hopping that he had been truly buried by time—until the Skaramangians woke him up.

Baelon refused to dwell on that particular cult. After more millennia, wars, and death, they had succeeded in their ultimate quest. They deserved to be on the Dragonlord’s list, marked for wrath and ruin, but he was confident The Dark One would prove to be their reward and punishment.

They had no idea what they had awoken.

So he stood there a moment longer and imagined that good man—Bragen—wandering through the ruins, seeking, no doubt, to hide from the Jainus hunters.

And if not to hide himself, then to hide something else.

The necklace.

The proverbial needle, Baelon thought, seeing at no more than a glance how many places there were to hide something as small as a necklace.

He felt Kalaghan’s burst of pain before he heard stone crack in the north, the ground shake with his heavy footfalls. Baelon navigated the ruins at once, emerging upon the clearing that overlooked the most northern ridge of The Giant’s Throat. From there he should have been able to see The Red Fields of Dunmar, but they were hidden behind a wall of rushing mist.

Then there was Kalaghan. The dragon had stumbled, his right back leg struggling to bear his weight as he pivoted. His hind muscles had pushed through one of the already broken walls, reducing it to no more than loose bricks.

I am fine, Kalaghan said stubbornly.

Baelon narrowed his eyes to better see through the disturbed snow. Dragons could heal quickly, given the right circumstances, but even that didn’t help when the wounds covered almost every inch of their body. Prior to being in such freezing temperatures, some of his injuries had still been bleeding as they flew over the mountains.

Kalaghan was staring at him, his horned snout splitting his face down the middle. I said I’m fine⁠—

The dragon looked away, his gaze drawn to the updraft of snow and ice beyond the cliff. His nostrils flared.

What is it? Baelon asked, his hand dropping to the hilt on his belt.

That scent…

Revelation came all too late.

The mist exploded above them, birthing a blue-scaled dragon.

Ithira!

She crashed into Kalaghan at speed, all four of her clawed feet extended as she dragged him over the edge and into the gorge.

At that same moment, a silvyr sword came for Baelon’s head. The blade—steel in appearance only—whipped across his shoulder, scarring the scales on his pauldron before going on to do the same across the stone pillar beside him. The air was forced from his lungs when the boot rammed into his chest, launching him back and onto the icy ground.

That boot, of course, had belonged to Raya Maudamare.

The Dragon Rider pressed her attack, leaping over the low wall to come down on him with a hammering blow. Baelon rolled aside, hearing the silvyr ring against the stone instead of his head. He came up on one knee, crystal blade already rising to meet the next strike.

Raya didn’t hesitate—Baelon had trained as much into her.

Centuries old, her silvyr sword flashed through the storm in a blur of silver light, cutting a vicious arc that forced Baelon fully onto the defensive. The impact of their blades rang like struck bells—silvyr against Fae crystal—sparks bursting where the edges kissed.

Baelon staggered back a step, amazed to see that Fae crystal could hold up to silvyr. It was, however, broken and, therefore, shorter than Raya’s. Every exchange reminded him of that fact. His opponent’s reach pressed him further across the ruin, forcing him to yield ground with every clash.

“You should have just died in that throne room,” Raya said through clenched teeth, her breath steaming in the freezing air. “It would have been easier on you.”

Baelon answered with action.

He cut low, then high, trying to close the distance her longer blade demanded. Raya twisted aside with the fluid grace of a practiced Dragon Rider, her counterstrike slicing across his vambrace where, again, Kalaghan’s scales saved his flesh beneath. The strike of it still hurt though, jarring the bone if not bruising it.

Baelon retreated again, only this time his footing was compromised by the tremor that ran through the stone.

The dragons…

Kalaghan and Ithira slammed against the cliff face below, the impact sending a thunderous crack racing up through the ancient ruins. A burst of hot blood sprayed into the racing wind as Ithira’s claws raked across Kalaghan’s flank. He answered with a blast of fire that turned the snow into a boiling cloud of steam and charred the rock.

Raya pressed forward immediately, exploiting the distraction. Her sword came down, whistling as it cut through the air. Baelon raised the crystal blade just in time, the impact driving him to one knee. The silvyr edge shrieked along the broken crystal, sparks skittering across the snow.

“You’re slower,” she growled.

“One hand,” Baelon spat back. “What’s your excuse?”

He lashed out with magic, his blunt wrist thrusting up.

The snow at Raya’s feet erupted upward, an explosion of ice and stone driven by sheer will. She leapt clear, twisting with feline grace midair, her own magic answering in kind. A lance of wind slammed into Baelon’s chest and hurled him through a crumbling archway in a shower of debris.

Raya was already upon him, blade slashing through the mist before it could swallow her whole. Baelon managed to deflect with a backhand and ram a boot into her gut, throwing the Rider over a fallen slab of rock.

The Dragonlord rose to his feet, crystal blade dragging across the ground—Raya was gone.

Baelon pivoted left and right, his guard coming up. He glimpsed a shadow here and there, skirting the edge of the icy torrents. Blasts of fire and roaring dragons tried to snatch at his attention, but the aged warrior grounded himself. It was the same wind concealing her steps that gave her away, carrying the sound of her advance at the last possible moment.

Baelon barely caught the strike, silvyr and crystal shrieking against each other again.

He shoved back, forcing space between them, but Raya circled with predatory patience, her silhouette fading and reappearing in the swirling snow.

Another roar shook the gorge, and Baelon risked a glance upward.

Kalaghan and Ithira tore across the cliff face in a blur of scale and fury, their titanic bodies smashing through ancient stone as they grappled. Ithira’s claws ripped free a section of ruined tower and hurled it into the abyss. Kalaghan answered with a savage bite along her neck. Their blood rained down in hot crimson droplets that hissed when they struck the snow.

Raya’s sword nearly took Baelon’s head for the distraction. He dodged backwards just in time, the blade carving a shallow line across his cheek as it passed.

“You’ve lost your edge,” Raya said, advancing.

Baelon wiped blood from his face. “And you’ve lost it all. Your conviction. Your authority. Your victories. They belong to him now. You’re just a puppet, an extension of his will.”

He feinted left—then hurled a slab of broken pillar at her with a swift spell.

Raya cut through it in a single stroke. The explosion of stone shards forced Baelon to retreat again, his boots skidding across ice as the wind howled between the ruins.

“You witnessed his power,” Raya shouted over the wind. “He’s the Pendain!”

“He’s The Dark One!” Baelon argued.

“It doesn’t matter. He’s conquered this world before, and he’s going to do it again. No one can stop him. I saw the truth of that when he defeated you! He cannot be stopped. I won’t give up my immortality, or Ithira’s, to preserve an already broken world. Let him smash it to pieces and start again. As long as we’re standing beside him, it doesn’t matter.”

“You are lost,” Baelon told her plainly.

Raya charged at him, a battle cry torn from her lips.

They clashed again and again, their blades ringing across the ancient stones, each exchange leaving new wounds. Raya’s blade opened his thigh. Baelon’s shorter weapon carved a deep line across her ribs. Magic flared between them—bursts of force, walls of wind, shards of ice ripped from the frozen earth.

Neither yielded.

But Baelon was losing ground.

The broken blade forced him to get in close, while Raya pressed with relentless precision, her silvyr pushing him further back through the ruins.

Above them, Kalaghan and Ithira collided again with bone-shattering force, the impact sending a rain of stone and blood cascading over the duellists below.

For one fatal instant, Baelon’s footing failed on the ice. As he had instructed her, long ago, Raya seized the advantage. He barely raised the crystal blade in time.

The weapons locked. Silvyr ground against the fractured crystal edge as Raya leaned into the bind, forcing Baelon backward until his spine struck a shattered column.

Their faces were inches apart, both bleeding, both breathing hard in the freezing air.

Then he felt it, a sensation crawling along his skin. The air thickened between them, heavy with something unseen. The wind faltered, then twisted in on itself, spiralling through the broken ruins like a thing searching for purchase.

The hairs on Baelon’s arms and neck lifted, and he could see that Raya felt it too.

Her eyes flicked past him, scanning the storm-dark sky beyond the gorge. For a moment, neither of them pressed the bind. Silvyr and crystal trembled where they touched, both warriors suddenly aware of a force neither of them commanded.

The air was charging.

Baelon felt Kalaghan through the bond—felt the dragon climbing, straining higher and higher through the choking mist as Ithira harried him without mercy.

Baelon… It wasn’t the toil in Kalaghan’s voice but the unease that rattled the Dragonlord.

Baelon thought back to The Tower of Jain, to the Magus and his arrogant plans for the world—for Anatuu. The spells etched into Kalaghan’s very flesh were part of that plan.

“When we finish constructing the tower,” Eldric had said, sure beyond doubt that his captives would never know freedom again, “we must bring down the power of a storm upon it. Not just any storm. It must be something far more ferocious than anything nature has ever unleashed. That’s where Kalaghan will play his part for a better tomorrow!”

The storm raging over their heads was meant for another day, another time, when the wizards had finally constructed their silvyr tower, its walls decorated with spells known only to the Jainus. Kalaghan would grant them the power to control the flow of Anatuu’s magic…

The storm roared with savagery.

The wind rattled the very mountains. Snow and ice lifted from the ground in a furious spiral, the sky above collapsing into a roiling mass of black cloud.

Then came the lightning.

A bolt crashed down into the ruins beside them, blasting a tower apart in a violent shower of molten stone. Another struck the cliff edge, the shockwave ripping through the ancient pillars like a hammer through glass.

Baelon and Raya were thrown apart.

He slammed into the snow, the impact knocking the breath from his lungs as the world erupted in light and thunder around him. The Dragonlord dragged himself upright, shielding his face with his arm as another bolt split the sky open above him. The ruins were disintegrating. Stone shattered under the relentless assault of lightning. Ancient walls collapsed in cascading avalanches of rock. The wind howled with such fury it drove shards of ice into Baelon’s flesh hard enough to draw blood.

He staggered toward the mountain wall seeking shelter. It was, perhaps, the only place not exposed to the storm’s fury.

Through blinding snow and screaming wind he saw the base of the cliff where the ruins met the mountain itself. A narrow alcove resided there, carved long ago where hewn stone met raw rock. The bottom corner had been broken away, offering a gap for anyone to crawl through—anyone not wearing the scaled pauldrons of a Dragon Rider. Baelon, instead, rushed beneath the shallow overhang that shielded it from the worst of the storm.

But even that was not enough. A stray lightning bolt slammed into the rock above the alcove with the force of a Giant’s hammering fist.

Stone split open like rotten wood as the lightning tore through it, blasting chunks of rock into the storm and cracking the thick masonry beneath it. Baelon threw himself flat as the explosion ripped through the alcove, fragments of shattered stone raining down around him.

For a moment there was nothing but ringing silence before the snow settled and Baelon was able to push himself up slowly, blood running freely from a dozen small wounds where the ice had cut him.

In the chaos that swirled around him, the Dragonlord looked upon the storm’s work—it had done something more than shatter stone. The blast had split the rock face open behind him, shearing away part of the hewn wall that had once closed the alcove. Where there had been only solid stone before, there was now a dark opening yawning into the mountain.

An entrance, ancient and hidden.

Until now…
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A TASTE OF FREEDOM


The last of night was all but spent, the stars beginning to dim in the east. Kassanda Grey looked into that brightening sky, waiting for the first rays of light to find the ruins of Nithrael—to find Garganafan. The dragon lay outside the city, where his great bulk couldn’t threaten the many people taking refuge inside.

Though she could not feel his pain, she could feel that he was in pain. Between his battles at Valgala, New Nithrael, and the journey from north to south, he hadn’t rested enough to fully heal. Before that, he had faced Parthagon in the Rider camp on the banks of The Serpent’s Tongue, and before that he had fought both Orvast and Felrig at the foot of Azad-guul, upon tracking Joran to that most foul place.

And now…

More were coming. The next battle would soon arrive at Nithrael’s shattered walls, and Garganafan would, again, be forced to face his kin in a bought to the death.

The Rider caught sight of Morgwyn, the younger dragon cutting across the changing sky. He had the makings of a great dragon about him, and not just because of his lineage. If Morgwyn could step out of his parents’ shadow, he might even prove to be the best of them all one day.

If he survived.

Without Garganafan to shelter him from the worst, Morgwyn would have to stand up to Nersandi when the time came. Experience and youth would collide in the sky, an age-old battle with an outcome that Kassanda couldn’t accurately predict. She only knew that he needed to survive—that the world needed Joran and Morgwyn, and in a way it didn’t need her and Garganafan.

And yet, a selfish part of her wanted—needed—Morgwyn to step up, to put himself between Garganafan and Nersandi. Such an intervention might save her companion from reaching the eternal shores.

Was that a price she could pay? Could she live with the sacrifice of Morgwyn if it meant sparing Garganafan?

“I think I’m doing it wrong,” Cob said, preventing Kassanda from answering her own question—a mercy.

The Dragon Rider turned around, momentarily dazed by her own reverie—and lack of sleep. She ran a critical eye over the newest member of their order.

The ranger—as he had been—was seated on the floor with his eyes closed, legs crossed, and hands planted on his knees. Curled up beside him, like a large dog, Thessaleia was content to sleep—perhaps the wisest of them all.

Kassanda circled the man, her boots soft against the stone floor. Androma had reported the uncontrolled magic Cob had inadvertently unleashed, nearly harming his nieces in the process. It was this particular problem that reminded Kassanda why new Riders were trained within the confines of Drakanan.

“I think my breathing’s wrong.”

“Your breathing is fine.”

Cob peaked through a single eye, spotting Kassanda before she passed out of view. “Maybe it’s my position.”

Kassanda slowed, stopping herself from completing the next revolution. “Stand up,” she bid him.

On his feet, Valarius Thayne was a head taller than she was, his thick dreadlocks resting in the middle of his shoulders. His rich brown skin, only a shade darker than her own, glistened with a thin layer of sweat. It was another reminder of how new his bond with Thessaleia was. Soon, his physiology would reflect a more resilient class of warrior, and sweat would prove harder to come by.

His shoulders were broad and muscles well-defined. It seemed every inch of him had been chiselled by a lifetime of pain and violence, his survival dependent on the death of others.

Continuing her slow circle, she examined the numerous scars that marred his hands, neck, and face. Most of them had been fresh until recently, with some of his wounds healed entirely. She suspected, however, that the two lines cutting across his brow and cheek would stay with him all his days—an eternal reminder that he fought The Dark One and lived.

“Close your eyes,” she said, coming up behind him. “Breathe.” Kassanda gripped his hands and clasped them at the base of his back. “Breathe,” she urged again.

Almost immediately, Cob looked more settled and in control of his thoughts and form.

“It is to be expected, I suppose.”

Cob frowned. “What is?”

“That a ranger would meditate on their feet.”

Kassanda continued to move around him, her centuries of discipline trying to quash the human urges she felt when she looked at him. He was undeniably handsome, his features cut as if that from Mount Nuvata itself, and it complimented him in her eyes that he was a warrior like her—something the dragon in her could not ignore.

Something it yearned for.

She had seen as much the first time she had met him, in the aftermath of Azad-guul, on Nareene. He had the quiet presence of a disciplined man, a fact that would have made anyone stand out in Kassanda’s eyes. Yet there was a charisma to him, a flare that, perhaps, had roots in his Kedradi ancestry, if not from his years spent alongside Aphrandhor.

It had been easier to ignore then, just as it had been in Valgala. Duty had demanded immediate action, leaving no time to breathe, to make sense of one’s emotions. It seemed the days amongst the Kedradi were long, however, and Cob’s bond with Thessaleia had brought the ranger directly into her path.

He was also a pup, and a dangerous one. Like all new Riders, his emotions were less tamed when it came to his dragon companion. His magic would always respond to such untethered feelings, and at a risk to those around him.

“Reach out for Thessaleia,” Kassanda instructed. “Find her across the bond. She feels bright, yes? Like a sun in the dark of your mind. That’s her magic. It will burn hot while she’s young. So will you. It will come in surges, responding to heightened emotions.”

“I can control my emotions,” Cob stated defensively.

“You’ve received training in a number of areas. Tell me, did any of them prepare you for her?”

Cob opened his eyes again and glanced down at Thessaleia. “No,” he admitted.

“Then close your eyes and focus. You must learn to interpret the touch of magic before it actually manifests. Only you can temper it.” Kassanda walked past him again, her lips coming closer to his ear. “Breathe.”

She completed another revolution before noticing the hairs standing to attention on his arms. The air tensed between them, charging with magic. He was just brushing up against it, teasing that raw power into being.

“That’s it,” Kassanda said softly. “It’s always there, a faithful companion—like Thessaleia.” The Rider crouched to run a hand over the dragon’s head, a soothing touch that didn’t rouse her.

The atmosphere shifted.

Kassanda’s gaze flitted back to Valarius. His brow twitched, betraying the greater level of concentration he was having to apply.

“Breathe,” Kassanda insisted, returning to her circling pattern. “Stay in control.” She could feel the magic amplifying around her, prickling against her skin.

It was enough to awaken Thessaleia.

Kassanda cut through her pattern and stepped directly in front of him. “Breathe. You’re in control. Dim the light.”

Cob’s jaw clenched, his effort doubling to no avail. He had touched the magic swelling inside him and couldn’t separate from it. Supplies and sundries dotted around the ruins began to move of their own accord, drawn towards Valarius.

Kassanda could feel the static gathering in her clothing, curling the ends of her cloak. When the local temperature began to increase, she knew there was only seconds before an expulsion of magic tested the limits of the surrounding stonework.

“Take control, Valarius,” Kassanda commanded, her tone hard now.

Thessaleia was on her feet, naively excitable by what she was feeling in the air.

“It’s… too much.”

Had they been in Drakanan, Kassanda would have simply walked away and let the event have its moment. No more than the ground would suffer, and it would just be another learning opportunity for the new Rider. That was not an option. Nithrael was crowded with people, families packed tightly together—some of whom were just on the other side of the walls that surrounded them.

Something cracked at her feet, drawing her attention to the stone beneath them. It was cracking, like a spider’s web with Cob in the heart of it.

“Breathe, Valarius. Quieten your mind.”

“I… can’t.”

Kassanda could feel the magic rolling off him in waves now, an intoxicating encounter that enticed her to use a spell of her own. Using magic to contain magic, however, never came with guarantees—especially when concerning new Riders. Their magic was raw and untamed.

His hands were by his side now, balled into knots. “Kassanda…” There was a warning in his voice.

With no more time to think, Kassanda pushed up on her toes—and kissed him.

Cob’s eyes went wide, a frown pinching his brow. As the kiss continued, however, his skin smoothed out, and he moved to grip Kassanda about the waist.

She stepped back.

The environment had stilled, the air swept clean by a refreshing breeze. There was no trace of magic about the ranger now, his innate power dormant once more.

“If you can’t soothe the mind,” Kassanda remarked, “then distract it.”

While a touch dazed, perhaps, Valarius still had the look of a man who knew exactly what he wanted in that moment. He stepped forwards, one hand coming up to press against her cheek⁠—

“No.” Kassanda’s response was soft but non-negotiable, her grip intercepting his wrist. “We have forever to see where this goes, but only if we earn it. We are neither the light nor the dark, but the line between the two. That requires us to be⁠—”

Cob pulled her in by the waist and kissed her this time.

Kassanda knew she should resist, that she should end it there. So much was at stake, the lives of hundreds of thousands on their shoulders. The people of Erador—of Verda—needed them sharper than ever.

But she had been that particular blade all too long. Had it been decades or centuries since she had allowed herself to enjoy the warmth of another? The softness of his lips pressing into hers. The strength in his grip as he held her close. The contours of the muscles corded around his bare arms. They kept her there, locked in the passionate embrace.

For just a moment she couldn’t think, the worries of the world melting away as reality compressed to that single instant. She hadn’t felt freedom like that in an age.

And that was exactly why she had to pull away.

Yet all she could think to do was push him back into the wall and pin him there, lips refusing to part. It was fortunate then—a debatable perception—that something scraped across the stone behind them. Kassanda’s peripheral vision told her it wasn’t Thessaleia, who was on the other side of the ruin now.

Kassanda withdrew from Valarius and spun on her heel. Her surprise was immediate, though she didn’t look nearly so awkward as Grarfath Underborn. The smith looked like he was already in the process of backing away, a pang of embarrassment ruling his face.

“So sorry,” he said, his last word almost lost by the gulp he took. “We’ll be goin’ now.” He put one hand out to bring Yamnomora with him.

“I could stay a little longer,” the fiery dwarf commented with a mischievous grin.

“Mora,” Grarfath chastised.

“It’s fine,” Kassanda said, making a point to step away from Cob. “We were just…”

“Training,” Cob offered, the subtlest hint of a smile pushing at his mouth.

“That’s my kind o’ trainin’,” Yamnomora replied, folding her arms.

“Did you need us?” Kassanda asked, drawing a line.

Grarfath hesitated. “It wasn’ exactly a need, per se. It were jus’…” The dwarven smith proffered a long object in both hands, the firelight catching the shine of something metallic at one end. “I finished it. Took a little longer than Joran’s, I’m afraid. More silvyr in this one.”

“Silvyr?” Cob echoed, stepping away from the wall.

“Aye. I used both Rengyr’s an’ Obrin’s for the raw material.” Grarfath cleared his throat and offered Cob the blade, just as he had with Joran.

Kassanda knew better than to interfere this time.

Valarius gripped the hilt, its leather binding a dull orange and a close match to Thessaleia’s scales. Before he even removed it from the scabbard, Kassanda could see the sword had been shaped into a scimitar, not too distant to the Draven blade Cob had favoured all his life.

The silvyr rang clean as it slipped from its casing and tasted the air.

The blade curved forward like a predator’s claw, long and lean with a single wicked edge that swept into a narrow, stabbing point. Its silvyr carried a faint, cold sheen, the curve deepening toward the tip where the cutting weight gathered. A subtle ridge ran along the spine, giving the weapon a sense of strength despite its elegant shape.

The hilt flowed seamlessly into the blade, the entire weapon having been drawn from a single piece of metal—two, in fact. The grip bent slightly downward, curving away from the wielder’s clasping hand.

It was not a knight’s blade built for honour or ceremony. It was a hunter’s weapon—swift, brutal, and made to cut deep.

The pommel was a seemingly perfect ring from which three cords of tightly bound leather rippled in the breeze. Purple. Blue. Red. The colours of House Thayne. Kassanda had to admit, it was a nice touch, and she refrained from reminding him—again—that his ties to the royal family had been severed.

Let him have the moment. Grarfath too.

“You honour me, Grarfath. I see now how small my dreams have been. I could never have hoped to be given a gift such as this. You have my word—as a Dragon Rider—I will use your craft for naught but good.”

“Aye, I’m sure,” Yamnomora interjected impatiently. “What are ye goin’ to call it?”

Kassanda had to blink slowly to stop from rolling her eyes.

“Such a thing is considered bad luck among my people,” Valarius explained. “There is no collaboration between weapon and man. The blade is an extension of oneself.”

“If ye like,” Yamnomora replied casually, clearly bored before Cob had finished. “Come along then. Let’s leave ’em to it,” she added, a not so subtle wink thrown Kassanda’s way.

The Dragon Rider was about to protest when another appeared in the broken archway behind the dwarves. Joran had a hurried look about him, as if he had been searching for them with some urgency.

Even before he spoke, Kassanda could feel Garganafan’s mind rising like the sun in her head. Morgwyn had stirred him from his slumber—a call to arms.

“What is it, laddy?” Yamnomora asked.

Joran’s violet eyes roamed over the group until fixing on Kassanda. “They’re here.”


50
INTO THE DEEP


Waters already shadowed, having long reigned over the depths of the world, grew darker still.

It was subtle at first, then undeniable, a pressure displacing the ocean leagues in breadth—a gathering force so vast it bent motion and sound alike. The sea drew its breath, a silent watcher, as the Jinn breached Merdian territory for the first time in an age.

Thousands of Jinn warriors advanced in disciplined waves, their obsidian and basalt armour catching dull light produced by so many jelly-lanterns. They rode the ocean’s great predators—armoured sharks and plated rays foremost—each mount fitted with hardened reins, spine-harnesses, and vent-forged barding etched with war-glyphs. The riders sat low and steady, bodies aligned with their beasts, moving as a single organism rather than a host of individuals.

Behind them came the giants.

Blue whales, vast as moving islands, glided forward with grave inevitability. Along their flanks and beneath their bellies were strapped legions of soldiers—hundreds to a beast—secured in layered pouches and ribbed rigging of reinforced kelp and volcanic chain. The whales’ movements were slow, patient, unstoppable, each tail beat sending rolling waves through the surrounding ranks.

At the fore of it all swam King Tartranos, his obsidian war-plate unadorned and brutal, built for endurance in place of glory.

He rode a colossal armoured ray, its wingspan wider than most warships, its hide layered with overlapping plates of forged stone. The king stood upright upon its back, crown of emberstone burning steadily, his presence a fixed point around which the entire formation aligned.

Interwoven through the host were the Kell banner-bearers, elegant and unmistakable, their spiral-crested armour decorated with bioluminescent filaments. They carried no weapons in their hands—only long staffs crowned with shimmering sail-plates of pearl and driftglass. With precise movements, they angled and rotated them, sending pulses of coloured light rippling outward through the water.

Commands. Signals. Warnings. Across a vast, three-dimensional battlefield, the banners spoke faster than any messenger could swim.

From within the Jinn ranks, war drums began to beat—deep, resonant impacts struck against hollow basalt shells and furnace-spine frames. The rhythmic pressure rolled through the water and into bone, into blood. Each beat synchronised the army’s movement, each pulse a reminder that they were done being threatened by the Merdians, their realm diminished again and again.

Off to the flank, where the light grew thin and the water thickened with unease, the ocean itself seemed to bruise. A dark cloud moved there—amorphous, predatory, alive.

The Vorge.

They did not approach in ranks nor keep any kind of formation. They flowed as a living mass, bodies weaving and overlapping, eyes glinting like shards of bone within shadow. At their head swam Aeris, solitary and unmistakable, his spear held low, his posture rigid with a discipline Serenya had been imparting over the last few days.

Ahead, the city of Atlas emerged from the haze.

It sat cradled against the base of the fire-mountain, black stone and coral fused into sweeping terraces and jagged spires. Heat shimmered faintly around its foundations, and before it sat the crescent trench—an immense, curving scar carved into the seabed, its untold depths swallowing light and hope.

The enemy was waiting.

The Kells gave their signal, and the formation slowed, the battalions parting like storm clouds breaching around the eye of a hurricane, ranks peeling away, opening a vast corridor through the heart of the army. Drums fell silent. Banners stilled.

From the rear surged a single figure.

An orca, massive and scarred, armoured in layered plates displaying the Nimean trident, cut through the water with explosive speed. Its dorsal fin bore a banner of pale gold and deep blue, streaming behind it like captured dawn.

Astride it rode Kitrana Voden, battle maiden, Skara-reborn, Kraken-slayer.

Balanced and unbowed, one hand gripping the harness, she arrived with the other resting upon the hilt of Dawnbreaker. The blade was not yet aflame—but it waited, its runes faintly aglow, as though sipping on the quiet rage that bubbled beneath the battle maiden’s skin.

As Kitrana passed, Jinn warriors struck their chests with closed fists. She was the Kraken-slayer to them. Skara-reborn to her fellow Nimeans. There were already whispers passing through the Kells that she had been sent by the Water Maiden, a daughter of the currents. Their banners flared gold. Even the Vorge shifted, though their recognition of her was taken from Aeris’s cue.

The army closed ranks behind her, a deliberate step to keep Merdian eyes on Kitrana—on Dawnbreaker.

She drew the sword high overhead and let it devour the fury singing in her veins.

The blade answered as it would, igniting in her grasp, its runes blazing white-gold in violent succession until the sword became a pillar of vibrant gold in the darkened sea. Light tore outward from its edge, splitting the murk in radiant waves that rolled across the trench and climbed the basalt terraces of Atlas itself.

The water recoiled from it.

Currents twisted and silt scattered in spirals. The glow struck the crescent trench and turned its depths into a gleaming scar, illuminating every jagged ridge and defensive outcropping the Merdians had carved into their domain.

Above the city, shadows retreated from the volcano’s lower slopes, and Atlas—black, sharp, and regal—was forced into full view.

In that moment, the battlefield belonged to her.

The radiance climbed higher, striking towers of coral-fused stone and the spired parapets of the Merdian queendom. Windows and viewing arches flared with reflected gold. Guards appeared along the outer ramparts, their sleek forms cutting silhouettes against the sudden brilliance. War-horns—low and resonant—began to sound within the city, their vibrations shivering through the trench like the first cracks in ice.

More figures gathered along the edges of Atlas. Merdian soldiers, the disposable males bred to give their life for the Dread Queen. Alongside them floated the priestesses, singers who guide Karathasaurs into battle by the power of their voices. The glow of Dawnbreaker burned across their faces, stark and accusing, turning their scaled armour pale in its reflection.

Kitrana held the blade aloft, her arm steady despite the strain, feeding it everything she carried—rage for Nimala, fury for The Black Vault, defiance for every song the Merdians had twisted into chains. Dawnbreaker drank it all and answered with brilliance, its light cutting a clean line through the Merdians’ domain.

Let them look, she thought. Let them see who has come.

Behind her, the Jinn ranks tightened. Drums resumed—slow, deliberate, thunder rolling beneath the blaze of the sword. Kell banners shifted into formation, flashing signals across the host. The dark mass of the Vorge leaned forward as one, teeth catching faint glimmers of gold.

On the other side of the trench, atop a high terrace carved into the volcanic rock, a figure emerged at last. Tall. Regal. Unhurried.

The Dread Queen of the Merdians swam into the light.

Yilda, Light Lord of Atlas. She was made all the more vast and magnificent by the dress that flowed about her, its drifting direction guided at all times by a small army of servants. It lent her the appearance of a serpent slithering out of its hovel.

The Dread Queen did not shield her eyes from Kitrana’s sword but stared directly into it, gaze defiant and burning.

Yilda’s desire was plain to see. She wanted that sword. Needed it.

Take the bait, Kitrana thought, her eyes scanning the lip of the trench.

Where was the deep dragon?

The council’s plan hinged on the monster rearing its head before the two sides engaged. Only then could they deal with the beast and forego the massive loss of lives.

Yet the trench remained still, an arching lake of black that did not stir.

As one, the Merdian priestesses raised their voice in song. It seemed the mountain at their back began to move, as if the rocky wall was splintering into pieces. A moment passed before Kit saw the truth of it. Karathasaurs. Hundreds of them. They had been resting against the warm rock of the fire-mountain, waiting for their masters’ call. They peeled off the stone and swam towards Atlas’s outer wall and beyond it, where Median soldiers climbed into their saddles.

A second chorus went up, cutting through the spires of the city. In response there came a shimmering river of sharks, their armoured bodies snaking out of every crevice, harnessed with a Merdian soldier astride.

The sea, however, did not erupt into chaos as the battle maiden then expected. It organised, the Merdians answering the threat at their gates with precision.

Along the outer terraces, massive gates of fused coral and volcanic stone irised open, not outward, but inward—revealing recessed alcoves where siege-beasts had been hidden in shadow. Vast, eel-like creatures of bone and iron uncoiled from their recesses, their segmented bodies bristling with barbed defences. Crews swarmed over them, strapping in, tightening restraints, priming weighted nets designed to entangle even whales.

Higher still, along the chambers built into the fire-mountain, Merdian engineers rotated enormous spine-towers—skeletal structures grown from tough coral and reinforced with volcanic ribbing. As they turned, long arrays of crystal-finned ballistas aligned outward, their sharpened shafts already tipped with silvyr from their mines.

At last, the shadows clinging to the trench began to shift. Kitrana braced, preparing what she could of her mental fortitude. She had faced down a Kraken and a Leviathan, the Nimean reminded herself. A deep dragon could surely not compare.

But it was not a deep dragon that disturbed the lip of the trench.

From its depths rose layered formations of Merdian infantry, ascending in spiralled ranks. Their armour shimmered in shades of oil-slick blue and obsidian green, helms crowned with backward-curving fins that echoed the shape of sharks’ dorsal crests. Shields locked together in overlapping crescents, forming defensive shells rather than assault wedges.

The Karathasaurs made up the first outer line beyond the city’s wall. Their riders sat low in reinforced saddles, reins woven from treated kelp and chain, lances angled downward in disciplined symmetry. Behind them, the shark-cavalry settled into layered arcs, creating mobile walls of muscle and siden steel.

The Merdian banners changed and with them the priestesses changed their song.

Ranks shifted with the rhythm, the Karathasaurs and sharks moved more by song than by their own riders. Units pivoted in precise, rehearsed patterns. The sharks altered their spacing, tightening the formation without breaking the whole.

The momentary chaos took shape before Kitrana’s eyes. The army was extending towards her while simultaneously parting. The Merdian lines split down their centre, shields angling inward to create a narrowing channel through open water. Karathasaurs shifted aside. Sharks withdrew just enough to define the corridor’s edges. Infantry locked into two towering walls, their crystal ballistas repositioning to guard the space between.

The corridor stretched from Atlas’s outer wall, over the trench, and across the open water.

Through it all came the serpent herself.

The Dread Queen did not hurry, coiling through the water with sovereign entitlement. Her dress flowed behind her in layered sheets of black and argent, still guided by her attending servants, who darted and adjusted its fall so that it never tangled nor obscured her silhouette.

Every Merdian soldier held position as she passed, the corridor tightening as she advanced, fortifying her path with shields and muscle, sealing her from flanks and rear.

This was a queen come to claim something she believed already hers.

Behind Kitrana, the drums slowed, their thunder deepening into a low, deliberate cadence. The Kell banners shifted in rapid flashes—signals relayed, contingencies noted. The Vorge’s dark mass rippled uneasily, teeth glinting as they read the shape of what was unfolding.

King Tartranos did not move atop his ray, though his words came back to the battle maiden in that moment.

“We will not win this war by knowing every step,” the Jinn king had signed. “We will win it by adapting faster than the Merdians expect.”

Watching the Dread Queen close the gap between them, Kitrana’s mind raced with scenarios and strategies, desperately trying to see how she might adapt.

Where was the damned deep dragon?

They had amassed at the gates of Atlas expecting fury. Instead, they were given theatre. Take the bait indeed. Yilda had done more than that. She had built a stage.

Kitrana tightened her grip on Dawnbreaker, its light steady but eager.

And so the Dread Queen of Atlas swam forward, protected by walls of steel and flesh, eyes locked upon the burning sword as though she could already feel its weight in her hand.

“This is not the surrender I expected,” Yilda began, her gilded fingers moving through the Merdian language. “But I will accept it.”

Up close, she was more terrible than the rumours had allowed.

Yilda possessed the same humanoid grace as any Nimean—broad-shouldered, long-limbed, poised in the water with effortless control—but where Kitrana’s people bore the muted hues of those who dwelled upon Verda’s surface, the Dread Queen’s skin shone bronze beneath the filtered light, as though it had been tempered in molten metal. The heat of the fire-mountain seemed to live in her flesh, casting subtle copper sheens across the contours of her arms and collarbone.

Her face was carved sharp, with high cheekbones, a narrow, elegant nose, and lips that curved with deliberate restraint.

In her smile, rows of triangular teeth revealed themselves, layered and serrated like those of a great white shark, telling of a species engineered for tearing. The gems and silvyr tips embedded into them caught Dawnbreaker’s glow and reflected it back in pale, hungry glints.

Her beauty, though, was undeniable, if utterly devoid of warmth.

Her eyes were black like the trench beneath Atlas. They did not shimmer with curiosity or flicker with anger. They simply assessed, always measuring—calculating.

In the place of a soul there remained only intent, as one might observe in a shark.

And upon her brow rested a crown unlike any Kitrana had seen.

A circlet of interlocking volcanic spines arced backward from her temples, forged from blackened metal that had been shaped to resemble jagged coral or broken dragon teeth. Between the spines were set small, gleaming stones the colour of frozen midnight—each one pulsing faintly with internal light, like captured embers starved of air.

The crown did not sit lightly but, instead, gripped her skull like a claim.

Kitrana felt Dawnbreaker hum in response—in challenge.

Yilda drifted closer still, the corridor of Merdian soldiers tightening protectively at her back. The trench lay silent behind her. The mountain loomed. And yet, in that moment, the entire battlefield felt narrowed to the space between the two of them.

“The ocean itself has rallied against you,” Kitrana signed boldly, departing her orca mount. “There will be no surrender this day.” The Nimean swam closer to the Light Lord, a threatening move that saw the corridor tighten all the more. “I want you to understand me when I say that. When your army is on its knees, Atlas will receive the same mercy it has shown the rest of us.”

“You are the one the currents speak of,” Yilda replied. “Tales of the battle maiden have filtered into my palace all too often of late.”

Her black gaze dipped briefly to the blade, and Kitrana saw something of that desire up close, raw and unguarded.

“They say it was you who sundered The Black Vault. Did you see the Hag for yourself?”

The question stumped Kit for a moment. It was widely believed that every creature under the sea would one day face the Hag, a celestial deity who would judge their deeds and determine whether they would rest for eternity in the bosom of the Water Maiden or rot in the dry deserts that encircled the world.

Kitrana had never entertained the idea that the Leviathan should be such a deity. If, indeed, it was the Hag made manifest, it seemed her fate was yet to be decided. Of course, it was possible the sword of Skara was sharp enough to cut through the strings of fate.

“You have certainly been busy since then,” Yilda went on, glancing over Kitrana’s shoulder. “Slaying a Kraken. Mustering the Jinn. Leashing the Vorge. Most impressive—for a Nimean. Is it true you have spent time with the mud-born?” she asked, referring to the surface dwellers. “At least the deserts will hold no surprises for you,” she added, not the least bit interested in seeing a response from the battle maiden.

“Your realm is vast,” Kit stated, her eyes flitting over Atlas. “You have lived unchallenged for eons. You even have another ocean at your back. Why would you risk annihilation for just… more?”

Yilda was moved to amusement. “Risk? I see no risk here. You won’t so much as touch the stone of Atlas. The Water Maiden herself couldn’t get you across this trench.”

“Is this not enough for you?” the battle maiden fumed, swinging her arm to gesture at the Merdian queendom.

“Enough? It was never a question of enough. Does a shark ever take more than one bite and ask itself if it has taken too much? Has it been too cruel? No, little Nimean, it does not. You have overcomplicated this world with your Water Maidens and your Hags. This is a world of two things—predators and prey. That’s all there is. To eat or be eaten. To be a Merdian is to be an apex predator. We must eat. And you… you must be eaten.”

Kitrana looked the queen square in the eyes. “There’s always a bigger predator.”

“Yes,” Yilda agreed, a wicked smile displaying her savage teeth, “and I tell it what to do.”

Kit’s retreat was subtle, more so than her gaze, which searched the waters around them, sure that she would finally see the deep dragon. Again, there was nothing to see but an overwhelming number of Merdians.

“Your choices are simple,” the Dread Queen explained. “Look at those who have followed you into battle, Nimean. Some of them will die today. But the rest… Some will fight in my armies. Some will work in my mines. Some will become pets. Give me that sword, here and now—willingly—and I will let you choose who becomes what.”

Were it not for the wrath of thousands dead—those who weighed upon Kit’s shoulders every day—she might have actually given that some thought.

But wrathful she was—and adaptive.

Dawnbreaker felt the shift in her before the Merdians did.

The light amplified, surging from its runes in a blinding bloom, white-gold brilliance tearing outward, its radiance burning the water itself. The trench flashed silver. The volcanic terraces of Atlas gleamed like polished bone. Every scale, every blade, every watching eye was forced wide beneath its glare.

Kitrana’s body folded, then extended into a thunderous propulsion that hurled her forward like a loosed spear. The Dread Queen did not react, as if oblivious to the blade angled to cleave her head from her shoulders.

But her servants did.

The army of attendants that had so delicately guided her flowing dress snapped into coordinated action. Silken cords embedded within the layered fabric tightened in unison, engaging hidden harnesses. The trailing lengths of scaled material that had given Yilda her serpentine grace became a web of leverage and force.

They yanked—hard—and Yilda shot backward as though seized by the unseen hand of a god, her bronze form blurring as she was ripped from Kitrana’s path with astonishing speed. The corridor of Merdian soldiers reacted in the same instant—shields slamming together, bodies driving inward, collapsing the open channel into a wall of armour and flesh.

Kitrana’s blade met that wall, the superheated weapon carving through siden steel and silvyr as easily as it did through the water. That first swing passed through six Merdian warriors, imparting to each a volume of magic no mortal flesh could hope to contain.

As one, they compressed the water around them into a momentary vacuum, their bodies collapsing inward, armour and bone folding into a flash of white pressure before bursting apart in a silent detonation of steam and shattered shields.

They were six of hundreds—of thousands. Kitrana had no choice but to swing again, only this time she twisted. Her body folded into a tight corkscrew, one leg tucked, the other extended for balance, blade held at the axis of her spin. The motion carved a spiralling column of light through the converging Merdians.

Each impact triggered the same violent implosion—white bursts punching through the ranks in rapid succession. A dozen Merdians vanished in a chain of collapsing flashes, their forms crushed inward by impossible heat before disintegrating into clouds of boiling debris. Those around them were sucked into the vacuum and sent tumbling back out at awkward angles, colliding with formations.

For an instant, Kitrana was at the centre of a storm.

The light of Dawnbreaker punched through the narrowing gaps between Merdian shields, shining out from within their ranks like a trapped sun. Shadows flickered across bronze faces. Teeth bared. Black eyes widened.

Inevitably, the pressure of their numbers slammed into her.

Spears scraped her armour. Blades glanced off her shoulders. A shield edge clipped her hip and spun her off-axis, but she turned the momentum into another slash, another implosion, another bloom of white that tore a hole through their tightening ring.

Kitrana pushed off one Merdian with both feet and swept Dawnbreaker into a brutal arc of light that cleared a momentary circle around her. Bodies drifted in fragments and boiling bubbles hissed upward in pale spirals. She hovered there, Dawnbreaker blazing so fiercely that the water around her shimmered like air above flame.

Beyond the collapsing wall, she glimpsed Yilda retreating—dragged backward along the fortified corridor, dress streaming violently now, her black eyes never leaving Kitrana.

The corridor sealed completely.

The Merdians came in layered waves—sharks first, lances angled, jaws wide; Karathasaurs behind them, armoured brows lowered like battering rams; infantry surging between scaled flanks, shields locking as they drove forward to swallow her in bronze and siden steel.

At Kitrana’s back, Kell banners fell into a lancing position, the signal given. And with it came the righteous tempest of the ocean itself.

The Jinn host crashed into the fray in disciplined fury, ranks breaking formation at last as they surged to their spear point. Armoured sharks met armoured sharks with bone-jarring impact. Rays folded their wings and darted like thrown blades, their riders slashing at exposed throats and reins. The first collision sent a shockwave through the water, a thunderous concussion of bodies and siden steel that tore flesh and sent blood into rising clouds.

Jinn drums pounded somewhere behind the chaos—no longer slow, but rapid and violent, driving the rhythm of slaughter.

A massive blue whale swept past in Kitrana’s periphery, its flank studded with soldiers who loosed barbed spears into the tightening Merdian ranks. One Karathasaur slammed into its side, huge teeth scraping against volcanic plating, only to be met by a dozen Jinn leaping from their rigging and plunging blades into its exposed neck.

To her right, a formation of Kell banner-bearers split apart, their luminous standards flashing rapid commands through the murk. Lines pivoted. Reserves flooded in. What had been a measured advance became a controlled avalanche.

And with them came the shadow.

The Vorge.

Aeris led them like a spear of obsidian, his silhouette cutting through the blood-fog as he drove straight into the flank of the Merdian shark-cavalry. The Vorge mass hit with no regard for formation or survival, teeth and claws flashing in manic rhythm. Sharks bucked and twisted as dark bodies swarmed over them, prying open armoured plates, ripping riders free and dragging them downward in violent spirals.

Red.

So much red.

Clouds of blood billowed outward in thick plumes, mingling with silt and bubbled steam from Dawnbreaker’s implosions. Visibility shattered as shapes became silhouettes, and silhouettes became collisions.

A Karathasaur lunged for Kitrana, jaws wide enough to swallow her whole. A Jinn rider intercepted it mid-charge, driving a lance through its eye even as its snapping maw decapitated the rider’s shark. The beast thrashed, crashing into a knot of Merdian infantry and scattering them like driftwood.

Above, two whales rolled in unison, their sheer mass displacing water in crushing waves that sent dozens of combatants tumbling. From their backs, Jinn soldiers dropped into the melee like falling blades.

The trench’s edge churned into a storm.

Dawnbreaker flared again as Kitrana cut through a lunging shark and its rider in one incandescent sweep, the implosion folding predator and soldier inward before bursting apart in a bloom of intangible fragments. The light pierced through the red haze, carving brief corridors of visibility amid the chaos.

But there was no corridor now. No stage. Only blood. Only war.

The Merdians fought with disciplined brutality, their priestesses weaving song through the carnage, reinforcing ranks, directing beasts. The Jinn answered with drum and siden steel. The Kell banners pulsed in frantic sequences. The Vorge tore and vanished and struck again from impossible angles.

The two hosts collided fully, and the ocean became a frenzied battlefield—currents shredded by violence, the seabed scarred by impact, the water thick with blood and broken armour.

Kitrana hovered at its heart, Dawnbreaker blazing like a captured sunrise in a world determined to drown it.

And then she heard it…

The battle maiden darted up, weaving through the clash of battle until she could see Atlas once again. The Dread Queen was a floating gem against the black spires of her realm, dress curving left and right in her wake.

She was singing.

Her voice was amplified well beyond the natural abilities of any mer-folk, reminding Kitrana that the Light Lord had struck a deal with the Skaramangians—Dawnbreaker for magic. What spell had they gifted the Dread Queen that she could extend the reach of her voice, layering it with power?

It mattered not then, only that she possessed the magic and was using it to…

Kitrana looked down, her big blue eyes finding the tunnelled gap through the carnage. The seabed was moving.

At first it seemed like the natural consequence of battle—sand displaced by whales and trenches carved by thrashing beasts. But the movement had rhythm, direction—intent.

A long seam split open through the battlefield’s undercurrent, a dark line parting the pale seabed like the opening of a wound. Rock shifted, lifted from beneath, as entire slabs of basalt rolled slowly aside, revealing something that was not stone at all.

It was scaled.

What they had taken for ridged terrain—those subtle rises and troughs stretching before the trench—were not formations of rock and sediment. They were segments. Massive, armoured plates layered one over the other, dulled by the buildup of silt and minerals.

The sand that coated them cascaded away in great curtains as the plates flexed, and the seabed arched.

An immense coil, thick as the hull of a warship and nearly as long as the trench itself, shifted beneath the armies. The motion displaced thousands of gallons of water in a single, terrible ripple.

It had been there the entire time, curled and waiting for its master’s call.

Karathasaurs and sharks veered sharply, their riders struggling to regain formation. The Vorge mass recoiled instinctively, shadows scattering from the rising bulk.

Upon Atlas’s ramparts, Yilda’s song sharpened.

The amplified resonance vibrated through Kitrana’s bones now, layered and unnatural, woven with some foreign current of power that did not belong to the sea.

More of the terrain shifted. What had appeared to be a cluster of broken ridges near the trench’s lip detached and lifted, revealing curved spines as tall as towers. A broad expanse of sediment sheared away to expose a surface darker than midnight, scarred and ancient.

The creature’s vast body uncoiled with glacial inevitability, each movement slow and unstoppable.

Underwater sandstorms erupted in all directions as its bulk displaced the seabed. Entire dunes collapsed inward, revealing the smooth, plated hide beneath. The trench’s crescent edge fractured as the thing skimmed the jagged rock, sending cracks racing through volcanic stone.

Even the collective song of the priestesses wavered beneath the scale of what answered to their Dread Queen.

Kitrana hovered above the revelation, Dawnbreaker’s light washing across the immense curve now rising from the depths.

The deep dragon.

It was coming for them all.
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GROWING PAINS


Untold were the many lives of Skara Pendain, an experience stretching the eons, from a time when the written word was rare and the world was young, to a realm now fractured by a foundation of lies and deceit.

Yet…

In every one of those lives, be they human, Andaren, man or woman, Skara had known deep and terrible pain. Scar upon scar, layer upon layer, life after life—a never-ending agony that stretched beyond his control and understanding.

Whether he remembered all that suffering or not, The Dark One fell to his knees in The Red Fields of Dunmar and roared through a new pain, a torment unleashed upon his body unlike anything he had ever endured.

Transmutation.

He barely recalled the journey east, putting Andara in his wake. His every nerve had writhed beneath the skin, protesting the fundamental changes wracking his body. Muscles were coiling into new clusters, his joints shifting subtly to make space for bones his body hadn’t been born with. And his skin…

Inch by inch, it was eaten away by the red scales, always itching and bleeding where it met new flesh. His blond hair was almost entirely gone, and a small line of protruding spines could be felt at the back of his neck, following his spine. Their edges were sharp, slicing through his skin with slow and deliberate purpose.

Of his left hand, the scales had progressed to the very last joint, just beneath his nails. It would soon spread to the tips and replace the blunt nails with claws of obsidian.

Crawling through the snow and dense grass, Skara splashed into a deep puddle yet to be frozen by approaching night. Within its ripples he saw his face reflected back at him. The face of Gallien Drakalis—of Bragen Pendain or whomever he had been before Skara inhabited his body—had always been a stranger to him, but now it was more than that. All that remained of his human features had been reduced to an island around his left eye and a portion of his cheek.

All else was that of a monster.

He clenched his teeth through the pain—one of his new fangs biting into his gum—and raised a hand to feel the horns sprouting from his brow. The right one was fully formed, thick and ridged as it sloped back over his head. The left was a few inches behind, but growing every day.

Skara rocked back on his knees and let loose an inhuman roar, cursing the name Barad-Agin.

Fresh pain was ignited across his back, strangling his cry and forcing him back onto all fours. He could hear the bones grinding inside his body, his skin tearing apart as new dragon-like characteristics made themselves known.

He screamed in pain.

Looking over his right shoulder, he witnessed the birth of an entirely new structure. His scapula cracked and gave way, the skin parting with ease, as the long jointed boned, steaming and slick with gore, punctured the cold night air.

It was a wing.

Skara looked upon it, horrified. Blood dripped from the taut membranes, reddening the snow. Better to have lived without the hand, he lamented—all too late.

What sounded like the air hole of a great whale cut through the still air, and with it came a cloud of hot vapour rolling over the ground, kissing Skara’s scaled flesh. The Dark One looked up, sure that he was to look upon the grotesque horror that had become Herragax during the course of their journey back to Erador.

Malliath stood over him, stealing his breath.

A titan of black armour, each scale larger than any shield a man might wield. His twin horns could have been battering rams, weapons fit to lay siege to the realm of any king. His wings flared at his side, the promise of a shadow that could eclipse the sun and devour the world. His colossal claws bit into the earth, sinking deeper than the roots of any tree. Eyes, each a gem of purple slit with reptilian black, looked down on him as a predator’s would a crippled prey.

You know nothing of pain, said he who was vengeance made flesh. You know nothing of suffering. But you will, son of Ithiliad.

Skara hadn’t heard that name since time immemorial. The most ancient of memories tried to assault him then, to force upon him the image of his father—to remind him of his humble beginnings, that he was just a man.

The Dark One clawed at them with sheer will. That wasn’t who he was anymore. That man—that boy—had died millennia ago. Upon the bones of thousands—hundreds of thousands—something stronger had emerged.

“Get out of my head,” he spat.

Malliath’s eyes roamed over the landscape, taking in the many hills that made up the fields of Dunmar, each a grave of a dragon brought down in the war with Andara. The unusual flowers and plant life that grew out of their remains tried to break through the carpet of snow and drink what they could of winter’s dim northern light.

I do not know this place, the dragon admitted. But I know you are close…

“Come for me if you must,” Skara growled, his pain yet to ease. “You couldn’t beat me then, and you can’t beat me now. I only promise to slay you once and for all this time. Do you hear me, betrayer?” he bellowed. “Death is all that awaits you!”

Death was a mercy you should have granted me ages past. We will meet soon, Dovkin. In flesh and ruin we will end it all.

Dovkin.

Brother-kind.

There was another name he hadn’t heard in many lifetimes, the word taken from the Realm of Magic—Malliath’s birthplace. It triggered another memory, like a bubble of air rising through the dark waters and bursting at the surface.

You have not come here looking for tools and spells, Skara. Malliath’s ancient words came back to him as clearly as those of the apparition who loomed over his mind.

They were back in Andara, before the land had such a name. Silinor… Soul’s End. It had been another of Barad-Agin’s fortresses, a bastion of torment and despicable experimentation.

You seek Methuselah, Malliath had continued, gleaning into the heart of what Skara—then the hero, the Pendain—had kept to himself.

I would know the truth of it.

A fool’s errand. The dragon’s reply had been blunt, much like his understanding of the world. He is called The Deceiver for a reason, Dovkin.

Skara quashed the memory there and rose to his feet, conquering his pain. “You’re just a dog who got off his leash,” he said venomously. “I’ll put you down soon enough.”

Malliath reared back, jaws stretching into what could only be a roar to decimate mountains⁠—

Herragax walked directly through his image, the conjuration distorting like smoke, robbing Skara of the sight of his ancient companion. It was a trick of the mind, he decided, that he yet heard the distant peal of thunder in the south, as if that roar had, indeed, shaken the mountains.

I know you are close…

Skara returned his attention to the very real dragon before him—to the doomed.

Herragax’s right front leg, where the magic had first taken effect, was withered almost to the bone, forcing her to hop and stagger more than walk. Of her red scales there was little to marvel at. Most that remained could be found in her tail and back legs. It seemed a miracle that her wings still functioned at all, the membranes now sickly transparent. How they had got them all from Andara back to Erador was beyond Skara.

Her head was black, though not as Malliath’s was. Where his scales looked purposefully born of the shadows, Herragax’s scales appeared brittle, cracked, and dull, with many even curling like leaves left to dry in the baking sun. The vivid blue of her eyes had cooled to grey, her sight compromised.

“Your Grace…”

Vander emerged from behind Herragax. He had got better at hiding his unease, now able to look at Skara directly without so much horror in his expression. Still, he spared a moment to scrutinise the jittering wing that hung limply at The Dark One’s side.

Vander looked Herragax up and down, his heartbreak not so easily masked. “Who were you shouting at?”

“The Rot continues,” Skara croaked, continuing with his lie—to think he had made a weapon out of a dragon with words alone. “It attacks my mind. Think nothing of it. Keep your faith in me, Vander. I will beat this, and save both of us,” he added, looking up at Herragax.

The Dragonlord didn’t look so convinced. “The diviner, Your Grace,” he said, holding out his hand.

Skara saw it lying in the man’s palm. He had left it with all else when the pain had amplified, forcing him away from their temporary camp. He marched through the snow and snatched it with clawless fingers. The moment he touched it, he could feel the spell pulsing through him as another diviner reached out across the ether.

He hesitated to make the connection, his thumb hovering over the device. The pain barbing around his muscles coiled, a fresh wave of agony rippling through his limbs. It was almost enough to drive him back to his knees, to induce madness.

He thought of Malliath again, the first domino in a succession of tragedies that had led him to that moment. The rage that followed lent him some strength, at least enough to converse with his subjects.

The diviner pulled his mind down through the quicksand of reality and deposited him in front of Raya Maudamare.

“What?” he snapped, guided now by his pain.

“Your Grace,” she began, her sense of protocol still not enough to soften him.

“It’s done then?” he presumed. “Baelon Vos has found his way to the eternal shores.”

Raya didn’t hesitate as Vander would have. “No, Your Grace, he yet lives.”

“Then why are we talking? Was your task not clear enough?”

“I tracked him west, beyond The Spine, Your Grace. I lost him for a time… after he entered The Tower of Jain.”

Skara looked away, pain stabbing at his thoughts, interfering with his clarity. Still, he knew those wizards were a headache he was yet to deal with. How much harder would they be to subdue if Baelon and Kalaghan were on their side?

“He tarried there,” Raya went on, “but upon leaving he flew directly north, over The Silver Trees of Akmar and The Giant’s Throat.”

Skara looked to his right, as if he could see all that lay south of Dunmar—as if he could see the northern head of The Giant’s Throat. It was obscured, of course, while his mind dwelled within the diviner’s confines, but he knew of where she spoke, that it was extremely close to their camp.

“Go on,” he urged.

“As per your command, I moved to execute the traitor. He escaped into the ruins but I have given chase⁠—”

“Then your hunt continues,” Skara interrupted. “Why are you contacting me?”

Raya paused and composed herself. “Your Grace, the ruins… I have entered the chambers hollowed from the mountain⁠—”

“What of it?” The Dark One could feel the pain snaking up the back of his neck and lancing into his skull.

“It’s here, Your Grace, the sigil—the spider.”

Skara’s focus narrowed, tunnelling to a point that allowed him to get in front of his pain for a moment. “What do you mean?”

“It’s on the walls, carved into the stone. I don’t understand the language, but that sigil is everywhere.”

Barad-Agin had never built anything along The Spine of Erador.

Nothing that had ever been found…

“These ruins,” he enquired. “You know of them?”

“Ithira tells me they are known as The Ruins of Gelakor.”

Skara’s mind splintered, memory both ancient and recent colliding across a bedrock of pain. He, of course, knew the name Gelakor, just as he had known the man himself, before and after bonding with the silver-scaled Orvax. A spineless traitor. Images and sounds from that time tried to bombard him, to bury him beneath hundreds of years in which he had called Gelakor a friend and then an enemy.

It was all spliced with flashes from his recent life as the fictional smuggler, Gallien Drakalis. As Gallien, he had walked among those very ruins, and with Joran by his side. There was something else. Something more. Had he been there before Gallien? In another life, another body?

Or the same body but a different mind…

There were too many memories crossing paths, and his pain was only intensifying.

“Kill Baelon and the title of Dragonlord is yours. I will be there soon.”

His mind was pulled up, his consciousness returned to The Red Fields of Dunmar and a now starry sky. His breathing was ragged, a result of both pain and revelation. He moved beyond Herragax and topped the nearest rise, steam still lifting off his body in the breeze. Looking to the south, he could just about make out the thin, dark, and jagged line on the horizon—The Spine of Erador, and beside it, The Giant’s Throat.

Could it be?

Like Dragon Foe, had the next part of the puzzle found him?

His pain dulled what little hope he could muster, and so he fell upon logic.

Logic…

Gelakor!

Of course—Gelakor!

He had found it then—Barad-Agin’s oldest sanctuary.

Methuselah.

The presence of ruins suggested that the ancient Dragon Rider had not only found it but built some form of fortification around it. Of course he had. Why plunder new realms of magic and advancement when you could hide it away and pretend it didn’t exist? That was the Gelakor way. The fool. The coward.

That didn’t answer the conundrum surrounding Baelon Vos. Why was he there? And why had he gone straight there from The Tower of Jain? He didn’t like the idea of those wizards—meddling to the last of them—sticking their nose into things.

None of it would matter soon enough. If it was Methuselah, he would learn all that his master had withheld from him. After that, he could use the art of transmutation to remake himself into something even stronger than before the spell went awry. The world could but bow to him then.

He looked at the diviner again, intending to contact Garek and have him divert to the northern head of The Giant’s Throat—he should have reached Valgala already, on the other side of the mountains. The key and the lock would finally come together, allowing him to finish what he started so long ago.

Movement caught the corner of his eye and he turned to see the towering figure upon the adjacent rise. Meliax was watching him, its ethereal cloak billowing to its own breeze. With Herragax falling into shadow, the Golem was his greatest defence.

He thought back to that sound of thunder.

I know you are close, Malliath had said, his will born of a well that could have challenged the ocean depths.

Time and tide, it seemed, were closing in on Skara, his own past come to swallow him whole one way or another.

“You are the envy of Death itself, my child.” His words were quiet, for Meliax alone. “You must be ready to face its herald, for soon we shall meet the beast again. It shall be his end… or ours.”
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HOLDING THE LINE


Once again, Grarfath Underborn found himself haunted by the same question—the one that had gnawed at him since the day Yamnomora first stepped through the soot-stained doorway of his forge.

How did I get here?

Before him, the sea had torn itself open.

Where waves should have thundered, there was only a glistening scar of wet sand—a trembling bridge between Kanofell and the southern reach of Erador. The ocean had withdrawn like a reluctant god, exposing a path no mortal should ever trust.

And through that wound in the world, they came.

They spilled from the jagged canyons of The Gold Rise like rot from a festering wound—traitors, cutthroats, the broken remnants of humanity sharpened into something crueler. Years trapped within the brutal confines of Harendun had stripped them of whatever civility they once claimed. They had become creatures of hunger and violence, and now they had been loosed upon the world.

They flooded the shore in a dark tide, already tightening ranks as they funnelled toward the sand bridge. Time and tide would betray them soon enough—the sea would return, as it always did—but those who crossed in time would be stranded on Kanofell.

But they were already hundreds.

They marched with the confidence of conquerors. Valgala had fallen to them. The Kedradi had been driven from Qalanqath. Victory had made them bold—no, worse—certain. Men like them did not slow. They did not question. They fed on blood and triumph, and each victory only sharpened their belief that they were untouchable.

Grarfath swallowed.

How did I get here?

He was no war hero. No legend sung in stone halls. He was a smith—born beneath the mountain, raised by hammer and flame, not by blade and battle. Yet there he stood. Again.

He had faced the Andarens in the shadow of Argunsuun, and thrice had he encountered the horde before him. Each time surviving when he had no right to.

At times, he was certain he was nothing more than a jest to the old gods—a pawn in some divine wager, his fate tossed between unseen hands. He should have cursed them. Should have spat into the wind and demanded answers. But he had only to look at Yamnomora beside him and know he had been blessed.

Her hand found his, and he clasped it tightly. Strength flowed through that touch, as it always did. Yet something was wrong. The grin she wore into battle—the fierce, reckless joy—was absent. In its place, beneath the pale gold of the rising sun, flickered something far rarer.

Uncertainty.

The battle to come wouldn’t be like the one they had orchestrated in new Nithrael. Retreat wasn’t an option, the Kedradi populace—along with the Valgalan homeguard—making their stand at the bottom of the world. Adding to the stakes, that same populace was directly behind them, hiding in the ruins and the surrounding hillsides, taking refuge in caves and wherever else might shelter them.

But it was all temporary if the defenders lost. Kanofell would be torched once more, only the native inhabitants wouldn’t get a chance to flee this time.

Grarfath felt that uncertainty ripple through the line.

Grimwhal stood rigid, his copper beard wild in the wind, yet unable to hide the tension carved deep into his brow.

Nimdhun’s jaw clenched so tightly it seemed his teeth might shatter.

Hyndaern looked as though he stood on the edge of a nightmare, his fear barely contained.

Khaldarim held himself upright with stubborn pride, but his deep blue eyes betrayed him.

And Bhan and Doral—always together—gripped each other’s hands, drawing what courage they could from shared breath.

These were the bravest dwarves he had ever known.

When he had spoken in Drakanan—when he had declared his intent to port to Valgala and bring his hammer to war—they had stepped forward without hesitation. The first to answer. The first to stand beside him. They had survived Valgala. They had endured New Nithrael.

They were everything their people needed.

If only they could live long enough to return to them.

Guilt for robbing his people of such leaders might have weighed upon his rounded shoulders then, if not for a monstrous roar that tore down from the mountain slopes—a vast, earth-shaking, and undeniable voice.

The dragon they called Nersandi descended like a falling star reborn in living emerald. Her wings stretched wide enough to blot the morning sun, each powerful beat sending tremors through the air and ripples across the exposed sands below. Scales the colour of deep forest glimmered in shifting hues—green and gold, alive with the memory of ancient wild places long untouched by men.

Sweeping low over the advancing army, Nersandi carved a path through the sky with terrifying precision. Her shadow raced across the ranks below, swallowing men in darkness before she brought her wrath to the ancient stone of Nithrael.

A torrent of blinding flame erupted from her jaws—not the wild, uncontrolled inferno of lesser beasts, but a focused spear of fire. It scythed across the broken and jagged walls, forcing the homeguard and Kedradi ranks to break formation and take shelter.

Grarfath ducked like the rest of them, the heat passing over his head and burning the back of his neck. In her wake, Nersandi’s tail scraped the wall, spraying the ramparts with loose stone.

Without orders, the archers let loose their arrows, chasing the dragon as she soared back into the sky.

“No!” Yamnomora hissed. “She’s jus’ tryin’ to draw our aim!”

“No!” Kassanda Grey bellowed, her own protest amplified by magic.

The Dragon Rider leaped up the broken wall so she towered above all else, her blade—Diligence—pointed to the heavens.

“Archers!” Kassanda lowered her arm and aimed her sword at the approaching army. “Fire at will!”

The dawn was denied, its light dampened by the rising tidal wave of arrows. From across the wall and inside the ruins they set sail, a wide band that narrowed like that of an arrowhead at their apex. The traitors ceased their approach and dropped to one knee, shields raised over their heads. Most survived the assault, with fewer than a hundred failing to rise, their bodies shoved by others into the red waters.

“Take cover!” someone shouted.

Nersandi passed over them again and again—low, fast, relentless—each strafing run cutting their next salvo short, hemming the defenders against the broken edges of the ramparts. Where they tried to regroup, she ignited the wall in sheets of heat and terror.

Until Morgwyn struck her, a dark bolt of dragon fury and indomitable heritage. As if shot from a hidden ballista, the young dragon launched from within the ruins and collided with Nersandi at the base of her throat. His initial bite might have been devastating were he a little larger or his quarry somewhat younger. Still, it was enough of an attack to see them both veer away from the ramparts.

Worse, it was enough to drive Nersandi into Garganafan’s path.

Unable to fly, the hulking white dragon still made himself known, his mighty jaws rising above the ruins in the east. His front claws followed and purchase was found in Nersandi’s flesh. With Morgwyn still attached to her, the green dragon was dragged down, out of sight, the impact felt by all.

“Get down!” Yamnomora was already pushing the smith to his knees, and only a heartbeat before traitor arrows riddled the tops of the ramparts.

Grimwhal growled on the other side of Yamnomora, blood trickling down his face where an arrow had skimmed across his scalp. “Put yer bows down an’ come an’ get it!” The angry dwarf hefted both his pick-axe and hammer.

“Concentrate fire on the bridge!” came Queen Hurelia’s call.

A stray arrow sank deep into the neck of the royal guard to her left, dropping him over the back of the rampart. Grarfath felt the inherent urge to dash in and offer the queen what he could, but another beat him to it.

Cob flowed into action, his cloak behind him like a Kedradi banner. His newly-forged blade twisted in from the side, knocking aside the arrow meant for his sister’s heart, before a chopping slash cut down another destined to kill a nearby soldier. Valarius grabbed Hurelia by the arm and quickly escorted her down the line, towards Kassanda.

The eastern edge of the city vanished in a storm of dust and ruin, reminding Grarfath that dragons warred on the shores of Kanofell.

Stone burst upward as if the earth had just been struck by a god’s hammer. Broken walls that had stood—endured—finally gave way beneath the weight of three titans colliding. The beach beyond Nithrael became a maelstrom of sand, shattered masonry, and dragon fury.

Grarfath dared to back away from the safety of the wall and watch it unfold. He almost wished he hadn’t.

Nersandi writhed against the grip of Garganafan, her vast green form twisting as she tried to wrench free from the white dragon’s crushing hold. His jaws were clamped around her shoulder, teeth sunk deep, while his fore claws pinned her against the shattered bones of the city. Frost bled from his maw in thick, curling vapour, coating her scales in creeping ice even as her heat fought to burn it away.

Then Morgwyn struck again.

The young dragon moved with a speed that belied his size—smaller than the other two, yet still immense, his body cutting through the chaos like a thrown spear. He slammed into Nersandi’s flank, jaws snapping, claws raking, his fury wild and untempered. Fire burst from his throat in a sudden, blazing arc, washing over her neck and forcing Garganafan to recoil lest he be caught in the inferno.

All three separated, a single moment of reprieve before the world seemed to fracture.

Nersandi surged upward with a roar, tearing free in a spray of blood and ice, her wings beating hard enough to scatter debris in all directions. She did not gain the sky—Garganafan’s weight and Morgwyn’s relentless assault denied her that—but she rose just enough to turn the tide of the clash.

Her flame came next, a blazing fire lancing downward, forcing Morgwyn back as it scorched across his chest. He bellowed, the sound sharp with pain but not defeat, and answered in kind—his own fire brighter, hotter, less controlled. The two infernos collided in a blinding clash, flame devouring flame, the very air screaming under the strain.

Then there was ice.

Garganafan exhaled, and a storm of white death erupted from his jaws, a freezing gale that crashed into both dragons alike. Ice spread instantly—across scales, across flame, across the very ground—snuffing fire where it touched and leaving jagged frost in its wake. The sand turned to brittle glass, and the ruins groaned as frozen stone cracked and split under the sudden shift.

Nersandi recoiled, her movements slowing as ice crept along her wings.

Morgwyn did not retreat fast enough.

The young dragon was caught full in the blast, his charge stuttering as frost seized his limbs mid-motion. He crashed through what remained of a crumbling tower, bringing it down in an avalanche of stone and dust.

But even that could not keep the purple dragon down. He rose again, shaking, burning, furious.

Grarfath’s grip tightened on the rampart. He could not tell who held the advantage.

Nersandi was stronger—larger, older, her movements precise despite the chaos. Garganafan was older still and relentless, his every motion heavy with brutal purpose, his ice turning the battlefield into a weapon. Morgwyn… Morgwyn was something else entirely—a storm of youth and flaring wrath, striking where he could, enduring what he must—what his lineage demanded.

Neither side yielded.

The beach became their battlefield, the ruins their weapons, and with every clash they tore more of Nithrael apart, forcing the sheltering Kedradi to flee westward. Stone walls collapsed beneath their weight, and towers shattered under sweeping tails. Entire sections of the eastern ruins simply ceased to exist, ground to rubble beneath claw and flame and frost.

It seemed from nowhere, by Grarfath’s reckoning, that Joran skidded into view, one leg scraping across the stone. The Dragon Rider came to a halt in the middle of the dwarves and thrust high a single fist. The air vibrated, rippling out from his closed hand, and only a second before a hail of arrows showered that section of the rampart.

Every arrow rebounded, the shafts snapping and heads blunting against an unseen shield. Every impact flared in a multitude of colours, and with so many arrows there was naught but light around them for a time.

“Return fire!” Kassanda ordered.

“Thanks, laddy!” Yamnomora slapped a hand on Joran’s shoulder.

“’ere they come!” Hyndaern yelled, knuckles pale around his axe.

“Once they’re off the bridge,” Grarfath remarked, “they’ll scatter.”

“There’s too many holes in this place,” Khaldarim pointed out.

“They’ll spread through the city like rats,” the smith added.

“We need to keep ’em bottlenecked,” Yamnomora said. “Give the archers a chance to pick as many off as possible.”

“Captain Hawkins!” King Edris shouted, his sword ringing clear of its scabbard. “Prepare to brace!”

Down in what was once the grand entrance to Nithrael, Captain Hawkins beat the guard of his sword against his cuirass, rallying the homeguard. Their defence of the main gate—little more than a gaping break in the outer wall—would only last until they were flanked by those sweeping into the ruins through unseen passages.

“Where’s he goin’?”

Grarfath assumed Yamnomora was asking after the captain, but her gaze led the smith to the smooth steps, overgrown with green vegetation. Bounding down, three at a time, Joran was soon on the ground and turning back on himself to face the beach.

“He means to charge!” Grimwhal shouted over the chaos.

A frown furrowed Grarfath’s brow, and he rose enough to look out over the beach. The traitors were close to stepping beyond the sand bridge and onto Kanofell itself, where their numbers would spread out. There was also many of them, six abreast and rank after rank all the way back to the mountains.

In the fashion of some fabled hero, found only in the annals of time, Joran Pendain broke away from the ruins of Nithrael at a dead sprint.

Fang caught the rising sun, gleaming with the promise of valour, honour, and sacrifice. His tan cloak rushed out behind him while the dark purple scales of his pauldrons and vambraces drank in the light.

Only a moment later, caught up in the young Rider’s act of courage, Captain Hawkins rallied his men and charged out. They were a stampede of steel and courage, launched from the dead capital at speed, though not a one of them could hope to catch up with Joran. His Vahlken inheritance lent him the strength of a lion, his legs propelling him several strides of men in a single bound. There was only seconds before he, and he alone, would crash into the first rank of traitors, the line his to hold until the homeguard could reach him.

Grarfath was struck by a moment of inspiration, and his expression of concern shifted immediately into a mischievous grin. “I’ve got an idea.”

Joran was closing the gap, his body a collision of Vahlken and Rider—a weapon waiting to be unleashed. The front line of traitors levelled their spears, each angled between rounded shields that had the audacity to bear the sigil of the Dragon Riders.

It was then that Grarfath, son of Thronghir, slammed The Anther into the stone at his feet.

In a flash of blue light, eight dwarves materialised in the gap between Rider and traitors, bringing with them a slab of Nithrael beneath their boots. It was enough to push the front line back, upending spears, and creating utter chaos.

Adaptable reflexes saw Joran soar at the last second, his feet leaving the hard sand so he might glide over the dwarves. Grarfath only glimpsed the Rider before he impacted the traitors, a rush of magic shooting from one palm to throw a group of men out into the water. He quickly dashed across the shields of two others, impossibly light, and came to land hard on a group to the right, where Fang swept in.

The sound of leather, chainmail, and flesh being torn asunder competed over the noise of eight dwarves barrelling into battle.

Grarfath was swinging The Anther before he knew what was even in front of him.

To his left, Grimwhal crashed into a shield wall with a roar, his pick-axe punching clean through wood and iron before his hammer followed, crushing the man behind it. Nimdhun went low, sweeping legs from beneath the front rank, while Hyndaern drove forward with wild, desperate strength, his fear burned away in the furnace of survival.

“Hold the line!” Yamnomora bellowed, already in motion, her battle-axe carving a brutal arc that split helm and skull in one savage stroke.

Joran was everywhere.

A blur of silvyr and impossible grace, he moved across the choking press of bodies like a storm given form. Fang flashed—once, twice, three times—and each strike left ruin in its wake. He leapt, spun, struck, never still, never caught, his presence alone enough to shatter any cohesion the traitors tried to muster.

The traitors, however, had the numbers.

They pressed forward in waves, forcing themselves into the narrowing choke of the sand bridge, desperate to break through before the sea reclaimed their path.

“Keep ’em funnelled!” Grarfath roared, swinging The Anther.

The hammerhead struck a ported slab of stone at his feet—crack—and in a burst of blue light it vanished, only to reappear ten strides ahead, slamming down into the tightly packed ranks of traitors. Men stumbled, formation buckling as the sudden obstacle broke their advance.

“Again!” Bhan shouted.

Grarfath didn’t hesitate.

He slammed The Anther into Doral’s shoulder—a mere tap for any dwarf—and Bhan vanished, reappearing atop the shattered slab. From that vantage, he hurled himself into the enemy, axes whirling, driving them back down the narrowing bridge.

Arrows whistled overhead, a dark wave of death from the ruins behind them.

The traitors responded with a column of arrows that dispersed across the walls, fanning out across the defenders.

Hyndaern cried out as a stray arrow buried itself in his shoulder, spinning him half around. He snarled through the pain and kept fighting, slamming his shield into a traitor’s face hard enough to shatter bone.

“Down!” Yamnomora barked.

They ducked as another volley tore through the space above them. Several traitors dropped, their bodies tumbling into the surf, dragged away by the restless tide.

“Push!” Joran shouted.

Grarfath saw him then—standing atop a mound of fallen enemies, Fang dripping red, his chest heaving as he held the very tip of the breach. Three men rushed him at once. One never reached him, an arrow piercing his throat. The second lost his arm above the elbow, cleaved like torn silk by Fang’s deadly edge. The third thrust his spear mid-leap⁠—

Joran caught it.

The Dragon Rider snapped the haft and in the same fluid movement drove the splintered end through the man’s chest.

Still they came.

Grarfath moved. He struck The Anther against Grimwhal’s back—crack—and the larger dwarf vanished, reappearing behind a cluster of traitors trying to break into the shallows. Grimwhal’s answering roar was thunderous as he tore into them from the rear, trapping them between hammer and blade.

“Have it!” Grimwhal bellowed, already mid-swing.

Another wave of arrows fell, fired from both sides at once. The sky darkened, and the air filled with screams of men both forward and behind.

Some tried to raise shields, others to run—but there was nowhere to go. The narrow bridge became a killing ground, bodies piling atop one another as shafts punched through armour, flesh, and bone.

“Forward!” came the voice of Captain Hawkins.

The homeguard hit the fray like a crashing tide.

Where the dwarves and Joran held the line, Hawkins’ men exploited it—spreading along the edges of the choke, cutting down those who tried to slip past into the water. Any traitor who broke free of the main press found themselves hunted, dragged down in the shallows or cut apart before they could reach the beach.

One man made it through—splashing into knee-deep water, scrambling toward open sand. He didn’t make three steps before a homeguard spear took him through the back, driving him face-first into the surf.

“Don’t let them spread!” Hawkins roared. “Pin them here!”

Grarfath ground his teeth and got stuck in, his every swing calling on the hammer’s power. One man after another was ripped from reality in a blinding flash and brought back fifty feet above ground. They rained down on the traitorous ranks further along the bridge, always adding to the madness.

“Make ’em choke on it!” he shouted.

Joran surged forward once more, seizing the moment. With the enemy packed tight and reeling, he drove into them like a freshly-forged spearpoint, Fang blazing a path through the chaos.

The dwarves followed, the homeguard closed in, and for a fleeting, fragile stretch of time, the unstoppable tide broke upon them.

That all changed in an instant.

The surge of power that rushed out from the advancing column was strong enough to push back the waves as well as the dwarves and a great number of homeguard at their back. Grarfath barely saw what happened, his eyes and mouth assaulted by sand and sea water before he was hurled from his feet and cast onto the beach.

Face down in the sand, he looked up and spied between the dreadlocks draped over his face. Only Joran had remained on his feet, the traces of a dissipating shield seen bending the light around him.

And from the north came the source of such power, a man with centuries of war under his belt—centuries of killing.

Col-vok freed his silvyr blade, a weapon never intended to be brought against a fellow Dragon Rider.

But the old ways were dead.


53
WHERE THE LIGHT LINGERS


It was a biting wind that tore through the cave network, howling from chamber to chamber as it mapped out The Ruins of Gelakor. It played merry hell with Baelon’s sense of hearing. He stopped repeatedly, convinced he had heard Raya’s footfalls catching up with him, only to discover he was very much alone.

For now.

Raya was nothing if not tenacious. She wouldn’t be far behind, determined to win the favour of her new dark king—the same king who had reminded her what it was to fear. She was naught but another tool for him to wield, and the moment she lost her edge, her life would be forfeit. It only added to the list of failings Baelon shouldered.

Intrusive thoughts came for him then, trying to steal his focus, bringing up the choices he had made, the training he had imparted throughout the centuries. He hadn’t prepared the Riders enough. More so, he hadn’t fostered the kind of loyalty that could weather real fear.

Focus, Baelon.

Kalaghan’s voice carried all the pain and exhaustion that harried him. He still suffered from the works of the Jainus, though that now included lightning strikes that had exploded from the spontaneous storm, as well as Ithira’s attacks, which had added claws and teeth to the hellish tapestry.

Where are you? Baelon asked, his bond directing him up and to the right, though there was untold tons of mountain between them.

I have taken refuge on the cliffs above, the dragon replied. The storm has lessened, but it is yet to settle.

I’ve never seen a storm like it, Baelon admitted.

The Magus was right, Kalaghan informed him. I felt the spell take effect. It was triggered by height. Once I descended, I felt the magic fade. I can never pierce the clouds again…

The world protracted between them, an empire of time into which they both poured their grief at the revelation.

Baelon slumped against the nearest wall and slowly slid down the cold stone, his orb of floating light following him. I’m so sorry, old friend. This is not… His chin rested against his chest. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I should never have… He clenched his fist until it hurt. How could I have been so blind to it all?

Ambition, Kalaghan answered succinctly. It should rule the heart of every Dragonlord, but not since the days of Gelakor has a Dragonlord faced the ambitions of Skara Pendain. He is a snake in the grass, the disease in the blood, the blight in the wheat. He takes that which makes you strong and turns it against you.

Then I am simply the weaker of us both, Baelon lamented.

Do not turn to self-pity now, the dragon bid him. Our list of enemies has grown in recent days. We now face the threat of both The Dark One and the Jainus.

How are we to fight both? Baelon felt like shouting it.

Kalaghan’s presence seemed to swell inside his mind, as if the dragon was towering over him in that simple passage. Before words there was a flood of vitality, a rush of pure force coursing through Baelon’s veins. It boarded on control, like an iron grip taking his thoughts and emotions by the arm and guiding them in a new direction.

But it was not control, a line that Kalaghan would never cross.

It was the uplifting hands of a companion—of love itself.

We fight them as we should have…

Baelon raised his head, aware of what was coming before the dragon voiced it.

We fight them with unwavering valour, unyielding honour, unending sacrifice.

He imagined Kalaghan standing over him. The dragon had reviewed his companion’s memories on their journey over the mountains, peering into his time in the Realm of Magic. He had lived through Baelon’s conversation with Sorryn as if he had been upon the Cradle himself.

Hope...

Sorryn had blown life into that dying ember and raised a flame within them both. It was testament to Kalaghan’s sheer will and strength that he could hold on to such a thing after all he had endured.

Find your feet, Rider.

Baelon groaned, pushing up with his only hand, the orb levitating higher above him so his features were cast in stark shadow.

Now find the necklace, Kalaghan instructed, so we might strangle our enemy with it.
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Such a task took him further into that ancient place.

The Ruins of Gelakor did not unfold in any sensible fashion, but twisted, the passages narrowing without warning, only to spill into vast chambers that swallowed his light whole. Corridors doubled back upon themselves, sloped at unnatural angles, or split into three and four branching paths, each as wind-scoured and indistinguishable as the last. The mountain did not feel carved so much as hollowed, as though something immense had burrowed through it in ages long past and left behind only the memory of its passing.

Baelon moved through it in a slow, wary progression, hand always resting on Sorryn’s blade.

The wind was his constant companion. It threaded through the ruins in unseen currents, whispering through cracks, roaring through tunnels, rising suddenly into hollow screams as it found wider caverns. More than once, it mimicked voices—half-formed echoes that made him turn, hand tightening, only to find nothing but empty stone and his own ragged breathing.

The first great chamber he entered stole that breath entirely.

It opened so abruptly that he nearly stepped out into nothing, the ground sloping sharply downward into a vast hollow. His orb drifted forward, its pale glow swallowed by distance before finally catching upon the far wall—too far to be natural. The ceiling arched high above, lost to shadow.

A dragon could have turned within that space. The thought came unbidden, and once it had taken root, it refused to leave. Baelon descended carefully, boots scraping against worn stone. As he reached the chamber floor, he saw them—faint at first, then undeniable.

Claw marks.

Great gouges scored into the rock, some deep enough to take his whole hand. They ran in long arcs across the ground and up the walls, as though something vast had landed there, shifted its weight, and launched itself skyward again. The stone between them had been worn smooth in places—not by water, but by repetition.

“Dragons…,” he murmured to himself.

He pressed onward.

The next chamber bore a different kind of history. Pillars—crude but deliberately shaped—rose from the floor, supporting a ceiling that had not yet collapsed. Their surfaces were etched with symbols, worn by time but still visible beneath the dust. Baelon lifted the orb closer, squinting.

He could not read it—but he felt it, as if something of that language stirred within the memories Kalaghan had received from his mother. It was a human tongue, of that he had no doubt, but the language was old. Older than the kingdoms. Older than the songs. Fragments brushed against him—discipline, command, unity, orders, oaths—warnings.

Then there was the spider. It had too many legs, yet his eyes knew a spider when he saw one. The carving, smooth and worn, had shown up in a few other chambers, an unusual glyph to find amidst any language. Had he been a scholar, such a marking might have puzzled him to the end of his days, but Baelon had seen that very thing before—a sigil.

Through memory, he watched again as Sorryn drew the image into the ground at his feet, the banner of the Vayad. Baelon traced some of the lines with his finger, wondering what was being said of that time, when Skara had been the hero of his age and stood up to the Fae king of the wretched Vayad.

Along the far wall, the carvings changed.

Figures—armies, ranked in disciplined lines. At their head stood men and women clad in scaled armour, similar in design to Baelon’s own, their cloaks flowing behind them as they raised their arms to the sky. Above them⁠—

Dragons.

Dozens of them, a silver dragon at their heart and a man raising an axe. Gelakor. It was his orders, and those of his dragon, Orvax, that had stunted the passing of memories from mother to hatchling. In a bid to erase Skara from history and save the order from its darkest secret, Gelakor had permitted but one dragon to pass on the truth of their history, a line that ended with Baelon and Kalaghan.

The Dragonlord stepped back and sighed. He was standing in history itself.

The scale of the place pressed against him. He was in some forgotten outpost. The ruins had once been a stronghold of his order, a seat of power before Drakanan. The realisation settled heavily in his chest and his footfalls grew lighter, aware of the sacred ground upon which he tread.

Apparently, not every secret of that time had been passed down…

He could but move on, though time lost meaning within the ruins. One chamber bled into the next in a relentless procession—narrow tunnels that forced him sideways, jagged caverns where stalactites hung like teeth, spiralling descents that left his legs trembling, and sudden climbs where he hauled himself one-handed over broken stone.

In one chamber, he found a long-collapsed hall, its roof fallen in such a way that shafts of pale mountain light speared down through cracks above. Dust danced in those beams, undisturbed for centuries.

In another, he found the remnants of something like a forge—blackened stone, shattered tools fused with age, and a great circular depression that might once have held fire hot enough to shape more than steel.

Everywhere, the same signs repeated. Claw marks, worn paths, spaces too large, too deliberate. And always the wind.

It grew stronger the deeper he went, funnelling through unseen routes. Baelon began to feel it—not just as a presence, but as a guide. It pulled at his cloak, brushed against his face, whispered along one corridor while leaving another eerily still.

The Dragonlord paused at a junction where three tunnels diverged. There had to be other ways in and out of the ruins, hidden paths. Lost openings that once connected to the outside world—to the cliffs Kalaghan now clung to.

He chose the path where the wind breathed strongest and pressed on, until the ruins began to close in again.

The final chamber came without ceremony. Baelon stepped into it and knew, at once, that he had reached the end. It was small compared to the others, the walls rough and unfinished, as though the place had never been meant for grandeur.

A dead end.

His shoulders sagged.

“No…,” he breathed, turning slowly, scanning the chamber again as if something might reveal itself through sheer will. “It has to be here. It has to be…”

Baelon… Kalaghan’s voice carried warning.

“It has to be here,” Baelon said again, distracted.

Baelon, something isn’t right. Ithira has ceased her hunt of me. She has returned to the ruins.

That’s a good thing, Baelon replied mindlessly, running his hand over the stone, eager to find something he had missed.

No, there’s something else. Something on the wind…

The orb drifted aimlessly, its light glancing off dull stone—until it didn’t glance, but flickered.

Red. The colour struck him with certainty.

Baelon froze, ignoring Kalaghan entirely now. Slowly, carefully, he turned his head.

There, along the far wall, where shadow gathered thickest, something gleamed. Not brightly—but enough. A shard of colour where none should be.

Hope flared, sharp and dangerous.

He crossed the chamber in two quick steps, dropping to one knee as he brought the orb closer. The light revealed what the darkness had hidden.

Cracks.

A web of them, splintering through the stone as though something within had once tried to force its way out. Within one of those narrow fractures, something glinted again.

Red. Faceted. Alive with faint, captured light.

Baelon’s breath caught.

“Please…,” he whispered, the word barely sound at all.

He reached in.

The gap was tight, the edges biting into his skin as he forced his fingers deeper. For a moment, he thought it was wedged too firmly, that time itself had claimed it—then it shifted. Just slightly.

His heart thundered.

Carefully—so carefully—he worked it free, inch by inch, until at last it slipped into his grasp.

Baelon pulled his hand back and opened his fingers.

The necklace lay across his palm.

Age had done nothing to dim it, and there, at the very heart of it, was another crystal. The Dragonlord narrowed his eyes and lifted it to the orb. Nestled firmly within the red crystalline embrace was a heart of viridian—a seed of green.

For a moment, he could only stare.

Then a breath escaped him—half a laugh at that.

He imagined again that time when Skara had lived the life of a man called Bragen Pendain, a relic hunter who could see history in his dreams.

He envisioned him running through those halls with that very thing clutched in his grasp. Hunted. Desperate. Clever enough, even then, to know when to let something go in order to survive.

Baelon’s vivid imagination conjured the sound of pounding boots and the crackle of Jainus magic tearing through the dark. A man—a conscious echo wearing a man’s skin—glancing over his shoulder as he searched for a place to hide the one object that might one day tip the balance of the world.

There. In that forgotten crack in a forgotten fortress.

Baelon turned the necklace over in his hand, the chain slipping between his fingers with a soft metallic whisper. It was heavier than he expected, and not in weight alone, but in the magic that clung to it. The red crystal that formed its outer casing seemed almost alive, its facets catching the orb’s light and bending it inward, as though the glow were being swallowed rather than reflected. And at its core⁠—

The viridian heart.

His thumb brushed across the surface, and for the briefest instant, something stirred at the edge of his thoughts. Not a voice. Not even a memory.

A suggestion.

The necklace could sense his wounds—his exhaustion. It knew he had weathered a great deal of injuries, that his body was not whole. It wanted him to use it, to claim another body as Skara had for eons.

Baelon exhaled slowly, steadying himself.

“So this is how you survived the ages,” he said, his gaze hardening. “What would you give to have it back? What would you give up?”

His thoughts sharpened, ambition flickering where despair had once lingered. With it, he might not need to fight them as he was. He could consume another body, a younger body with both hands⁠—

Baelon inhaled sharply and lowered the necklace, forcing the thought away before it could root itself. The crystal seemed to glint in quiet amusement, surely a quirk of his imagination.

A breath of air brushed across his knuckles.

Baelon stilled.

It was faint. Subtle enough that he might have missed it, had he not spent so long navigating the currents of wind through the ruins. Slowly, he turned back toward the wall. The crack. He leaned closer, mentally directing the orb and angling it toward the fractured stone. The light slipped into the narrow gaps, illuminating only darkness beyond—but the draught was unmistakable now. A thin, steady current of air flowing out.

“There’s something behind this,” he murmured, pulse quickening.

How many secrets had that place swallowed? How many had been buried behind stone and time, waiting for someone desperate—or foolish—enough to dig them free?

Baelon rose slowly to his feet, stepping back from the wall. He shifted his stance, raising his blunt wrist as the faintest threads of magic began to ripple across his skin. It wouldn’t take much, the wall was already weakened. A single focused strike would⁠—

A sound cut through the passage.

Baelon froze. It came again, faint and distant.

Footsteps.

Not the whispering trickery of the wind, he concluded. Not the hollow mimicry that had plagued him through the tunnels. The sound had weight, coming from the way he had entered.

Raya, of course.

Baelon exhaled slowly, letting the gathered magic fade from his hand.

Reluctantly, he slipped the necklace over his head. The chain settled cold against his skin, the crystal resting against his chest. Even through the layers of his tunic and cuirass, he could feel it—like a second heartbeat, faint but insistent, always ready.

He tucked it securely out of sight, ensuring not even a glint of it remained visible. Then, with his remaining hand, he reached for what remained of Sorryn’s blade. The Dragonlord was struck by the sight of it, pausing his investigation of the sound.

The broken crystal sword might have slid free with a muted, fractured chime, its jagged edge catching the orb’s light in uneven shards, but it was unmistakably longer than before. He watched it carefully, searching for any signs that the blade was growing back into its original shape. He saw no such signs, yet it was longer.

Fae magic…

Baelon steadied himself and retraced his steps through the narrow tunnel, his pace measured and silent. The wind rose to meet him again, but now he ignored its whispers entirely, focusing only on the sounds ahead.

The footsteps grew clearer as he approached the larger chamber beyond. Baelon slowed as he reached its threshold, pressing himself briefly to the stone before stepping through, blade raised.

The orb of light drifted ahead of him, and the vast chamber yawned open once more, shadows pooling in its corners, claw-marked walls looming like the ribs of some ancient beast.

Baelon scanned it, every sense straining. Nothing. No movement. No sign of pursuit. Only the empty expanse of stone and the restless howl of wind moving through a place long abandoned.

He frowned, lowering the blade just slightly.

Baelon!

There was more than just a warning in Kalaghan’s voice now, the dragon’s previous concerns made manifest, crystallising into fear—into danger.

That very danger took shape on the edges of the orb’s light, the shadows moulding around a single figure—then three more as Raya, Garek, and Vander stepped into the light behind that figure.

Behind The Dark One.

Skara offered a smile thin as a blade’s edge, perfectly polite and utterly wrong. It lingered a heartbeat too long, as if he delighted in the knowledge that everyone around him understood the threat woven into that genteel expression.

“Haven’t you been a busy little Dragon Rider...”
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THE DEPTHS OF WAR


Yilda, the first of her name, the Light Lord of Atlas, and dread queen of the Merdians. Her song penetrated the currents, both melodic and graceful at first. Then it speared the ocean, her song degrading into a chant forged in furious rhythm.

But it was not for her soldiers, or her priestesses, nor even the citizens of Atlas at her back.

It was for something else… and it had heard her call.

A violent upheaval swelled through the watery battlefield, a rolling wall of displaced ocean that struck like a hammer. Kitrana was thrown upward, spinning, Dawnbreaker blazing in her grip as she fought to orient herself.

Then the jaws came, the opening of them so powerful that an entire section of the battlefield was sucked down towards them. They tore through the seabed like a breaking horizon—vast, ridged, and lined with interlocking plates of bone and iron-dark scale. Everything in its path ceased to exist.

A cluster of Jinn riders vanished in a single, crushing bite—sharks, soldiers, armour, and all—swallowed in a cavern of teeth that closed with a seismic finality. The shockwave alone shattered formations. Merdians were flung aside like broken driftwood. A blue whale rolled violently as the mass spiked beneath it, its rigging snapping as soldiers were torn free and scattered into the chaos.

The ocean convulsed.

And the deep dragon swallowed.

Currents were thrown off course and sandstorms erupted anew. The battlefield lost all sense of direction as the creature’s immense body disrupted the water in colossal waves, its rising coils carving through ranks without care for allegiance.

Jinn and Merdian alike were caught in its wake, either crushed, scattered, or lost in a field of floating debris.

Kitrana twisted through the maelstrom, barely avoiding a snapping ridge of armoured jaw as it surged past her shoulder. The heat of Dawnbreaker flared instinctively, its light cutting through the chaos in sharp bursts as she carved a path through the debris of war—through drifting bodies, through broken harnesses, through panicked mounts that no longer obeyed reins or riders.

A Karathasaur slammed into her flank—she rolled with the impact, drove the blade through its skull, and let the implosion blast her clear of the collapsing corpse.

Above the chaos, the Kell banners flared. Streams of colour pulsed through the water—rapid, urgent, fractured commands. Lines that had once been steady and deliberate now flickered with desperate adaptation.

Break formation. Fall back—no, advance—hold—scatter⁠—

The banners struggled to keep pace with something that could not be predicted. Even the Jinn drums faltered, their rhythm disordered by the scale of what had entered the war.

And still the deep dragon rose.

Its vast body coiled upward through the battlefield, each movement rewriting the terrain of the fight. Its hide was a landscape unto itself—scarred, plated, ancient beyond comprehension. Its passage carved trenches in the sand and sent entire battalions spiralling into disarray.

Kitrana broke free of the densest chaos at last.

She shot upward into clearer water, her skin doing everything it could to extract oxygen from the water, her limbs burning from the strain. Below her, the battlefield had become something unrecognisable—a storm of motion and blood and shattered order, centred entirely around the rising titan.

Dawnbreaker burned in her hands. Waiting—calling to her. The battle maiden gripped it with both hands and steadied herself.

The world narrowed.

The vibration of battle dulled. The banners blurred. The dragon’s vast form became distant—irrelevant. There was only the blade. Only the song. She closed her eyes and poured everything into it—the weight of a war that could not be lost.

Her voice rose, vocal membranes harmonising. Determination bled into conviction. Conviction became shaped by rage. Rage became command.

The sound carried through the water, low and resonant at first, then swelling as Dawnbreaker answered. The blade drank her will and amplified it a hundredfold.

Light began to peel from its edges, liquid globules of golden-white radiance breaking free from the steel, drifting outward in slow, impossible defiance of the surrounding chaos. They pulsed as they moved, each one carrying a fragment of her song, her intent, her call.

They spread through the battlefield, through the currents, and through the very bones of the deep. The water changed, shifting with an inevitability, as if a great chasm had been ripped in the foundations of the earth, dragging the oceans into it.

Far beyond the reach of sight, beyond the chaos of war and the rising deep dragon, something truly ancient stirred. A presence that woke—drawn by a call of light and song intertwined.

Kitrana’s voice did not waver.

The globules of light multiplied, drifting further, brighter, until the water around her shimmered with them like a constellation brought to life.

And then, from the darkness beyond the battlefield, the Leviathan came.

The water ahead of its path collapsed inward, drawn toward it as though the ocean itself were being claimed. Then it came—an impossible mass of blackened flesh and armoured ridges, hurling through the deep with a speed that defied its size. It drove forward, each motion of its colossal form displacing everything in its wake.

Kitrana hadn’t called it into battle—she wouldn’t know how to begin with such a command. But she could call upon it to hunt. And it had found something worthy.

The deep dragon turned.

For the first time since its awakening, the great serpent’s ascent faltered. Its immense coils shifted, sensing the approach of something that did not belong to the hierarchy of sea or stone. Something older. Something worse.

Kitrana hung suspended in the water as the Leviathan thundered past beneath her. It came so close she could have reached out and touched it.

The light of Dawnbreaker washed across its hide, and for a fleeting, horrifying moment, she saw it in detail. Its flesh was not whole. It was alive with other things.

Across its vast body, thick clusters of dark, swollen growths clung like scabs—until they moved. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Each one a creature in its own right, just as she had seen when the behemoth emerged from The Black Vault. They peeled and shifted across the Leviathan’s skin, four-limbed horrors dragging themselves along its ridges, their heads nothing but distended maws lined with needle-teeth.

Some turned toward her—noticed her. Their bodies flexed, as though considering the distance, as though weighing whether to detach and feed. Then the Leviathan soared onward, and they were gone, swallowed back into the motion of its passing.

As ever, its form was wrong, nature or twisted god denying it symmetry. Massive tentacles trailed in its wake, too many, some long and sinuous, others thick and jagged, each one moving with a will that felt only loosely tethered to the body they belonged to. Sections of its hide bulged and contracted as though something within struggled to escape.

It was a catastrophe given flesh. And it was descending upon the battlefield at speed.

The Kell banners ignited again. Their signals were sharp now, unmistakable. Advance. Break through. Move on Atlas. Now.

But Kitrana saw the truth of it even as the commands flashed. They didn’t need the orders, the Jinn already moving, and with them the Merdians.

The moment the Leviathan had been seen—truly seen—the battle had faltered. There was no surrender nor retreat—not yet. But instinct was undeniable. Jinn and Merdian alike broke from the central conflict, driving toward the city’s outer defences, desperate to clear the space where something far worse was about to unfold. Even the Vorge recoiled, their dark mass peeling away from the epicentre like ink dispersing in water.

No one wanted to be there when the gods collided.

The Leviathan struck first. It crashed into the deep dragon with a force that shattered any and all notions of strength or force.

The impact could not be confined to a single moment—it was a chain of destruction. The water detonated outward in a colossal shockwave, flattening what little formations remained and hurling bodies in all directions. The deep dragon’s massive coils buckled under the collision, its armoured plates grinding against the Leviathan’s jagged hide in a scream of pressure and stone.

They wrapped around each other.

The dragon lashed, its immense body coiling in reflex, trying to bind and crush. The Leviathan answered with its forest of limbs, tentacles snapping forward, wrapping, tearing, anchoring itself against the serpent’s mass.

The edges of the trench gave way beneath them.

Ancient stone that had stood since the formation of the earth fractured. Entire sections of the crescent wall collapsed inward as the two titans tore into each other, their combined weight forcing them down into the arcing chasm. The ocean above them split apart, water rushing into the void as sand and debris cascaded after them in a roaring collapse.

The dragon struck—jaws snapping, a burst of freezing liquid erupting from its maw, flash-freezing sections of water into jagged crystalline shards.

Kitrana started forwards, questioning her eyes. There was no mistaking the frozen flesh that now streaked the Leviathan. She had heard the legends of deep dragons, knew of the few that spoke of the water temperature dropping around them, but…

Ice breath was absent them all.

Fire above. Ice below. Kitrana was thinking of the other dragons known to inhabit Verda—those who dwelled upon the surface world.

Would it be enough to tip the scales? Could the Leviathan stand up to such a thing? The battle maiden was confronted by doubt, fear even.

The Leviathan, however, did not retreat. It devoured the attack.

The frozen shards that clung to its hide cracked almost instantly—splintering, then bursting apart as the creature’s immense body flexed. Heat did not radiate from it like flame, yet something within its flesh rejected the cold, breaking the ice through sheer, unnatural vitality.

The acid.

Kitrana recalled the biting touch of the natural acid produced by the Leviathan’s skin, produced on demand. It was proving the perfect counter to the deep dragon’s most secretive of weapons.

The Leviathan pushed up and, with a violent heave of its coiled mass, the creature dragged the deep dragon with it, tentacles gripped between plated scales, barbed lengths punching into softer joints beneath the armour. The serpent resisted, its colossal body tightening, coils constricting with crushing force—but the Leviathan was not a creature in the traditional sense, fearing death like all else, and so behemoth fought like something that did not understand it.

The pair tore free of the trench in an explosion of sand and shattered stone, erupting upward along the volcanic slope of the mountain that loomed above Atlas. Entire shelves of rock sheared away beneath their struggle, sending avalanches of debris cascading down into the chasm below.

The deep dragon struck again.

Its jaws clamped onto the Leviathan’s flank, teeth grinding against armoured ridges until they found purchase. Another blast of freezing liquid erupted point-blank, coating a vast section of the Leviathan’s side in jagged crystal. This time the ice held longer—creeping across its surface, locking sections of its writhing limbs into rigid shapes.

For a moment, the Leviathan slowed.

The deep dragon seized it. With a violent twist, the serpent coiled tighter, dragging its prey across the mountain’s face. Stone crumbled beneath their combined weight as they scraped along the volcanic slope, carving deep gouges into the rock. The water around them boiled with pressure, currents spiralling wildly as the dragon attempted to crush and freeze the monstrous thing in its grip.

Kitrana felt it then—the shift. The balance tipping. Then the Leviathan changed.

Its body convulsed. The scab-like creatures across its hide erupted into motion, peeling away in writhing clusters. Dozens tore free, then hundreds, flinging themselves onto the dragon’s coiled body, burrowing.

Tiny compared to the titans, but relentless. They forced themselves between scales, into joints, into softer flesh beneath the armour, their many-limbed bodies rooting as their maws tore and fed.

The deep dragon reacted, its coils loosening just enough that the Leviathan was able to tear free.

With a violent charge, the oldest of monsters drove its mass forward, tentacles snapping outward in a frenzy of motion. Several wrapped around the dragon’s neck. Others lashed across its body, ripping loose chunks of scale and flesh in long, brutal strips.

The mountain could not hold them.

The pair tore away from the volcanic slope in a spiralling descent, their immense bodies locked together in a violent embrace as gravity gave way to momentum. They crashed back toward the trench. The impact was cataclysmic.

The serpent’s body slammed into the fractured crescent wall, shattering what remained of its edge. The Leviathan followed, driving it down, down, into the depths of the chasm as though determined to bury it where it had once slept.

The trench swallowed them both, the pair plummeting in a vortex of collapsing stone and endless torrents of cascading sand and debris. The water above churned violently, currents whorling downward as the two titans vanished into the darkness below.

Whether the Leviathan survived or not, it had done the only job required of it—distract the deep dragon.

Kitrana turned and dove.

Through the scattering battlefield, past fleeing sharks and regrouping Jinn, through drifting clouds of blood and shattered armour, she cut her way forward until she found them.

Aeris and Serenya. They hovered together amid the chaos, both bloodied, both alive. Relief struck the Nimean like a physical blow. Catching their gazes, she signed sharply, her movements cutting through the water with urgency.

“Aeris—gather them. Now.”

His eyes flicked past her, catching sight of the collapsing trench, the writhing shadows of ocean giants tearing each other apart below.

Understanding came quickly. He turned without hesitation, raising his spear and driving it forward in a single, commanding motion.

The Vorge—always watching him—answered.

The dark mass shifted as one, peeling away from the debris, the easy pickings, and coalescing under his direction, forming a dark tide at his back.

“You’re hurt,” Kitrana noted, looking at them both, blood trailing from numerous injuries.

Serenya twisted her trident. “We endure.”

The battle maiden gave a short nod of the head—to the right in the Nimean style. “So say we,” she replied, thinking on the words of every salt blade.

“The tides of blood and war wait for no one,” the older Nimean stated, ready to get back into the thick of it.

Kitrana turned toward Atlas. Behind them, gods fought in shadow for dominance. Ahead of them—the war continued.

The Merdian capital was yet to falter. If anything, it was unfolding.

As Kitrana drove toward the city, the outer wall seemed to come alive in ways she had not yet seen. Sections of coral-fused stone shifted and parted, revealing hidden apertures and submerged barracks carved deep into the volcanic rock. From them poured fresh ranks of Merdians—disciplined, unbroken, untouched by the chaos beyond the trench.

They came in waves.

Infantry first, shields locking as they surged onto the ramparts, filling gaps with seamless precision. Then the cavalry—more sharks, dozens, then hundreds, their armoured bodies coursing through newly opened channels, riders already mounted and lowering lances as they joined the fray. Behind them came enormous crabs, heavier creatures—broad-backed war-beasts, plated and slow-moving, designed for holding ground.

The wall thickened.

What had seemed like a perimeter was revealed as something far more layered—defences upon defences. The realisation struck like cold water. They had only ever seen a fraction of the Merdian host.

Ahead, the Jinn had reached the wall.

They clung to it in scattered formations, warriors fighting tooth and claw against defenders who seemed to multiply with every moment. Rays battered against fortified positions. Sharks snapped and twisted as they tried to force openings. Jinn soldiers swam and scrambled over one another, blades flashing, only to be driven back by sheer weight of numbers.

They had taken the fight to Atlas, but they could not break it. Not yet.

Kitrana’s gaze hardened. She would break them—for Nimala.

She arced around, cutting across the battlefield at speed, Dawnbreaker blazing in her grip. The light carved a path ahead of her, scattering Merdians who turned too slowly, burning through shields and armour alike with violent, imploding strikes.

Behind her, the tide gathered.

Aeris drove the Vorge forward with a single, sharp command, his spear cutting through the water like a standard of war. Serenya followed at his side, trident poised, her movements precise and lethal despite the blood that trailed from her wounds.

The Vorge came as a storm, as hunger given direction.

They coiled behind Kitrana, their mass tightening, compressing into a single, razored wave of teeth and muscle that matched her speed, her intent.

Together, they struck.

Kitrana hit the outer wall like a falling star.

Dawnbreaker swept wide in a blazing arc, its light and searing heat slicing through the first rank of Merdian defenders. Shields collapsed inward. Bodies imploded. The impact tore a jagged opening into the wall’s edge—and the Vorge poured through it.

They flowed around her, over her, past her—climbing, tearing, dragging defenders from their positions in a frenzy of controlled violence. Sharks reared and bucked as they were swarmed, riders ripped free and consumed in moments.

Serenya followed through the breach, her trident punching clean lines through the chaos, widening the opening with every precise kill. Aeris drove straight through the centre, the Vorge tightening around him as he advanced, their movements sharpening under his command. Where he pointed, they struck. Where he moved, they followed.

Kitrana didn’t stop.

She swept along the ramparts, a flaming battering ram at the head of a tidal force. Dawnbreaker rose and fell in relentless arcs, each strike tearing through another section of the wall, each implosion collapsing the carefully layered defences the Merdians had spent eons building.

Neither cleanly nor completely, the line was broken—enough.

Jinn warriors saw the opening and filled the gap like water rushing into a pocket of air. They flooded toward the breach, abandoning the stalled attempt to swim over the Merdian ranks in favour of the path Kitrana had carved. Rays folded and darted through the break. Sharks charged forward. Soldiers poured over the shattered edge, their numbers finally finding purchase within the city’s outer defences.

For the first time since the battle began, Atlas was truly breached. Kitrana pressed forward, her grip steady, her blade burning, her allies at her back.

Behind them, the wall still held in places, but it no longer mattered—they were inside now. And ahead of them, the city waited.

The Dread Queen waited.


55
OATHS AND STEEL


Col-vok emerged from the press of bodies, walking where others fought and died. The tide dragged at the edges of the crossing, foam curling hungrily at the feet of the traitor host, yet he moved as though the sea itself parted in deference.

Step by step, he came onto Kanofell. Unhurried. Unchallenged. The chaos of battle seemed to bend around him.

Even at a distance, there was something… different. Wrong perhaps. Something that did not belong to the frantic, fleeting violence of men. Where others strained and shouted, he was silent. Where others rushed, he walked, the army flowing around him.

The man was pale—unnaturally so. His skin carried the cold, bloodless hue of something that had seen too many winters and forgotten the warmth of the sun. His head was bare, shaved smooth, and from beneath his eyes and along the line of his jaw flowed dark markings—tattoos that twisted and curved like living things. They crawled across his skull, over the sides of his head, and vanished down into the collar of his armour, as though they might continue far beyond what was seen.

Green scales gleamed at his shoulders and forearms, set into dark leathers worn soft with age yet unmarred by time. A tan cloak drifted behind him, untouched by the spray and sand that clung to every other soul upon that bridge.

And in his hand, shining like steel, was a blade mined and forged by dwarves, and wielded by the worthy, by those able to move in step with the deadly edge of silvyr. Col-vok was no mere commander. No warlord risen from conquest and blood. He was a Dragon Rider.

Across the broken stretch of sand, through the clash of steel and the whistle of arrows, his eyes found Joran and held him. For a moment, the world narrowed to that single line between them.

Joran could not say what he saw in those eyes. He searched for rage or hatred, even interest. He found only time. Centuries of it, pressing down behind that stare, vast and indifferent. Joran swallowed, the weight of it settling into his bones. He did not know how old the man was. Only that he was older.

Col-vok tilted his head—just slightly—as if measuring him. As if deciding something. Then, at last, he raised his silvyr sword.

The army broke across the beaches of Kanofell and charged.

Joran briefly lost sight of the man, the Rider swallowed by the press of traitors running towards Nithrael. They had the look of mad men about them, as if they had been deprived of the things that made them human, be it the warmth of another or the civility of a peaceful life. In truth, they had been deprived of violence. Their siege of New Nithrael had been short and relatively bloodless given the absence of the populace. A journey south, days of trekking through baking lands and looming canyons, hadn’t helped.

Before them now was a bounty. The ruins of Nithrael couldn’t hope to keep them out, and within were the treasures of flesh, blood, and trophies. They had been bred as much, their nature twisted by the curating hand of Vander—as per Baelon’s command.

“Joran!” Yamnomora bellowed, one hand beckoning him to fall back.

“Go!” Joran shouted. “Get behind the walls!”

He shoved, yanked, and dragged numerous homeguard, including Captain Hawkins, until they were all behind him. Then he moved, stepping into the charge, before the first of the traitors reached him.

The leading traitor thrust a spear for his chest, the point steady, practised. Joran caught the shaft mid-lunge, twisted, and drove forward in the same motion. Fang flashed once, clean and precise—a shadow of Baelon’s relentless instruction—and the man’s headless body carried two more steps before collapsing into the surf.

There was no time to pause. A shield came next. Joran leapt onto it. His boot struck the rim, using the man’s own defence as a springboard. He vaulted above the press of bodies, cloak snapping behind him, and came down in their midst like a falling blade. Fang carved a diagonal arc through two men at once, silvyr parting leather, chain, and bone with effortless finality.

They recoiled, but it didn’t matter. Joran pivoted, his movements fluid, economical—every motion carrying into the next as Baelon had shown him.

A sword came for his flank, though the traitor’s efforts looked to Joran like the man was moving through treacle. The Rider turned his body a fraction, letting it glance past, and drove his elbow into the attacker’s throat with enough force to crush it. As the soldier folded, destined for death, Joran wrenched the weapon free from his grip and hurled it into the face of another.

He was already moving again.

A trio rushed him together—one high, one low, one circling. For all their savagery, they were coordinated, disciplined, even.

Joran almost smiled with the rush of it all. His body moved—responded—in a way he could never have dreamed of. He felt strong to the point of being unbreakable, and whip-fast at that. Where was the boy who had followed Gallien across the country, mopping floors and washing pots?

He was gone. As surely as Gallien Pendain was gone, drowned out by something more powerful.

Pendain…

Joran’s grip tightened around Fang. He would make that name mean something again.

The first strike never landed. Fang met it mid-swing, the silvyr edge shearing through steel as though it were soft iron. He stepped inside the second, his free hand snapping out to seize the man’s wrist—crack. Bone gave way, and Joran used the collapsing body as a shield against the third.

A heartbeat later, all three were dead, the last of them bleeding from a gash across his neck while his comrades lay upon the sand, heart exposed through a split chest, the other with no heart at all after a piercing thrust.

The wave broke around him, their flow disrupted, fractured. Joran stormed into the gap he had created, refusing them the chance to reform. His Vahlken strength carried him through the crush, each stride longer, faster than any man’s had a right to be. He moved like something unbound by the limits of flesh—turning, striking, weaving through attacks that should have caught him.

An axe swept for his head.

He ducked—not down, but through—stepping inside the arc as it passed, his arm whipping out to slam into the wielder’s chest. The impact lifted the man clear off his feet and into the swing of another, killing him before he hit the beach.

His ears, pointed like an Andarens and sensitive like a Vahlken’s, detected his enemy doubling back, flanking him. The Dragon Rider twisted just enough for the blade to miss, his arm snapping back in the same motion. Fang reversed in his grip, plunging backward into the attacker’s gut. He ripped it free and spun, the follow-through taking a second man across the throat.

Blood sprayed and sand churned red beneath his boots. Still they came. Driven. Frenzied. Screaming.

One broke from the surge and charged straight at him, shield raised, roaring like a beast. Joran met him head-on, a two-handed strike knocking the man’s shield aside, exposing his torso. So fast was the Rider’s kick it seemed his foot ported from the ground to the traitor’s chest. The explosive force threw his enemy backward into his own ranks, and with a full set of broken ribs.

Joran didn’t follow, choosing to leap, instead—higher this time.

Clearing heads, blades, grasping hands, his silhouette cut through the chaos for a fleeting instant before he descended deeper into the horde. Fang struck first, then his boot, then his elbow—each movement a weapon, each contact lethal.

For every step they took onto Kanofell, Joran took one back. For every man who bolted forward, one fell. Yet even he could feel it—the pressure building. The weight of numbers. They were learning. Adjusting. Spreading, just enough to try to swallow him whole.

Joran drew a sharp breath, steadying himself as another line formed ahead—shields locking, spears levelling.

Better. He preferred them organised. It made breaking them all the more satisfying.

Fang rose, and Joran charged⁠—

The Rider stopped, eyes darting left and right. Where was he? Where was Col-vok? Daring to look back, he glimpsed the man striding over the threshold while traitorous soldiers flooded the ruins around him and along the walls. They were even atop the ramparts now, pushing the Kedradi defenders back.

Of the dwarves there was no sign, their group having rightly retreated beyond the beach—because the beach was lost.

He heard it then, his own name carried on the wind, over the roar of battle. His gaze searched for naught but a moment before he spotted Cob atop the walls, shouting at him.

“Fall back!” he cried wildly, his attention swiftly turned to the traitors at his side.

Joran didn’t move at first. For a heartbeat—just one—he stood there amidst the carnage, Fang raised, chest heaving, the weight of the fight pressing in from all sides. Retreat.

The thought felt wrong. Foreign.

Icerys hadn’t retreated. Malliath hadn’t retreated. They dug in their claws and redefined indomitable.

A snarl lashed across his mind—Retreat! Morgwyn commanded of him.

The dragon grounded him, forcing him to see the truth of his situation. The traitors were still advancing, their steps measured this time. A tightening ring of shields and spears, men stepping with purpose, no longer rushing blindly into his reach. They had seen him now. Marked him. And they meant to bring him down.

Joran exhaled sharply, but still he stepped back, even if it felt like yielding ground to the sea itself.

He gave them nothing more than he had to—one step, then another, Fang never still. A spear darted in only to be turned aside, the shaft snapping under his counter. A sword followed, and he slipped the edge, impaling the man in the same breath. Every retreat was paid for in blood.

But they closed. Always they closed.

The press thickened, the noise swelling—boots on sand, steel whistling, the wet, choking sounds of men dying too close together. Arrows hissed overhead, some striking traitor and defender alike, the sky itself no longer caring whom it claimed.

Joran stumbled over a body and heard somewhere in the recesses of his mind a chastising remark from Baelon Vos where his footwork was concerned.

A blade grazed his side, biting through leather, drawing a sharp line of fire across his ribs where it tested his scale mail. He sucked in a breath, teeth gritting, and answered with a savage backhand that split the attacker from collar to hip.

Too slow.

The thought came unbidden. Too slow. Too heavy. Too⁠—

He blinked, and for the first time since the battle began he remembered he was seventeen. Seventeen, standing alone against an army. What madness⁠—

A shield slammed into him.

Joran staggered, boots skidding across blood-slick sand as another blow glanced off his vambrace. The impact jarred his arm, sending a shock up to his shoulder. He twisted away, barely avoiding the spear that followed, and struck back on instinct alone.

But the rhythm was breaking. They were forcing it. Taking it from him. Fear crept in, though not the sharp, fleeting kind of battle, but something deeper, colder. The kind that whispered of limits. Of endings.

You cannot hold this. You cannot stop them.

The line of shields advanced again, and Joran gave ground. Another step. Another.

The ruins of Nithrael loomed behind him now—broken stone, shattered walls, the last refuge of those who could not run. He could see figures moving along the ramparts, hear the clash as the enemy spilled over them.

Too many. Far too many.

A spear thrust for his throat. Joran caught it—but not cleanly. The tip scraped along his collar, cutting skin, hot blood spilling down beneath his armour. He snarled, wrenched the weapon free, and drove forward just long enough to bury his blade in the man’s shoulder, biting down to crucial blood vessels.

Then he fell back again. The distance shrank, and sand gave way to stone. Still they came, a total wave of razored iron.

A pulse, faint and familiar, rippled across his every sense. Joran froze for half a heartbeat, breath catching.

Morgwyn.

He felt the dragon, a thread of presence cutting through the chaos. Pain. Fury. Struggle. But beneath it—him, the son of Malliath. Steady. Unbroken. Alive.

A surge of something fierce and unyielding flooded Joran’s chest, washing the doubt away like tide over sand. The fear didn’t vanish—but it was drowned beneath something stronger.

I’m still here, the bond informed him. So are you.

Joran straightened. His knuckles paled around Fang.

The next man to reach him died before he understood why.

Joran moved again—his speed returned. The hesitation burned away, replaced by a cold, focused clarity. He gave ground still, but on his terms. Every step back was deliberate. Every strike precise.

A sword came low—he leapt it, driving his knee into the attacker’s face on the way down. Another closed from the side—Fang turned, cutting him off at the shoulder. A third tried to grapple him—Joran slammed his forehead into the man’s nose, felt it break, and shoved him back into the press.

The edge of the city was only strides away now, stone beneath his boots. There was no safety there, of course, but the men bearing down on him would be distracted by other opportunities, thinning the number of opponents.

He pushed harder. A mistake.

The line poured forward in response. Too many at once. A spear slipped through.

It struck his thigh—not deep, but enough. Enough to buckle his step, to drag a sharp hiss of pain from his teeth. He tore it free, blood running warm down his leg, and lashed out in retaliation, but it had cost him.

They saw it, his moment of vulnerability. The traitors closed in, and a blade rose.

Joran turned, but not enough. He knew it as it came—the angle, the timing. Knew he wouldn’t clear it. Somewhere beyond the confines of Nithrael’s ruined entrance, Morgwyn roared, his young voice still a barrage of defiance and power against the sky. And fear. As Joran saw his end, so too did the dragon sense it. But they were too far apart, and so the blow still fell.

Steel should have carved through flesh and cut short Joran Pendain’s destiny. Instead, steel met steel.

A second blade cut across the attacker’s arm, severing it cleanly before it could hammer down. The man screamed, dropping to his knees as another blow took one corner of his head.

“I am with you, Lord!”

Captain Hawkins.

He was there in the chaos, a trio of homeguard at his back, driving into the breach with disciplined fury. Shields locked, blades working in tight, efficient arcs, they carved space where there had been none.

Hawkins grabbed Joran by the shoulder and hauled him back a step.

“Move!” he barked.

Joran didn’t argue.

Together, they fell back the final distance, the homeguard closing ranks around him as they fought their way into the broken streets of Nithrael.

“You have my thanks, Captain!” Joran push-kicked a traitor through an idle cart, showering the street in splintered debris.

Hawkins shielded a blow and hacked the traitor down, his blade punching through the man’s hip. He had no time to respond, thrust immediately into another fight.

Joran moved to aid him when the island shook beneath his boots.

The world broke.

The ground lurched beneath Joran’s boots, a violent shudder that cracked stone and split what little remained of Nithrael’s streets. Dust cascaded from broken walls, and somewhere deeper in the ruins, something vast fell.

Then came the roar. Not one, but three.

They rolled over the city like colliding storms, each distinct—one sharp and defiant, one deep and thunderous, one ancient and wrathful.

Joran’s head snapped toward the eastern quarter, and just in time to see Nersandi burst through what remained of the outer ruins in an explosion of stone and splintered timber, her massive form tearing through the skeleton of a collapsed tower as though it were no more than kindling. Emerald scales flashed between clouds of dust, her wings beating once—twice—sending debris spiralling through the air as she forced her way into the city.

She drove forward only to be hit by Morgwyn a moment later.

The young dragon crashed into her side with reckless, unrelenting fury, jaws snapping, claws tearing for purchase along her flank. He was smaller—noticeably so now, beside her—but no less fierce. His fire came in wild bursts, bright and searing, splashing across her scales and forcing her to turn, to answer.

And so she did.

Her flame was different. Focused. Controlled. A lance of golden fire drove Morgwyn back, the force of it slamming him through the remains of a stone archway. The structure collapsed around him in a choking cloud of rubble—and still he rose.

Joran felt it. Through pain and fury there was Morgwyn’s unbroken will.

The Rider’s chest tightened. “Gods…,” he breathed, half in awe, half in fear.

Morgwyn shouldn’t have been able to stand against her. Not yet. Not against something that old. But he did—again and again. He darted in where he could, striking fast, never lingering long enough for her full strength to bear down on him. Fire, claws, teeth—anything to keep her attention split, to keep her from dominating the fight entirely.

Then came Garganafan.

Walls collapsed beneath his weight as the white dragon pushed through, his immense body grinding stone into dust as he advanced. He did not have Morgwyn’s speed, nor Nersandi’s grace. Every movement was heavy, deliberate, and slow. Too slow.

Joran saw it immediately.

The way his limbs dragged just a fraction behind his intent. The stiffness in his wings. The lingering damage of battles fought too close together, wounds not yet healed. He should not have been there. But who could tell a creature such as that to be anywhere it didn’t want to?

Garganafan’s jaws opened, and ice answered flame.

A torrent of frost erupted from his maw, flooding the street in a wave of biting cold that crashed into Nersandi’s advancing form. Frost spread across her scales, slowing her for a precious moment—just long enough for Morgwyn to strike again.

The young dragon lunged, teeth sinking into her neck—and was thrown aside for it.

Nersandi twisted with terrifying strength, her tail sweeping wide and catching Morgwyn mid-body. The impact sent him crashing through a row of ruined dwellings, their fragile remains collapsing in a cascade of stone and timber—and people.

Joran flinched.

Up, he thought desperately.

For a long and desperate heartbeat, there was nothing. Then⁠—

Morgwyn roared.

Relief and fear warred within him in equal measure as he watched his companion wade back into battle.

Around them, however, the city had descended into chaos.

The Kedradi who had taken refuge within the ruins now fled in every direction—families scattering, children crying, the wounded dragged along by those who could still stand. The dragons did not see them. Could not see them. In a duel of titans, the city itself was barely an obstacle. People were less than that.

“Clear the streets!” Captain Hawkins roared somewhere behind him, but his voice was swallowed by the thunder of the titans clashing mere streets away.

A twinning flash of blue cut through the chaos. Then another.

Joran turned, trying to anticipate where the next flash would appear.

Grarfath Underborn—the Hammerhold.

The dwarf stood amid the panic, The Anther rising and falling in steady rhythm. Each strike of the hammerhead was followed by a burst of blue light—people vanishing in clusters, only to reappear further up the ruins, away from the immediate destruction.

He was moving them—again and again—porting them out of the path of annihilation, one group at a time.

“Move! Move!” Grarfath bellowed, already swinging again as another cluster disappeared in a crack of light.

Joran felt a flicker of grim relief. They weren’t alone in this. There were a handful of souls holding back the end of everything, one impossible moment at a time.

Another crash split the air.

Nersandi barrelled forward, forcing both Morgwyn and Garganafan back down the street, her presence overwhelming, her movements still precise despite the chaos. She struck at Garganafan now—driving at the larger threat—her flame washing over his already battered form.

He endured it. Barely. His size saved him. His sheer mass, his resilience—but it was clear to Joran that he was flagging. Each step slower than the last. Each breath heavier. He was surviving more than he was winning.

Morgwyn saw it too.

Joran felt the shift in him—the urgency, the refusal to yield. The young dragon launched himself back into the fray with renewed ferocity, slamming into Nersandi’s flank once more, tearing her attention away from Garganafan.

It was reckless, but damned if it wasn’t necessary. And it terrified Joran.

“Keep fighting…,” he muttered, even as pride swelled beneath the fear.

Another roar shook the street, but it wasn’t the clash of dragons that drew Joran’s eye this time. He turned, searching through the drifting dust and broken light.

Kassanda.

And Col-vok.

They moved through the ruins like opposing forces of nature, their duel cutting a path through the chaos as surely as the dragons did. Where they fought, men did not linger—could not. Those too slow to flee were simply… gone.

Col-vok’s silvyr blade traced pale arcs through the air, each movement blurring into the next and utterly without waste. There was no wild attack or overreaching thrust, his every step measured so his strikes felt inevitable.

Kassanda met him.

Diligence was an extension of her grip, her stance unyielding as she drove into him with controlled fury. Where Col-vok was cold, she was relentless—her blows coming in disciplined succession, each one forcing him to give ground, one step at a time.

The sound of their colliding blades rang above the din of battle—clear and sharp as it sought Joran out. He watched from afar, noting easily how different their combat was compared to all else around them. There was no panic about them, like the men who knew death was only ever inches away. There was no desperation in their movements, separating them from the soldiers who clung to life. There was certainly no hesitation.

They were two Dragon Riders, centuries of experience between them, meeting in a contest that seemed almost… detached from the war around them.

Col-vok turned a blow aside with a flick of his wrist, his expression unchanged, and answered with a cut that would have taken Kassanda’s head had she been a fraction slower.

Instead, she stepped into it. Her blade caught his, redirected it, and in the same motion she drove forward, forcing him back a pace—then another.

Joran reassessed what he was witnessing. Step by step, Kassanda forced him westward through the broken streets, their war of two carving a shifting line through the ruins where they didn’t obliterate them altogether. Neither rushed nor faltered, but Kassanda was determined to see Col-vok west.

Why? Why push him that way? Joran’s gaze flicked east. He saw why immediately. The broken bridge.

What remained of it jutted over a collapsed section of the city, its far side fallen away into rubble and shadow. Upon that narrow span, surrounded by violence, stood a figure in gleaming armour and a flowing red cloak.

King Edris. His father.

The lord of all Erador fought like a man who had already chosen to die. His blade rose and fell in steady rhythm, cutting down any who dared approach, his footing sure despite the shattered stone beneath him. Around him, traitors tried to close in from both sides, clambering over the ruins, seeking to overwhelm him by sheer weight.

But he held—alone.

Joran’s breath caught. Kassanda wasn’t just fighting Col-vok. She was moving him. Keeping him away from the king. A chill ran through Joran that had nothing to do with Garganafan’s permeating frost.

If Col-vok reached that bridge…

Joran didn’t need to see it to know how that would end. He looked back to Kassanda. Saw the way she drove forward again, blade flashing, forcing Col-vok another step west. In place of victory she fought for time.

Ancient oaths pressed upon Joran, wiping away the complex weave of emotions corded around his birth father and the role he played in Ilithranda’s fate. He was now the King of Erador, to whom Joran owed his allegiance—his life.

And he would give it…

The Rider moved, running for the worst of it, into the tide.

Joran cut across the broken streets with ruthless intent, no longer trading ground but taking it where he could. Fang moved in flourished arcs, always delivered clean and fast. A man lunged, perceiving an opening that Joran wanted him to see. The Rider stepped inside the strike and flicked his blade up, cleaving the traitor from navel to the top of his skull, splitting his helm in half. Another reached for him from the side and received an elbow to the jaw, knocking him out of the battle altogether.

There was no time to linger, however, the jagged ruins rising ahead in uneven and treacherous ways. He climbed them at enviable speed. Stone shifted beneath his boots, loose fragments tumbling away as he vaulted broken walls and hauled himself up fractured ledges. Arrows hissed past him, one grazing his arm, another shattering against the rock beside his head. He didn’t slow.

The battle was soon churning below and above the bridge, its edge within his grasp. He heaved his legs over the top, though he found himself on the other side of the bridge. The gap yawned before him—too far for any ordinary man.

It was good, then, that Joran couldn’t recall a time in his life when ordinary had ever applied to him.

Three strides. Four. Then he leapt. For a heartbeat, there was nothing beneath him but open air and ruin. He landed hard on the far side, boots slamming into fractured stone, the impact jarring up through his legs—but he was already moving.

The traitors never saw him coming. He crashed into them, Fang striking first—one man opened from throat to chest. Joran drove forward, shoulder slamming another off the edge of the bridge, sending him screaming into the rubble below. A third turned too late. Joran caught his weapon, twisted it free, and cut him down in the same motion. A swift kick sent another over the lip and a stabbing thrust impaled the traitor charging at the king.

The press broke, and just long enough for Joran to step into the space beside him.

King Edris did not falter. His blade rose, fell—another man dropped from the bridge, bleeding out all the way.

Then, for the briefest of moments, he turned. Their eyes met. There were no words, for none were needed. In the king’s gaze—recognition. Relief. A flicker of something deeper, buried beneath the weight of crown and war. In Joran’s—understanding. Acknowledgment.

He took his place at his side, and, together, they held.
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A CORD OF DWARVES


The world had become too loud, and it wasn’t just noise—it was everything.

Steel rang and screamed in Yamnomora’s ears, a constant clash that never settled. Men shouted, cried, begged—voices swallowed by the thunder of boots and the guttural roars of those who had forgotten what it meant to be human. Somewhere distant—though not distant enough—dragons tore at stone and earth, their fury shaking the marrow of Verda itself.

Yamnomora couldn’t tell where one sound ended and another began. Hells, she could barely tell where she ended. Her battle-axe rose, fell, and gorged on flesh and bones.

A man’s shoulder split open beneath the blow, bone cracking as the edge buried deep. She wrenched it free with a snarl, hot blood spraying across her face, warm and thick—not hers, she thought. What did it matter? Another was coming for her.

The dwarf rammed the pommel of her weapon into the side of his leg, brought him down to one knee. She met him with a headbutt that shattered his nose, felt cartilage give way beneath her brow before her axe followed through and took him across the throat. He dropped fully, choking, hands clawing at a wound that would not close.

“Stay together!” she roared at her kin, though her voice felt small against the storm.

Mud sucked at her boots. Or blood. Or both. The ground was slick with it. Every step a gamble. Every breath thick with iron and ash.

They had been driven west. Pushed, step by brutal step, by the unrelenting press of traitors flooding through the ruins. What had once been streets were now choke points of bodies and broken stone, and beyond them—civilians.

Kedradi families huddled in shattered courtyards and collapsed halls, clutching what little they had, eyes wide with terror as the battle closed in around them. There was nowhere left to run. Nowhere left to hide.

So the dwarves of clan Hammerhold dug in. Or tried to.

Grimwhal was a storm to her right, his hammer and pick rising and falling with furious rhythm, each strike sending men reeling or crumpling outright. Nimduhn fought low and relentless, carving through legs and dragging enemies down into the muck where they could be finished beneath sheer dwarven strength.

“On the left!” Khaldarim barked somewhere behind Yamnomora. The damned fool was too far from the line.

Yamnomora turned just in time to see a cluster of traitors break toward a group of civilians—two women, a child between them.

“NO!” she bellowed, charging forward without a thought and, certainly, without a plan.

Her battle-axe came down in a savage, overhead arc that split the first man down the middle, the force of it driving him into the ground, his head cleaved in two. She tore the weapon free and swung again—sideways this time—taking the next across the waist hard enough to send him spinning, hardly attached to his legs anymore.

The third hesitated. That was enough.

Yamnomora closed the distance and drove her shoulder into him, sending him crashing back into the rubble. Her axe followed, brutal and final as she put all of her weight atop the haft and buried it horizontally in his throat. Only when she felt his windpipe spasm and cave in did she relent.

“Move!” she snarled at the civilians, barely sparing them a glance. “Get back! Go!”

They didn’t need telling twice. They ran, leaving their belongings where they fell.

“Yamnomora!” Bhan’s voice cut through the chaos.

She found him further up the rise, Doral at his side, the two of them fighting back-to-back as a fresh wave pressed in around them. They were being split—forced apart, piece by piece.

“No, no, no—stay together!” she shouted, even as she moved toward them.

A hand caught her arm.

Grarfath.

“Ye can’t!” he barked, already dragging her back as another group of civilians stumbled into view behind them. “They’ll be cut down if we don’t hold ’em ’ere!”

He wasn’t wrong.

“I’ll go!” The smith was already raising The Anther.

Yamnomora swore, the words lost beneath the roar of battle.

“Grimwhal!” she bellowed, shielding her eyes from the blue flash. “Fall back! Now!”

“No time!” came the answer, half-growl, half-laugh as his hammer caved in another skull. “They’re everywhere!”

He wasn’t wrong either.

They were bleeding into every gap, every opening—climbing over rubble, forcing through broken walls, spilling into the spaces where the civilians hid. There was no line anymore. No formation. Only fragments and the desperate choices that came with them.

Yamnomora turned again and watched Grarfath smash through the group threatening Bhan and Doral. Another flash of light and he reappeared only feet away with them at his back.

Another threat broke out to her right, another shattered link in the defence—and she went to meet it with a savage grin that bared her teeth. If they wanted the weak, they would have to go through her first.

“Form up!” Yamnomora roared, already moving.

This time—they answered.

Grimwhal crashed in at her right, shoulder to shoulder, his hammer already rising for another skull-crushing blow. Nimduhn slid into place at her left, low and vicious, blade ready to hamstring anything that dared close. Khaldarim and Hyndaern filled the rear, backs turned outward, guarding the gaps where the line threatened to break. Bhan and Doral rejoined them with Grarfath a heartbeat later, breathing hard, blood-slick but unbroken.

Eight dwarves.

One knot of iron in a sea of ruin.

“Hold!” Yamnomora snarled.

The next wave hit them like a storm breaking against stone.

A spear thrust out of the chaos, but Grimwhal caught it, drove the shaft down, and buried his hammer in the wielder’s chest. Nimduhn dropped low, carving through ankles and dragging men screaming into the mud where Yamnomora finished them with brutal efficiency. Doral moved with menacing grace beside Bhan, their rhythm practised and perfect—her axe biting high as his blade struck low, each covering the other without thought.

Yamnomora didn’t think—that was the beauty of battle, after all. There was no grief to chase her down, no pain barbed around her heart, and no memories of her butchered family flashing before her eyes.

There was only the weight of bodies pressing in, the rhythm of breath and blood.

Her axe rose and fell, powered by dwarven muscles, less weapon than extension of her will—always crushing, splitting, tearing anything that came too close.

A man lunged only to be met by Yamnomora’s stubborn shoulder, upon which he was driven back into his traitorous comrade, then cleaved through with his kin before either could recover.

“Push!” she cried.

They advanced as one. Not far—never far. Just enough to keep the tide from swallowing them whole.

For a moment—however fragile and fleeting it was—they held. The traitors were piled upon each other, forced to walk over their dead to reach the hardy dwarves.

A near-blinding light flashed in the corner of Yamnomora’s vision. Grarfath was gone.

There was barely time to register it before he reappeared twenty strides away, hammer already swinging as he drove back a cluster of traitors closing in on a group of civilians. Every one of the attackers vanished in that light, then to reappear a hundred feet above the ruins and fall to their death.

“Move!” his voice carried faintly over the chaos.

Another flash. Gone again.

Yamnomora’s grip tightened. “Stay with us!” she barked, though she knew he couldn’t hear.

The smith didn’t come back. Not immediately. The line held without him—but it was harder. Heavier. Every gap took longer to close, every push cost more blood. Hyndaern was notably limping. Bhan was hesitant to use his left arm. Grimwhal had lost his hammer and was fighting with his pick alone. Khaldarim was brought down by a pair of men, their hands having taken him by the waist. Only Nimduhn’s fast response saved the fallen dwarf.

Flash!

Grarfath returned, dragging two wounded civilians behind him, shoving them toward the rear before turning straight back into the fight.

Relief flickered, bright and brief, for he was gone again in an instant, and further this time.

Yamnomora saw it—saw the distance growing between them. Each time he reappeared, it was farther out, deeper into the chaos, where the civilians were thickest and the danger greatest.

“Damn you…,” she muttered.

Had she not foreseen this? He held the power to save lives—real, immediate, countable lives—and there was nothing in all the realms that would keep him from spending himself to do it.

Even if it meant⁠—

“Yamnomora!” Grimwhal barked, snapping her back.

A blade glanced off her shoulder, biting shallow but sharp. She growled, turned, and swung her axe with enough force to bisect her attacker’s head, leaving his corpse with one eye and half a nose.

She had to focus. Stay alive. Keep them alive. The dwarves around her had left the safety of Drakanan for her, and this was the second time they had put their lives on the line.

Grarfath would do what he must. So would she.

A thunderous crash tore through the street, and a wall to their right simply ceased to exist, the stone exploding inward as something vast and green smashed through it. Only after the fact did Yamnomora see it for what it was—Nersandi’s tail, thick as a tree trunk and moving with terrifying force. It swept through the ruins in a single, devastating arc, pulverising stone, sending debris hurtling through the air like shrapnel.

“DOWN!” Yamnomora roared.

They hit the ground as the tail passed overhead again, close enough that she felt the wind of it, the heat, the sheer presence of the beast. Stone rained down around them, chunks smashing into the ground with bone-breaking force.

Then—it was gone. The dragons moved on, their battle dragging itself deeper into the city, leaving a ruin of stone and flesh in their wake.

The resultant silence was all too brief before the screaming returned. And with it—more traitors. They poured into the breach left by the dragon’s passing, a fresh wave flooding the street with renewed fury. More than before. Too many.

“Up!” Yamnomora snapped, already rising.

They reformed, but the defences were thinner now. The dwarves worn and bleeding. The enemy knew it. They came hard.

The dwarves fought like cornered beasts—every strike heavier, every breath sharper—but the line buckled. Step by step, they were forced back toward the civilians once more.

“Hold!” Yamnomora roared, though even she could hear the strain in it now.

It was to be there then, upon that very stone, that they broke. But it was the din of chaos that broke, the cacophony of battle cut through by the sounding of a clear and defiant horn.

From the north, they came.

Kedradi warriors surged into the street, shields raised, Draven blades held high as they slammed into the flank of the advancing traitors. They were led by the blood of House Thayne, whose fancy and official names escaped Yamnomora in the heat of the moment. To her, he was simply Cob.

His scimitar burned with silvyr light, each strike carving clean through armour and bone with sickening ease. His dreadlocks whipped behind him as he fought, his movements sharp, driven, every step pushing the enemy back.

Here was a man who had spent a lifetime fighting—and winning.

And beside him was centuries of experience—of fortitude. Androma moved like something unbound by sight, her milky eyes dressed in cloth yet unerring. Her blade danced in her hand—precise, deadly—cutting down those who came within reach before they even knew she was there. Age had not dulled her skill—only her stamina.

It was fortunate then that the old Rider was accompanied by another, as she had once been accompanied many years ago.

Thessaleia.

The dragon was a blur of muddy orange scales, her young wings tucked in as she darted from traitor to traitor. Her roar was closer to a hiss, yet it was enough to strike fear in the hearts of men. And where that was insufficient, her claws and teeth proved enough, buying precious seconds for the Kedradi to drive forward and scatter the invading ranks.

The tide refused to break, of course, but it did shift.

Yamnomora bared her teeth in a savage grin. “Now!” she roared, and the dwarves barrelled in after their allies.

The battle continued in such a furious vein, taking them through the ruins of Nithrael until Yamnomora could no longer say where they were anymore. Every broken street looked the same beneath the weight of war. Were they still in the west? Had they fought their way into the east? Mount Nuvata was ever-present, always looming over the ancient city like a god sitting in judgement.

And the dead. They were everywhere.

Kedradi citizens caught in the crush, their bodies twisted where they had fallen, trampled or cut down or simply too slow to escape. Yamnomora forced her eyes past them. There was no time to mourn. Not yet.

But somewhere in the carnage, the swell of Kedradi warriors had birthed the queen herself. Hurelia rode in astride her Scataq, scimitar rounding in arcs of dripping blood, and behind her came the Drogal riders. The red lizards ploughed through the traitors, jaws snapping left and right to claim a limb.

“Civilians!” Doral called out, snatching at Yamnomora’s attention.

An alcove—half-collapsed, barely more than a pocket of shadow beneath a broken wall. Inside, a Kedradi family huddled together—two parents, three children clinging to them, eyes wide and hollow with terror.

The traitors were spilling toward them, cutting off any hope of escape.

“Go!” Yamnomora snapped.

The dwarves didn’t hesitate. Grimwhal and Nimduhn rushed forward, crashing into the nearest attackers to buy space. Bhan and Doral moved straight for the family, dragging them from their hiding place while Khaldarim and Hyndaern formed a loose perimeter.

“Move, move!” Yamnomora barked, already stepping in to cover them.

A whistle—too sharp and too many—sliced through the air over her head.

“Above!” she roared.

The threat came from the ruins overlooking them, where figures emerged along the broken upper levels—traitors climbing over the shattered stone, taking position where the dwarves couldn’t easily reach. Bows were raised. Spears were drawn back.

The first volley fell, and arrows punched into the ground around them, one striking Khaldarim high in the side of his thigh, there to demand a cry of pain from the dwarf. He snarled through the sting of it, ripping the shaft free as another spear clattered off the stone at his feet.

“Keep movin’!” Yamnomora shouted.

Another volley came for them, a shallow arc as the wave bore down. Yamnomora had no cover, no shield, her axe-head only wide enough to shelter her face. Then something sprinted past her in a blur of colour and feathers.

Queen Hurelia towered over her, Scataq shrieking as it bounded forward, long legs carrying it between the dwarves and the civilians. The creature reared, wings flaring wide, placing itself squarely between the family and the rain of death from above.

“Go!” Hurelia commanded, her voice cutting through the chaos.

The next volley struck, and with it a well-placed spear.

The Scataq screamed—a high, piercing sound that cut deeper than any blade—before its legs buckled beneath it. The creature crashed to the ground in a storm of feathers and blood, throwing the queen from its back.

“Hurelia!” someone shouted.

Yamnomora’s stomach dropped. The queen hit hard, rolling across the stone before coming to a stop, momentarily still. The dwarves hurried to surround her, but the Kedradi were faster. Rushing in, they dragged their fallen queen away from the open street, shields raised as they pulled her to safety.

The Scataq lay still, punctured by arrows and a single spear.

Yamnomora clenched her jaw. No time. Never time. Another spear clattered down nearby, the steel of its edge almost taking her foot with it.

“Up there!” Grimwhal growled, pointing.

Yamnomora followed his gaze.

Cob. He was already moving.

The Dragon Rider broke from the line at a dead sprint, boots hitting the slope of broken stone as he charged straight up the ruins. He didn’t slow. Didn’t falter. Hands and feet found purchase where there should have been none, his body flowing upward with impossible momentum.

Arrows followed him, and arrows missed. A traitor at the top raised a spear—Cob reached him first. The Rider had only to roll his wrist, and with it the scimitar of pure silvyr. The man’s arm came away at the elbow before he could throw, his scream cut short as Cob stepped through him, blade reversing to open his throat in a single, fluid motion.

Another came, their attention swiftly turning from those below to the herald of death among them.

Cob didn’t even turn. He spun—low, fast—the silvyr edge carving through a man’s midsection before snapping upward to catch a third beneath the chin. Bone parted like wet clay. Blood sprayed. Bodies hit the stone.

Yamnomora watched for half a heartbeat.

Then snarled.

“Get ’em out o’ ’ere!” she barked at her kin, already moving.

The climb was worse than it looked. Loose stone shifted beneath her boots, threatening to send her sliding back down into the chaos below. Her legs burned—fatigue clawing at her with every step, wounds screaming in protest as she hauled herself upward.

An arrow struck the rock beside her head. Too close. She pushed harder. Hands found purchase. Boots slipped and recovered. Her breath came ragged now, each pull of air thick with dust and iron. Almost there. She would add her steel to Cob’s silvyr and see the threat banished, the family and queen seen to safety.

She hauled herself over the final lip of broken stone—and stopped.

The traitors were dead. All of them.

Cob stood amidst them, chest rising and falling, his scimitar dripping red. Bodies lay scattered around him, cut down before they’d had a chance to regroup.

Yamnomora blinked.

The dwarf sagged slightly, planting her axe against the ground. “I jus’ got ’ere…,” she muttered.

Cob turned, and, for a moment, the chaos below seemed distant. He smiled.

Then, without a word, he stepped past her—and leapt. Gone in an instant, dropping back into the fray below.

Yamnomora stared after him for half a breath. Then grunted, hefted her axe, and followed.

“Bloody show off!” Yamnomora shouted, skidding most of the way back down.

Cob was already gone—back in the thick of it, carving a path toward his sister and the Kedradi line as it bent and shifted under pressure. Yamnomora hit the street, boots slipping on blood-slick stone before she found her footing and drove forward after him.

The fight dragged them south.

Through broken streets and shattered courtyards, past toppled statues and burning carts, always toward the looming shadow of Mount Nuvata. It rose above them like a god of stone and fire, its ancient steps carved into the mountainside barely visible through the haze of smoke and dust.

Cob cut a path like water through a valley. Yamnomora followed.

Together, they moved, combining their skills to be swift, brutal, and unrelenting. His silvyr scimitar flashed in clean, lethal arcs where her axe answered with savage, crushing blows. Where he slipped through openings, she broke them wide. Where she stalled the press, he finished it.

Still, the battle changed around them.

Yamnomora heard it first. Screams. Not the usual kind—the desperate cries of men dying in the chaos of war. These were sharper, longer, drawn out. These were the screams of men who felt their deaths.

The dwarf frowned, turning her head slightly as another cry split the air nearby—cut short with a wet, final sound. Then another, closer now. Cob either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Yamnomora had to know. She stole a glance through the shifting press of bodies and immediately understood what she had been hearing.

The Dancing Sword of the Dawn.

Slait moved like a nightmare given flesh. Bald scalp gleaming beneath the grime of battle, one pointed ear jutting stark against the ruin of the other, his body a map of scars layered atop one another like history written in blood. His white and red garb was soaked through, no longer clean in any sense of the word.

And he was smiling.

A Kedradi scimitar of Draven bone sang in one hand, while the other wielded a traitor’s axe—ill-fitting, brutal, but no less effective in his grip.

He was less a warrior on the battlefield and more a child at play.

One man lunged at him. Slait stepped aside, hooked the axe behind his knee, and dropped him screaming before slowly, deliberately dragging the bone blade across his throat. Another rushed him—he deflected the strike, twisting the Draven blade around, then buried the axe in the man’s chest and left it there.

He moved through them with gleeful precision. He could have killed half of them in half the time, but where was the fun in that? Too gleeful. It wasn’t enough that he simply cut them down—he wanted them to feel it, to feel his superiority, a fact only delivered and understood through agony.

Yamnomora’s stomach tightened.

“Stay away from that one!” she ordered of her people.

Slait’s head turned. His eyes—sharp, wild, alive with something unhinged—cut through the chaos and landed on them. The dwarves. Yamnomora felt it like a blade at her throat.

He wasn’t looking at Cob. Not the Kedradi. Not the dragons tearing the city apart. He was watching them.

Her gaze flicked across her kin, narrow, scanning, searching. There was revelation in his golden eyes, but why? What had he seen among them that…

Yamnomora’s breath hitched. Understanding slammed into her. It wasn’t what he’d seen, it was what he hadn’t seen.

Grarfath.

The Anther.

Slait turned and Yamnomora followed his gaze, seeing too the blue light, faint and distant flashing among the ancient steps that climbed into Mount Nuvata’s forges.

Slait moved, fast and purposeful, the battle seemingly forgotten.

“NO!” Yamnomora roared.

She broke from the line without thinking, shoving past a pair of traitors, her battle-axe already rising. She wouldn’t let him reach Grarfath, not while there was air in her lungs⁠—

A wall of fire erupted across her path, sudden and violent, bright and loud, the flames jetting in sideways.

The dwarf was forced to skid to a halt as heat blasted across her face and drove her back not just a step but a leaping retreat.

“Back!” someone shouted, but Yamnomora barely heard it, her eyes snapping to the source.

Nersandi.

The green dragon was pinned. Garganafan’s massive jaws clamped around her shoulder, his weight bearing down as frost crawled across her scales in jagged lines. Morgwyn struck from the side again, smaller but relentless, fire bursting from his jaws as he harried her flank.

And still, pinned and outmatched, she fought.

Her head twisted, jaws opening again. Once more, her fire cut the battlefield in half.

On the other side—Slait was already gone.
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BLOOD IN THE WATER


The city of Atlas clung to the roots of the volcano, claiming it as surely as the Merdian’s meant to command it.

And what a vast and silent god that mountain was, its surface split with glowing seams where heat bled into the surrounding water. The fractures pulsed faintly, casting a dull, molten glow that lit the upper reaches of the city in flickering amber. Entire sections of Atlas had been carved into those heated cliffs, their architecture adapting to the shifting stone—walls that jutted inward, ceilings that bowed, structures that seemed to cling to the mountain rather than stand upon it.

The city itself rose in sweeping tiers from the volcanic bedrock, each level carved directly into the black stone of the mountain’s submerged flank. It was all clean edges and sharp angles, devoid of curves and spirals, its design so rigid it made the Jinn realm look like a piece of art.

Only its great spires displayed a touch of elegance, twisting upward like the horns of some ancient beast, their surfaces ridged and fluted to guide currents down and into the streets. Indeed, water flowed through the city in deliberate patterns, always channeled, bent, and accelerated, turning entire streets into coursing rivers that carried Merdian forces swiftly between levels.

Terraced platforms jutted outward at varying heights, each one layered with defensive ridges and recessed alcoves where soldiers now poured forth. Some terraces were wide and open, built for mustering armies. Others narrowed into maze-like corridors that doubled back upon themselves, forcing invaders into choke points where numbers became a liability.

Such was Kitrana’s first lesson inside those monstrous walls.

With the Jinn at her back, the battle maiden dropped into one of the channelled streets and was immediately caught by the current—a forced river of water driven between two sheer walls of black stone. It seized them all, dragged them forward at speed, and in that same instant the walls came alive.

Merdians peeled off relief and statues and slipped into the current with her, their movements perfectly timed, their bodies angled to use the flow rather than fight it. Spears and tridents thrust in tight formation, their reach extended by the velocity of the water itself.

Kitrana twisted, her Swordsworn training behind every movement, and brought Dawnbreaker to bear.

The blade carved through the first rank, its light collapsing bodies inward before the current could even carry them past her. The implosions tore gaps in the formation—but the water immediately filled those brief pockets of vacuum, dragging more Merdians into place.

A great white shark broke into the channel ahead, its rider braced low, lance cinched for the charge.

Kitrana met it head-on, driving into the current, accelerating into a forward roll that took her over the shark’s snapping jaws. As she did, Dawnbreaker rolled with her in a brutal, vertical arc.

The shark vanished.

Its mass collapsed into itself in a violent flash, imploding then exploding, slamming into the channel walls. The shockwave shattered the formation behind it, scattering Merdians from their positions and buying her a fraction of space.

And she took it.

Kitrana kicked free of the current’s strongest pull, angling upward along the wall. Her hand found purchase on the ridged stone, and her body rippled along it, thrusting her out of the channel’s deadliest flow.

Below her, the water churned with bodies, the Jinn colliding with the bronze-skinned Merdians until they could hardly be seen through the growing cloud of blood.

Above her, the city tightened.

A terrace loomed, and already contested. Jinn warriors had swum up to it, their formation fractured but holding, locked in brutal close-quarters combat with Merdian defenders who gave ground only by design.

Kitrana saw those above, bronze soldiers preparing to strike at those lured further across the terrace. They would box the Jinn and slaughter them from both sides.

The battle maiden tensed, ready to propel herself into the thick of it⁠—

Small black dots caught in her vision, tugging at the corner of her eyes. Kit looked up, beyond the Merdians waiting to spring, and narrowed her gaze. The black dots were real—very real—and falling steadily towards the city.

Then they changed direction.

Scabs! They fell like rot from a god.

The first of the scabs struck without warning, small in comparison to the horror that birthed them, yet monstrous in their own right. Four-limbed shapes twisted through the water, their bodies slick and malformed, their heads nothing but gaping mouths lined with writhing rows of teeth. There was no formation in their descent, nor any purpose beyond the most primal instinct—they simply landed.

And fed.

One crashed into a cluster of Jinn, its limbs latching onto a soldier’s chest as its maw unfolded and swallowed half his torso in a single, convulsing bite. Another struck a Merdian rider, tearing them clean from their saddle before burrowing into the exposed flesh beneath their armour. A third hit the flank of a shark and began to eat through it while the creature still lived, its thrashing sending both predator and parasite spiralling into the chaos below.

What was dozens soon became hundreds, their arrival distorting the shape of the battle.

Blood thickened the water almost instantly, turning the carefully engineered currents of Atlas into sluggish, churning rivers of red. Visibility inevitably collapsed, shapes blurring into shadows, shadows into movement, and movement into instinct. Friend and foe became indistinguishable beyond a few body lengths, reduced to silhouettes and flashes of siden steel.

The city was slipping away from them—from everyone.

The Merdians, so precise moments before, began to falter, their formations disrupted. The scabs did not respect ranks or discipline—they fell upon whatever they touched, tearing into lines, dragging soldiers from position, turning ordered defence into scattered survival.

Then the mounts turned.

Sharks, driven into a frenzy by the overwhelming scent of blood, began to snap at anything within reach—rider and enemy alike. Several tore free of their handlers entirely, vanishing into the crimson haze as wild predators once more. The Karathasaurs fared little better. Their thick hides protected them from the first bites, but not from panic. Their movements grew erratic, smashing through Merdian lines as often as they held them, their riders struggling desperately to maintain control since the collective voice of the priestesses was lost to the battle.

Like a blade through stormwater, Kitrana cut through it all.

Dawnbreaker burned brighter with every strike, its light carving brief corridors of clarity through the blood-clouded chaos. She pivoted as a scab lunged for her face, its maw opening wide enough to swallow her head.

She thrust Dawnbreaker through that gaping maw, and the creature collapsed inward upon contact, its body imploding into a burst of bubbling steam and viscera that washed harmlessly past her. She didn’t pause. A female Merdian burst from the murk, trident thrusting for her flank. The battle maiden twisted aside, caught the shaft, and dragged the soldier into the path of her returning blade.

Another implosion. Another gap.

Something slammed into her from behind—a shark, riderless, maddened. She rolled with the impact, bare feet finding its flank for the briefest moment before she grabbed the reins and allowed it to take her through the madness. Only after it ensnared a Merdian by the leg, severing the limb entirely, did she drive Dawnbreaker down through its skull. The creature folded in on itself, the resulting shockwave hurling her forward into clearer water.

There was no relief, however, every movement carried into the next, always demanding action. The blade made her a beacon—every Merdian within reach turned toward its light, every scab seemed drawn to its heat, every predator sought to test the source of that unnatural brilliance. But there was no defying the power of Skara Pendain. The blade knew no equal.

And yet…

Even as she fought, even as she carved and struck and endured, a truth began to settle into her bones—they were not enough.

For every Merdian that fell, two more seemed to emerge from the depths of the city. For every terrace taken, another rose above it, layered with fresh defenders. The Jinn pressed hard, the Vorge tore through anything in their path, but Atlas was vast—and prepared.

Kitrana swung Dawnbreaker through another shield line, the implosion scattering bodies in a violent burst. She went on to contort her body, twisting and flexing to evade the spears, tridents, and swords that came for her life. She had only to raise Dawnbreaker, and it would sheer through the weapons of her enemies, but the number pressing in was soon to overwhelm her, theirs a three-dimensional battle that saw her threatened from all around.

Beyond the crush of them, she glimpsed female Merdians commanding the lesser males to crowd her, to sacrifice their lives and give others a chance to seize her, robbing the invaders of their most powerful weapon.

That was, their second most powerful weapon…

It began as a tremor, the mountain groaning and the water shifting. That was all the warning they were to receive before the outer wall of Atlas exploded inward, the ancient stone obliterated.

An immense, unstoppable force tore through the city’s edge, shattering terraces, collapsing towers, and sending entire districts of architecture cascading into chocking ruin. The shockwave alone flattened combatants across multiple levels, hurling Jinn and Merdian soldiers like scattered debris.

Through the devastation and unbearable cloud of silt and sundered stone, the titans came.

The deep dragon took shape first, its colossal body having smashed through the fractured wall as though it had never existed. Its coils tore through buildings, crushing structures that had stood for centuries beneath its sheer mass. Its jaws snapped wildly, freezing bursts of liquid turning sections of the battlefield into jagged fields of ice before shattering under the force of its own movement.

The Leviathan followed.

It crashed into the deep dragon with unrelenting fury, its misshapen body ploughing through the city as though it were nothing more than sand. Tentacles lashed outward, wrapping around spires and tearing them free, dragging them down into the chaos. Entire dwellings vanished beneath its passage, their inhabitants lost in an instant.

Kitrana saw the calamity coming her way and darted down, swimming with every ounce of strength she could muster while the Merdian battalion above was simply… erased.

Kit continued to drive herself downward, her form absent any and all grace as desperation claimed the battle maiden.

Her limbs burned as she tore through the thickening water, every muscle threatening to spasm as she forced more speed from a body already pushed beyond its limits. The city blurred past her in fractured glimpses—broken terraces, fleeing figures, the sudden collapse of entire structures as the titans bore down from above.

The pressure changed, a warning sign screaming across her skin.

The water ahead compressed, drawn inward by the sheer mass descending behind. Currents reversed in violent bursts, dragging at her limbs, clawing at her progress as though the ocean itself sought to pull her back beneath the falling gods.

Kitrana roared soundlessly and pushed harder.

Dawnbreaker flared in her grip, its light cutting a path through the murk as she angled across the city’s lower tiers, seeking anything—anything—that might take her clear of the impact.

There was nothing above her but shadow, a falling darkness that would swallow everything.

The deep dragon’s immense body blotted out what little light remained, its coils folding inward as it was driven down. The Leviathan followed, a mass of writhing limbs and impossible bulk, its descent a hammer-blow to the world itself.

Kitrana pushed harder still, her rippling body losing all form, reduced to raw, frantic motion. The water thickened with silt and debris, visibility collapsing into smothering darkness. Something struck her shoulder—a fragment of stone, or bone, or armour—she didn’t know. She didn’t care.

There was just down.

The ground rushed up to meet her. She twisted at the last possible moment, angling along the base of a rising tower that clung to the mountain’s flank, its jagged surface offering a narrow corridor of escape.

Then the titans hit, their impact tearing the world apart.

The resultant shockwave exploded outward from the collision, a violent wall of force that slammed into Kitrana like a battering ram. The very water seemed to solidify around her, if only for a heartbeat, before shattering into motion again.

She was thrown, spun end over end, Dawnbreaker’s light streaking wildly through the chaos as she was hurled across the city’s foundations. Her body struck the side of the tower with bone-rattling force, the impact threatening her consciousness as cracks spidered through the structure beneath her.

It was instinct that gripped her, that kept her awake—alive.

Fingers found purchase on a jagged seam of stone. Her body swung violently with the aftershock, legs trailing as the currents roared past, dragging debris and bodies into the wreckage below.

Kitrana held on.

Below her, the city’s foundations had collapsed into ruin—stone shattered, terraces wiped out, entire sections of Atlas reduced to nothing beneath the writhing forms of the Leviathan and the deep dragon. Coils and tentacles clawed up at the city, dragging more of it down into the silt, the death toll always rising.

And above it all came the king.

Through the shattered breach in Atlas’s outer wall, where stone still drifted in slow collapse and the water churned with ruin, a vast shape glided into the city. The manta ray bore him—colossal, its wings stretching wide as broken battlements, its armoured hide layered in dark plates that caught the flickering glow of molten seams and Dawnbreaker’s distant light.

King Tartranos—unshaken—stood upon its back.

His war-plate was black and unyielding, scored by battle yet unbroken, and the emberstone crowned about his head remained firmly in place despite the chaos, his square, orange eyes cutting through the blood-clouded water like a signal of their own. Where others were thrown, scattered, broken by the titans’ arrival, he remained, an anchor of determination.

The ray did not flap or struggle. It glided, its massive wings cutting through the hazardous currents with impossible control, riding the turbulence rather than fighting it. Debris slid from its armoured surface as it passed, stone and shattered coral breaking against it and falling away harmlessly.

The battlefield shifted around the king.

Kell bannermen took up new positions, their luminous standards flaring to life in sharp, urgent pulses. Light rippled outward through the murk—gold, blue, white—cutting through the turmoil in precise, disciplined sequences. Rally. Reform. To the king.

The signals spread like blood through water, alerting the Jinn ranks.

Scattered warriors turned, and broken formations tightened. Riders pulled their mounts from the frenzy, orienting toward the great ray that now moved like a sovereign presence through the wreckage of Atlas’s outer tiers.

Kitrana felt the shift even from her precarious hold upon the tower. Where there had been carnage, there was now direction. Jinn warriors began to converge, their movements snapping back into purpose as they slaughtered their way through the remaining Merdians and the lingering threat of scabs. Even in the face of behemoths tearing the city apart, they answered their king.

Tartranos raised one fist. It was neither grand nor dramatic, but it was enough.

The Kell banners flared brighter in response, their signals sharpening, refining—turning the scattered advance into something cohesive once more. Lines reformed along the fractured terraces. Units regrouped along the collapsing foundations. The invasion, momentarily shattered by catastrophe, began to take shape again.

And below, the Leviathan and the deep dragon tore another section of the city free, their every bite of the other muddying the waters with yet more blood, black as pitch.

Kitrana tightened her grip on the stone, Dawnbreaker burning at her side, and watched as the Jinn rallied beneath their ruler’s presence. The city was breaking. But they were not.

Something rippled against the battle maiden’s skin, a presence in the water that did not belong to battle. It threaded through the chaos with unnatural clarity, slipping between the clash of siden-steel, the churn of blood, and the distant, thunderous struggle of titans. It was a voice, but more than that. It was pressure, resonance, command made audible through the bones of the sea itself.

Yilda.

The Dread Queen’s song returned to the currents, amplified far beyond the limits of any natural voice, layered with that same foreign power gifted by the Skaramangians. It rose in defiance of the battle, overtaking it, bending the water to its will, carrying with it a singular, unmistakable intent.

Kitrana’s grip tightened on the stone, and her eyes dropped instinctively, cutting through the drifting haze of blackened blood and shattered debris, searching for the answer to that summons. At first she saw only movement—vast, slow, obscured by the turbid ruin of Atlas’s foundations. Then the shape resolved into that of the deep dragon.

Where before it had been locked in violent struggle with the Leviathan, now it twisted upward with purpose, its immense coils unbinding from the writhing mass below. Entire sections of broken architecture slid from its plated hide as it rose, its body flexing with terrifying control as it forced its way toward the open water above the city.

Toward the king.

Kitrana’s gaze snapped upward.

Tartranos still stood upon the great manta ray as Jinn forces rallied to him as best they could. The Kell banners still pulsed, though now their signals faltered at the edges, struggling to maintain cohesion in a battlefield that refused to hold still.

The deep dragon soared.

Below it, the Leviathan reacted at once. Its massive body twisted, and its forest of limbs snapped upward in pursuit, tentacles lashing through the water like colossal serpents. They reached for the dragon’s coils, seeking to bind, to drag it back into the depths where its size could be turned against it.

But the deep dragon moved with sudden and terrible speed now, driven by command over instinct. It tore free of the Leviathan’s grasp and shot upward through the fractured layers of Atlas, its jaws already opening as it closed the distance.

The manta ray turned, its vast wings shifting in an attempt to evade, but there was nowhere to go. The impact was immediate and absolute.

The dragon’s jaws closed around the ray’s midsection, teeth punching through armour and flesh with crushing finality. The great creature’s body folded under the force, its wings collapsing inward as it was bitten cleanly in half. The water convulsed with the violence of it, a shockwave tearing outward from the point of impact and ripping through the reformed Jinn ranks.

Warriors were thrown from their positions, formations shattered in an instant. The fragile order Tartranos had imposed collapsed as suddenly as it had formed, dissolved by the sheer brutality of the strike.

Above and below, the battlefield unraveled again.

All too late did the Leviathan’s tentacles find purchase, wrapping around the deep dragon’s rising form, dragging, tearing, trying to pull it back down into the broken foundations. The two titans collided once more, their struggle spilling upward into the city itself, crushing what little structure remained in their wake.

But the damage was done, the king’s mount reduce to a heavy rain of bleeding debris.

Kitrana pushed off the tower without hesitation, her body snapping into motion, Dawnbreaker blazing as she drove herself toward the falling shape of Tartranos, cutting through the currents with everything she had left to give. There was no thought now—only action, only the need to reach him before the maelstrom consumed him entirely.

The water blurred as a Merdian female slipped from the stone beside her, perfectly concealed until the final instant. Her silvyr blade flashed forward, precise and lethal, aimed cleanly for Kitrana’s throat.

Kitrana turned, but she knew she was too slow, the distance already gone.

A second chance came in the form of Serenya.

The older Nimean drove through the water like a launched weapon, her trident extended in both hands. It struck with brutal force, punching through the attacker’s chest and carrying her clean past Kitrana in a violent blur. The Merdian’s body spasmed once, her weapon falling uselessly from her grip as Serenya wrenched the trident free.

“We’re losing this fight!” Serenya signed furiously.

Kitrana could see as much. Beneath the waves, war was governed by sight, not sound. So long as formation held, command flowed through the ranks in clear, visible signals. But when those ranks broke, so too did understanding. Warriors were left isolated, each confined to their own pocket of battle, unable to seek guidance without turning their eyes from the enemy—and in doing so, inviting death.

“We need to take the head,” Kit replied, foreseeing the disarray Yilda’s death would bring to the Merdian forces.

“You need to take the head,” Serenya emphasised, pointing her finger. “I had my chance…”

The battle maiden gave a short nod of the head, recalling Serenya’s tale and the invasion of Nimala, the old salt blade having failed to slay the Lord of Atlas all those years ago.

“But I am with you,” she added, trident hefted.

“Where is Aeris?” Kitrana was searching even as she asked.

The young Nimean wasn’t hard to find, even if he was hard to make out. The Vorge swarmed around him at all times, peeling away sporadically to claim prey or battle the equally savage scabs. It was entirely possible Aeris had yet to bloody his spear.

“We will need the Vorge to cover us once we infiltrate the palace,” the battle maiden stated.

A grim look of determination overcame Serenya. “Nobody in, nobody out.”

Kitrana looked at Dawnbreaker, her eyes alone able to behold its light without being blinded. “Let’s finish this.”
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CONSEQUENCES


Grarfath Underborn came back into the world in a crack of blue light that jarred through his bones and stole the breath from his lungs.

Stone met his boots at an angle, ancient steps rising unevenly beneath him as the mountain began to claim what remained of the city. He staggered on arrival, his balance failing for a moment before he caught himself on The Anther, the hammerhead biting into the stone with a dull crack.

Behind him, the family he had dragged through the fold of space collapsed into one another—gasping, weeping, clutching tight as though the world might tear them apart again if they so much as loosened their grip. Then, alike all the others, they vomited over their own feet.

“It’ll pass,” Grarfath rasped, barely able to lift his voice above the ringing in his ears. He waved them onward with a trembling hand. “Up the steps—don’t stop. Don’t look back.”

They didn’t need telling twice. They scrambled past him, stumbling in their haste, vanishing further up the slope toward what little safety remained.

Grarfath watched them go for only a second before the strength left his legs. He sagged against the hammer, breath coming in ragged pulls that burned his chest. Sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes and cutting lines through the dirt and blood that coated his skin.

Not all of it was his. He hoped.

It hardly mattered. Another wave of weakness rolled through him, deeper this time, as though something inside him had been hollowed out and left wanting. The Anther thrummed faintly in his grip—alive in a way no weapon had any right to be.

Hungry, perhaps, though hungry to take life rather than save it.

Grarfath swallowed hard and forced himself upright, jaw tightening as he adjusted his hold on the haft. “Not yet,” he muttered under his breath. “Ye’ll get yer fill when I’m done.”

If he was still standing by then.

He turned, drawing in a slow breath despite the ache in his lungs, and looked out over Nithrael. What remained of it.

From the rising slopes of Mount Nuvata, the full breadth of the battle lay exposed beneath him. The city had become a carcass picked apart by fire and steel, its streets choked with movement and ruin alike. Smoke drifted in thick, choking columns, lit from below by scattered flames that indiscriminately devoured broken homes and ancient stone.

The beach was a slaughterhouse.

Even at that distance, he could see the crush of bodies along the sand bridge, the traitor host still forcing its way across despite the mounting cost. Arrows no longer fell in waves but were exchanged all the same while the tide crept ever closer to reclaim what had been stolen from it. Bodies were already being dragged back into the sea, swallowed piece by piece as the water returned.

Inside the walls, there was no longer anything resembling a line.

The defenders had fractured into pockets—small, desperate clusters of resistance scattered throughout the ruins. Kedradi warriors fought where they stood, giving ground when they had no choice and clawing it back where they could. Here and there, Grarfath caught glimpses of surviving homeguard holding firm against impossible odds—but even they were spread thin now, scattered by the relentless pressure.

Further west, a surge of movement caught his eye as fresh Kedradi forces drove into the fray, bending the traitor advance just enough to matter. It was not a victory, not even close, but it bought time—and in a battle such as the one to have befallen Kanofell, time was everything.

His gaze lifted beyond them.

The dragons had crossed entirely into the west now, Nersandi’s vast green form twisting through the ruins, tearing through stone as though it were no more than brittle wood. Garganafan bore down on her with crushing weight, his size and strength forcing her back step by grinding step, though the strain in him could even be seen by inexperienced dwarven eyes.

And Morgwyn…

The young dragon darted in and out of the clash with reckless precision, striking where he could, never lingering long enough to be caught. Fire and frost collided in violent bursts, sending steam and ash spiralling skyward as the three of them rolled through the city, reshaping it with every movement.

Whole streets vanished beneath the brawling hulks, and people with them. Grarfath dragged his gaze away before he could think too long on that. There was no time for it. No room for hesitation.

Rippling air, where The Anther had broken reality, clung faintly to the stone higher up the slope—the residue of his last jump, already fading. He was further from the others now than he had any right to be. Further from Yamnomora. Further from anything that might resemble safety.

He knew what she would say if she saw him like that.

“Get yer feet under ye, lad!”

Grarfath adjusted his grip on The Anther, wincing as the effort alone sent another tremor through his arms. The hammer pulsed faintly in response, as if sensing his intent, as if urging him onward.

“Jus’ a few more,” he murmured.

He didn’t believe it. But he said it anyway.

Below, another cluster of civilians broke from cover—too slow, too exposed, traitors already closing the distance between them.

Grarfath straightened, forcing his shoulders back despite the weight pressing down on him. He lifted the hammer, breath steadying just enough to act.

“Alrigh’ then,” he said, voice rough but resolute.

And he brought The Anther down against the stone.

The world folded in on itself and snapped back with a jolt that rattled through Grarfath’s bones.

He landed on broken stone, boots skidding as the blue light collapsed around him in a sharp crack. The civilians he had aimed for were only a few strides away—a man clutching two young girls, all three frozen in place as the traitors closed in from below.

Too close.

There was no time to think it through properly, no time to judge distance or angle or risk. Grarfath lifted The Anther out of instinct, already knowing what he should do, and just as quickly realising he couldn’t. Not there. Not like that. If he tried to port them now, they’d be cut down mid-step, torn apart before the magic had even settled.

“Run!” he barked instead, the word scraping out of him raw. “Run, damn ye! Get up the steps—go!”

The man didn’t pause. Fear did the rest, dragging the girls along with him as they scrambled past Grarfath and up the slope, boots slipping on loose stone.

Grarfath turned to face the threat closing in behind them, heart thundering in his chest.

The first traitor came in fast, blade raised high with the confidence of a man who thought the kill already his. Grarfath met him poorly. The Anther came up a fraction too late, catching the strike but not cleanly. Steel rang against the hammerhead with a jarring impact that nearly tore the weapon from his grip, the force driving him back a step as his footing slipped beneath him.

His lack of formal training and general experience shone through then. Yamnomora’s lessons echoed in his head, but they came too slow, too muddled beneath the panic and exhaustion. So he did what he knew.

He swung, and hard.

Without precision or technique, he relied on his weight and anger and everything left in his shoulders. The hammer connected with the side of the man’s head to the sound of a sickening crack, dropping him instantly.

It was crude but effective. Easier than forging a sword.

Another came in low and quick, far more measured. Grarfath barely saw the blade before it was on him. He twisted aside too late, the edge cutting across his side in a shallow line that burned like fire.

He hissed through his teeth and answered without thinking, driving the haft of the hammer forward into the man’s chest. Dwarven strength staggered the traitor just enough, allowing him to wrench the weapon back and swing again, the first strike glancing, the second landing true as bone gave way, and the man folded.

Grarfath’s breath came hard now, chest heaving as more shapes rushed up the steps. He backed up as he tried to keep them in front of him.

“Don’t let ’em surround ye.” Yamnomora’s voice again, clear as if she stood beside him.

“I’m tryin’…,” he muttered, though it came out more like a groan.

A spear thrust for him. He knocked it aside with a clumsy swing, but the second attacker was already there, blade cutting down from above. Grarfath raised The Anther too late to properly block. Steel scraped along the haft, sparks flashing as it slid past and carved a shallow line across his shoulder.

The pain made him stumble. He caught himself, barely, and forced his legs to move.

“Run!” he shouted again over his shoulder, not daring to look back. “Don’t stop!”

He turned and climbed, abandoning any pretence of holding ground. The traitors followed close behind, their boots pounding against the steps, their breath almost on him now.

His legs burned with every stride, his lungs screamed for air, and The Anther dragged at his arms as though it had doubled in weight.

Just a bit further.

The steps opened out suddenly onto a broken platform, jutting from the slope where some ancient structure had once stood. Columns lay shattered along its edges, the drop beyond steep and unforgiving while its lack of a ceiling offered a glorious view of the rising sun.

Grarfath turned as the first of them reached the top. This time, he didn’t hesitate. The hammer came down in a devastating arc, catching the leading man square in the chest and driving him backward into the one behind him. Both went down in a tangle of limbs and armour, one screaming, the other already still.

The third slowed at the sight.

Grarfath charged forward, a raw, desperate sound tearing from his throat as he drove the haft of The Anther into the man’s throat. He felt something collapse beneath the strike, the traitor dropping to his knees, hands clawing at his neck as he choked.

The blacksmith staggered back, arms trembling now, every muscle in his body screaming with fatigue. He was spent. And still they came. More figures filled the steps below, climbing toward him with blades drawn and murder in their eyes.

Tightening his grip on the hammer, the dwarf planted his feet as best he could on the uneven stone. His breath rattled in his chest, vision swimming at the edges, but he held his ground.

“Come on then,” he uttered, voice low and frayed. “Come an’ get it.”

They came for him, stepping over the fallen as though the dead beneath their boots were nothing more than uneven ground. The first rushed him with a snarl, blade raised, and Grarfath met him with all the strength he had left—more than any human could ever hope to muster.

The Anther swung in a heavy blur, catching the man across the jaw and sending him sprawling—absent his jawbone. The force of it nearly pulled Grarfath off balance, his boots slipping as he dragged the hammer back into guard. He barely had time to reset before the next attacker was upon him, steel flashing toward his chest. He raised the haft to meet it, but the impact jarred his arms so violently his grip faltered, the shock reverberating through already trembling muscles.

He was too slow. Too tired.

The smith stumbled back, just in time for another blade to cut low across his thigh. It wasn’t deep, but it was enough. His leg buckled, and only instinct kept him upright. A growl tore from his throat as he answered with a downward swing that crushed the man’s left foot, the instant shock of bone-breaking agony opening him up for a second swing. It caught him over the collarbone and drove him to the stone.

There was no pause.

Another filled the gap immediately, and Grarfath found himself giving ground whether he meant to or not. Boot by boot, step by dragging step, he was forced back across the platform. The Anther rose and fell in savage, exhausting arcs, each swing heavier than the last, each impact sending jolts of pain up through his arms and into his shoulders, down his spine.

A blade scraped across his ribs, tearing leather and skin alike. Another glanced off his forearm, leaving it numb for a heartbeat. A third struck his back as he turned too late to avoid it, the force enough to stagger him forward.

Still, he fought, never daring to use The Anther’s power, fearing now that it would drain him of life entirely.

A traitor lunged too far—Grarfath caught him with the hammerhead in the gut, folding him over before finishing him with a crushing blow to the back of the skull. Another tried to circle, and Grarfath swung wide, forcing him back before stepping in and driving the haft into his face hard enough to shatter bone.

The bodies began to pile, forming a brutal trail from the steps to where he now stood, each one a testament to stubborn refusal rather than skill. He was not fighting well. He knew that. He was fighting like a smith—like a dwarf used to breaking metal rather than facing blades.

They kept coming, climbing over their fallen, pressing forward with relentless purpose. Grarfath’s arms shook with every movement, the weight of The Anther dragging at him as though it fed on what little strength he had left. His breath came ragged, vision blurring at the edges as the world narrowed to the next strike, the next step back, the next desperate attempt to hold.

A blow came in too fast for him to see—but he felt it all the same.

Steel bit deep into his side, punching through leather and into flesh with a force that stole the air from his lungs. Pain flared white-hot, and he staggered, barely keeping his footing as he lashed out in blind retaliation. The hammer connected with something—bone, armour, he didn’t know—and the man dropped, but the cost had been taken.

He was failing.

Another attacker stepped forward. Grarfath raised The Anther again, dragging it upward through sheer will as his muscles screamed in protest. He drew it back for a killing blow, knowing it had to land, knowing he didn’t have many swings left in him.

And then it stopped. There was no defending block or deflection. The hammer just stopped.

For a moment, his mind refused to understand it. The hammer should have fallen. He had committed to the strike. And yet it would not move.

Grarfath felt the resistance then—a firm, unyielding grip on the haft just below the head. A hand, cold and impossibly steady, holding the weapon in place as though it weighed nothing at all.

A chill ran through the dwarf that had nothing to do with exhaustion.

He turned, eyes shifting to the side and up, up still to the towering figure that eclipsed the dawn.

Slait stood behind him, close enough that Grarfath could see the fine details of his ruined features—the bald scalp streaked with grime and blood, the single pointed ear stark against the torn remains of the other, the scars that marked him as something forged in violence long before the battle.

And the smile.

It spread across his face, sharp and wrong, filled with a kind of quiet delight that had no place in the chaos around them.

“Found you,” he said softly, affectionately even.

Grarfath tried to pull the hammer free, but there was nothing left in him to fight that grip. His arms trembled uselessly, strength spent, body refusing to answer.

Slait’s fingers tightened and, with a single, effortless motion, he tore The Anther from the dwarf’s grasp.

The zealot’s presence was enough to halt the flow of traitors pouring onto the elevated ruins. They saw the beast for what he was and knew their odds of survival had just plummeted.

All save the lone man who had been on the verge of attacking Grarfath. He had committed to his kill and followed through, axe angled to cleave both dwarf and Andaren.

Grarfath couldn’t decide what killed the traitor first—the snap of his neck as his head was beaten into a severe right angle, or the blow to his brain as The Anther was buried in the side of his skull. Either way, his body was little more than a ragdoll skittering across the stone until it fell over the edge.

The Dancing Sword of the Dawn turned to face the smith, arrogantly confident that none would attack him even when his back was turned. There was pity in his eyes, but also glee—maddening, exuberant glee.

“You wanted me to remain,” he said, arms gesturing to his very presence, “and so I have.” His lips peeled back just enough to show the edge of his teeth, the way a wolf might grin before it pounced. “You should have let me go…”

Grarfath discerned the truth of events only a second before they manifested.

He was momentarily blinded by the flash of blue light. When his vision returned, he was offered a clear view of the dawn once more… and the many traitors eagerly waiting to gut him.

Slait was gone. And with him—The Anther.

For a heartbeat, Grarfath’s mind refused it. His grip tightened on empty air, fingers curling as though the hammer might still be there if he simply held on hard enough.

It wasn’t. The weight was gone. The strength it had lent him—however cruelly—gone with it.

What remained was just him, a tired, bleeding, half-broken dwarf standing alone on a killing floor.

And the traitors saw him for just that.

Whatever fear had held them back shattered, replaced by something eager and greedy. They advanced as a mob, armour scraping, blades pointed with renewed certainty. They knew there would be no hammer to break them.

Grarfath dragged in a breath that barely filled his lungs and stepped forward to meet them anyway. The first of them lunged, and fast. The dwarf swung, his right fist knotted into a mace of dense bone.

It was clumsy, desperate, but it landed. Knuckles cracked against the man’s jaw, snapping his head sideways. The traitor fell against his comrades and was left to slump at their feet, eyes glazed.

The second man was already stepping in with a swing of his own. Grarfath threw his arm up to block, the blade biting into his vambrace instead of his throat. Pain flared, tearing a grunt from him as he shoved forward, driving his shoulder into the attacker’s chest. The impact sent them both reeling until a third came in from the side.

Grarfath turned too late.

A ramming kick slammed into his ribs, hard enough to lift him off his feet and send him crashing to the stone. The breath he had fought to hold was torn from him in an instant, his chest locking as he tried and failed to draw air.

He rolled on instinct alone, barely avoiding the downward stab that followed. The blade struck stone where his neck had been, sparks jumping from the impact.

Grarfath forced himself up, legs shaking violently beneath him as he stumbled backward. His vision swam, the world tilting as he tried to keep his footing.

How much blood had he lost so far?

He didn’t know where the question came from, but he didn’t have time to take stock off his wounds, and so he settled on the answer he had—too much.

It seemed he had become prey in that moment, no longer an enemy in the eyes of Skara’s horde. They shrugged off their urgency and began herding him instead, forcing him one step back after another. They were enjoying it.

Grarfath lashed out again, wild and untrained, catching one man across the face. The fact that he didn’t go down was only testament to the smith’s ebbing strength. The traitor snarled and spat blood from his split lip. His backhand dragged his blade across the dwarf’s side, adding yet another injury to the massacre of his skin.

He retreated all the more, his heel striking uneven stone and threatening his position upon the edge.

The drop loomed behind him now, close enough that he could feel the empty space at his back, the wind rising from below carrying the stink of smoke and death. One more step and there would be nothing to catch him.

Grarfath steadied himself by sheer stubborn will, arms raised though he had nothing left to fight with.

Another blade came for his life.

He caught the man’s wrist this time, fingers tightening around it with the strength of a smith who had spent a lifetime bending iron. For a moment it seemed he was going to hold it there, break the man’s bones even. But no matter how hard his muscles strained to push it back, he could not maintain his grip.

He was too tired, too hurt, and the strength was bleeding out of him as quickly as it came.

The man tore free, and Grarfath stumbled, loose stone shifting beneath him as one piece skittered over the side and vanished into the drop below.

They closed in. Slowly. Blades raised. Eyes fixed on him. There was no rush now, just the quiet certainty of a kill already determined.

A shadow swept over Grarfath, but the dwarf gave it no mind. He swallowed, his throat dry, his chest still struggling to draw breath. He had no hammer. He had no strength. He had no way out.

He chose then to think of Yamnomora, of the life they might have had beyond the madness of war. He saw her in his mind, hair brilliantly copper and vibrant under a midday sun. Before her was the mountain they would claim, a new home for all of dwarvendom, its roots bursting with minerals and gems.

So too did he hear the sound of laughter, light and easy on the breeze. He saw their children playing in the snow, born into a world free of war and senseless death.

What a beautiful life that would have been, and more than he deserved—more than he had dreamed. He could only hope then, in his final moment, that the old gods would reunite them some day, after Mora had enjoyed a long and happy life of course.

One among the throng of killers stepped forwards, a broad grin displaying the blood splattered across his teeth. His blade came up, the tip angled to plunge through Grarfath’s heart. Or perhaps his throat. Or his gut. It didn’t matter anymore. He focused only on what could have been—on the feel of Mora’s lips, her skin beneath his fingertips.

He was to die with a defiant smile of his own…

As everything numbed and the world quietened to naught but a dull droll, Death itself met the son of Thronghir, descending from on high, released by the shadow that had drawn over him.

But it had not come for the dwarf.

Three men lay dead on the cold stone before Grarfath’s senses returned to the world, a world which he should rightly have departed already. Before him was a wraith, pale as a cold day, a black cloak whorling in his wake and with an ethereal twinkle of bronze about it.

Another six were committed to the long sleep of the dead before Grarfath saw the talon of Death for what it was—who it was.

The creature dashed, weaved, and leapt, slipping between the men—through the men. Two or three at a time, they were carved up, separated from their limbs, their heads, lives scattered like broken wheat. The ring of clashing steel was brief, unlike the sound of tearing leather, chainmail, and flesh, all of which was sundered in a bloody rhythm, a song of brutality and beauty intertwined.

They were all dead.

Every traitor who had stepped foot upon those ruins lay face down in their own blood and filth. And he who had slain them stood a sentinel of Death at the heart of it, his blade dripping.

Grarfath started forward, neck craned. “I… I know yer face.”

“And I yours, son of Thronghir.” The warrior tilted his head and added, “Son of Mordrith…”

His eyes wide, Grarfath knew then, his memory dredging through the decades until he was back in his workshop, all those years ago, when his father had been commissioned to forge a slaiken blade for a Vahlken.

“Daijen Saeth…”


59
THE SINGILUS AND THE BRIGHTBANE


The instinct to retreat from danger had long fled the bones of Baelon Vos. Instead, the Dragonlord drew Sorryn’s broken blade and stepped forwards, ready to bring his wrath down upon The Dark One.

But Skara was not alone. Beside him was Vander, the wretch who had taken Baelon’s hand. He appeared drawn out, haggard, his youthful vitality sapped in service of The Dark One. Standing next to him was Raya, a coiled viper in truth. That one truly had the dragon in her, a predator through and through.

Then there was Garek, tall and proud on Skara’s other shoulder. No—not proud, not anymore. It seemed the weight of the world had finally settled on those broad shoulders. He wore his betrayal of Baelon—his oaths—openly, aware that he was driven by self-preservation.

“My quarrel need not be with you, brothers, sister. Break ties with this fiend, swear to me your allegiance once more, and we can rebuild our order anew—atop his bones.” He deliberately left out the part where he would gut Vander regardless.

The trio remained where they were, though only Garek failed to meet his gaze.

Skara looked to have missed his words altogether, his attention having wandered to the walls and the many tales depicted upon them. He ran one clawed hand over the ancient writing before what looked like pain sent a spasm through his whole body.

And what a ruin that body had become.

Baelon could hardly stand the sight of him, of the monster. Skara had done away with his cuirass now, exposing his bare torso of dark and pointed scales, mirroring Herragax’s underbelly. Beyond that he was almost entirely red, his pink flesh replaced by scales of vibrant crimson.

More so, his brow now bore a set of horns, the right one longer than the left, each spiralling and ridged in the style of Herragax’s. Of his blond hair and beard there was naught but wisps just waiting to be severed. Only his left eye spoke of the human trapped within the beast, an orb of startling blue that contrasted with the reptilian slit of his yellow right eye.

Draped over one side of his back, hanging limp, was a bat-like wing. It was a sickening sight, the membranes glistening with gore. Another wing looked to be growing out of his left shoulder, the pointed limb protruding from the red hide, already the length of an arm.

His pain was evident, and rightly so. Baelon could see the changes in physiology beneath the skin, where his skeleton had been reshaped and muscle bundles added or stretched. It was a slow torture.

“He is weakened!” Baelon hissed. “You need not fear him. We can take him together—take back what he stole from us.”

“You let him in,” Raya pointed out. “You allied us with him. This is the bed you made, Baelon. We don’t have to lie in it with you.”

Skara dragged his hand down the wall, obsidian claws gouging through the etchings as much as they did through the verbal sparring. He turned to look at Baelon, his crooked smile revealing sharpened teeth.

“For all your years,” he began, “you cannot fathom the forces at work here. Verda herself conspires to see my destiny fulfilled. I searched for this place long before any of you were born, when the stench of dead Leviathans still tainted the wind for miles. Even in my final days, when Gelakor and his ilk were closing in, I never gave up the hunt. That I should be here now, standing in these halls... Call it providence. Fate. I call it inevitable.”

Baelon turned so he could see all of them at once.

“Do you know what this place is?” The Dark One asked. Skara tilted his head and eyed the Dragonlord with unsettling curiosity. “I can see that you don’t. How interesting. Why else would you be here if you didn’t know of its purpose⁠—”

His dragon-like head twitched, his jaw clamping shut. There was a faraway look in his mismatched eyes.

“I have been here before,” he muttered.

A fresh wave of pain rolled over him, only now it seemed the source was from within his very mind.

“Why are you here, Master Vos?” Skara demanded of him, eyes snapping open. “Why are you walking in my wake?”

Another convulsion ran through the dragon-man, his claws biting deeper into the stone beside him. When next he looked at Baelon, his gaze shifted to the side-passage from which the Dragonlord had emerged.

He began to laugh.

It was a jarring thing, a noise born of twisted amusement and the joy that came with assured victory. Baelon, sadly, had heard it before—from his own mouth.

The Dark One sniffed, drawing in the air over a long moment, and through the slits that had become his nose. “Amazing what smell can do for the memory, and my senses are sharper now.” He inhaled again. “I have been here before. Of course. I was always searching for this place. One body after another. One life after another. And still a part of me knew I was to find my way here.”

Skara looked at Baelon. “That’s why you’re here, in my footsteps. Who was I? Gallien? Someone else? Bragen!” he declared with satisfaction. “Yes… I was desperate… running for my life. The Jainus. To think that I found this place after all those millennia—and had no idea of its significance. That’s why I hid it here. For all my ignorance, I knew this place meant something to me.”

Baelon felt the scrutinising side glance Skara gave him, and knew the look of certainty on his hideous face.

“Where is it?”

Given the circumstances, Baelon saw no reason to deceive—he would either kill them all and keep the necklace or they would kill him and take it. And so the Dragonlord hooked his thumb under the chain about his neck and pulled it up until Skara was able to glimpse the red crystal.

A look of real hunger flashed across The Dark One’s face. He was already wearing the vambrace and, hiding between worlds, was the axe he could call upon in the blink of an eye, but the necklace offered him a different kind of power—one that had been around his neck for eons, always reclaimed from his corpse after assuming a new body.

“You can keep it.”

The words nearly broke Baelon, though they succeeded in shattering his stoical expression.

“Your senses have fled you entirely. Without this you will surely die.”

“True. Well… it was true.” Skara’s eyes rolled as he looked around the ancient chamber, his knuckles wrapping against the stone. “You really don’t know where you are, do you? I thought you were the historian. Have you not heard tales of the great Gelakor?”

“He was a Dragon Rider,” Baelon stated, well-aware of the man who had initiated the role of the historian.

“He commissioned this fortress,” Skara explained. “This was to be a place of archives and tomes, a place for the upper echelon of the order, where they might rule away from the daily life of Drakanan—closer to Valgala.”

“How could you know such things?” Baelon asked, irritated by his arrogant tone. “That was after your defeat.”

Skara raised his right arm, showing Baelon the vambrace with a smug grin. Of course, he had only to touch those walls and they would tell him all that they had seen.

The Dark One moved again, fingers sliding across the stone—reading the stone.

“Gelakor was most cunning—I should know, I taught him as much. He chose this location for a reason.” Here Skara stopped his slow wander, his neck craning to look up.

Baelon narrowed his eyes and saw the shape of a spider etched into the stone, long worn by time. Indeed, there was hardly much of it left to identify it as much, but the Dragonlord had seen identical markings throughout the ruins.

“We stand in a facade,” The Dark One announced, turning to view them all again. “This is no outpost. It’s a vault.”

Baelon looked at the many-legged spider, hearing again of Sorryn’s warning.

“You know of it.” Skara wasn’t asking—he could see the truth of it in Baelon’s eyes. “I can’t believe Gelakor permitted such information to be passed down,” he commented, his tone almost questioning.

“He didn’t.” Baelon let his words hang.

“I know about the Fae, Skara. The Aelthae. The Vayad. I have looked upon Anatuu with my own eyes. I wonder, does your addled mind still remember Sorryn-Vaelis, born of the Thalinor tree?”

Wide and glazed were Skara’s eyes at that name, as if something had reached into the darkest depths of his mind and torn free the memory.

“He remembers you. He told me everything. I know you’re just the shadow of something far worse, a pale imitation, a seed that never bore fruit, a failed apprentice that could never reach the heights of his master.”

His every verbal attack was that of a blow to Skara, the words biting into his hard flesh in a way no blade ever could. And yet a slow curl tugged at the corner of his mouth, a smile so small it might have been missed—if not for the way it never touched his eyes. Those eyes stayed cold, fixed on Baelon, as though he were savouring a thought he didn’t dare speak aloud.

“Did he find the courage to name his enemy?” The Dark One asked. “The Sorryn I recall could not give voice to it. Like all the Aelthae, he knew only a life of fear thanks to my master.”

Baelon started forward. “You defeated him, and with him died his name. I will see you suffer the same fate at my hands.”

“Easy now,” Skara bade. “I killed him too soon. You wouldn’t want to make the same mistake, Baelon. Had I been a wiser man, I would have drained every drop of knowledge from that vile creature. Then, I would have marched to the Realm of Magic and done the same to every Fae. But I didn’t. I was impulsive. Angry. Vengeful. I took my war to the foot of Azad-guul, and I slew the beast. But not before he nearly took my head…”

He stretched out one hand, and Garek responded, tossing him the sword he had been holding. Skara snatched it from the air and rolled his wrist, bringing the blade into the light of the floating orb.

“Dragon Foe. This was his, my master’s—whose name is too terrible to say,” he added mockingly. “In his final moments, he threw this at my head. Had he been any good with a sword he might actually have struck me instead of the stone. In the chaos that followed, it was lost to me, taken by his most loyal followers. I might have let that go and enjoyed my victory, but this is no ordinary sword. No, no, no. My master never made anything so dull as to be ordinary. But he also didn’t use swords. Magic was his way. So why forge such a weapon?”

Baelon glanced at the side-passage, thinking of the breeze he had felt through the cracks in the dead-end.

A vault, Skara had said.

“Unless,” he continued, “it wasn’t intended as a weapon, but merely to appear as one. Another facade in this game we play. Another transmutation. What better way to conceal a key. After all, Methuselah was always the card up his sleeve.”

Baelon frowned. “Methuselah?”

“Fae mythology,” Skara said wistfully, as if he was, finally, enjoying having someone he could talk to. “Or religion. I’m not sure they see a difference. Methuselah was said to be a giant spider—of sorts. The Fae believe it wandered the Realm of Magic when all else was naught but a dream. When it died, however, its many legs became the roots of Anatuu, and the great tree sprouted from its pale body. Methuselah is their beginning,” he specified, his explanation a source of confusion for the trio of Riders who had never even heard of the great tree, let alone know its name.

“And this,” he continued, gesturing at the chamber around them, “was his beginning. This is where Barad-Agin began.”

There it was, the name Sorryn couldn’t bring himself to say aloud. It clapped in the back of Baelon’s mind, like a primordial fear he never knew he had.

“This is where he first emerged in our world. This was his first home in Verda—the spider’s lair. Hidden within these walls is Methuselah, where he kept all his secrets, all his spells, all his knowledge. This is how he maintained his mastery over every apprentice. For all that he would impart, the work was never complete. The pinnacle of his craft is here.”

“There’s nothing for you here,” Baelon told him. “You’re grasping at straws. Whatever lies you’ve spun, I can see the truth of what you’ve done to Herragax. She will die, and you will be trapped in that monstrous form until death relieves you of it.”

A host of emotions crossed Vander’s face, but the fool was still a fool and so kept to his place beside the others.

Skara’s expression contorted into what would surely birth an insult or a threat—or both—but pain was ever his master. It looked to begin in his gut before bolts of agony shot through to his back, arching him head over shoulders. He knocked against the wall, his horns scraping the stone.

Baelon didn’t even think, his feet leaving the floor in a leaping bound, sword arm cocked to thrust Sorryn’s blade into the beast’s throat.

The Dark One, however, was an old acquaintance of pain. Through his obvious agony, he was still able to throw out a hand, his magic already distorting the air. Baelon’s vast experience had told him to prepare for as much, his shield crystallising around him.

But there was no preparing for the power behind Skara’s spell.

It obliterated the Dragonlord’s shield and went on to meet the man himself, launching him back the way he had come. Further still, it struck the wall beyond, blasting it through to the next chamber, before Baelon was swallowed by that jagged hole.

He landed amidst the fallen slabs, every one jarring some part of his body—including the back of his head. Through the immediate daze, he heard blocks and bricks still falling from the ruined wall and ceiling, some of which tried to bury him and would have crushed him were it not for the uneven debris about him.

“Bring me the necklace,” Skara said from somewhere distant. “Be sure to take it from him while he yet draws breath—otherwise your body will become his body.”

Through the fog of dust and the trickle of blood that ran through his left eyebrow, Baelon watched The Dark One walk away—down the side-passage. In his place, three Dragon Riders filled the gap in the wall, their silvyr blades ringing free of scabbards.

Get up, Baelon.

Kalaghan’s words were a surge of life unto themselves. He could feel the dragon outside, taking cover amidst the lingering storm and mountain ridges. He was preparing to strike at Parthagon and Ithira—Herragax had no fight in her.

Get up!

The moment their blades cleared their scabbards, Baelon called upon the magic stored in his bones. It trembled first, a subtle shudder that ran through the broken stone—then it burst. Magic exploded in a violent wave that tore the debris free from where it had settled. Slabs of rock and jagged fragments splintered across the air, forcing the three Riders back as the storm of stone filled the gap between them.

Baelon rose with it, carried by the force he had unleashed. Dust and shattered masonry followed in his wake as he dashed through the broken wall and back into the first chamber, the orb of light snapping after him, still bound to his will. His boots cracked against the stone, but he didn’t pause—couldn’t.

Raya was already moving.

She came low and fast, her blade a silver arc aimed to open him from hip to rib. Baelon turned into the strike, Sorryn’s broken sword catching hers with a sharp, splintering crack. The jagged crystal edge scraped along her silvyr blade, deflecting it just enough for him to drive forward, his elbow slamming into her chest. The impact sent her skidding back across the stone, boots scraping over hard dust as she fought to hold her ground.

Garek followed without hesitation. His strike came from above, heavy and controlled, the kind meant to break armour and bone in the same blow. Baelon blocked it one-handed, the impact shuddering up his arm and forcing him down to one knee. For a moment, they locked there—Rider against Rider, strength pressing against strength.

“Don’t,” Garek muttered, breath tight with strain. “Don’t make me⁠—”

Baelon twisted sharply, ripping his blade free and driving a brutal kick into Garek’s knee. The larger man staggered, balance broken just enough, and Baelon rushed past him in the same motion—his focus already shifting.

Straight to Vander.

The wretch barely had time to react. Their blades met once, twice—Vander’s strikes frantic, uneven, driven by fear more than discipline. His time with Skara had truly unravelled him. Baelon saw it clearly in his eyes—the doubt, the weakness that had always been there, no longer hiding under the surface but on full display.

“Whatever awaits you, Baelon Vos, do not let vengeance steer you.” Sorryn’s words echoed in his mind, each a weight placed upon the scales of his conscience.

“You took from me,” Baelon growled, his voice low and cold. “So I shall take from you.”

Vander faltered under such a bold declaration. That was all it took.

Baelon knocked the man’s sword aside with ruthless efficiency—superior skill—the silvyr blade spinning from his grasp and clattering across the stone. In the same motion, Baelon chopped down and severed the man’s right hand as Vander’s breath left him in a wet, broken gasp.

Baelon whipped the blade through a backhand and sliced open Vander’s cheek and right ear, an almost identical wound to the one he had imparted on the Dragonlord, in Erador’s throne room.

Vander fell back from the attack, left hand clutching at the ruin of his bleeding wrist, blood pouring between his fingers. He tried to speak—tried to scream—but only a pathetic whimpering escaped his lips. He fell to his side and began to drag himself across the floor, leaving a dark, glistening trail in his wake.

Raya came again, fury unbound now, her blade lashing out in a relentless storm of strikes. Baelon met her head-on, their weapons clashing in rapid succession—strike, parry, counter, turn—each impact ringing through the chamber like the tolling of a war bell. Sparks of light flared between them as silvyr met crystal, the rhythm of their battle tightening into something fierce and precise.

She was faster now, the dragon within her fully awakened, every movement honed to predatory efficiency, always taking advantage of Baelon’s one hand.

“You should have killed him!” she spat, driving him back step by step. “Weakness is what put us here!”

“The only weakness I see is the fear that bends your knee,” Baelon replied, catching her blade and forcing it wide.

A merciless pulse of magic burst from her hand, violent and sudden. Baelon barely raised his own in time. The force struck him like a hammer, hurling him sideways through a fractured archway and into the next chamber. Once more, stone shattered around him as he crashed through, rolling once before rising again, his footing steady despite the impact.

Garek followed him through the breach, silver scales flashing under the orb. This time, there were no words between them.

Their blades met with a thunderous clash, Garek’s strength bearing down like a falling mountain. Baelon gave ground, redirecting the force rather than resisting it, letting the larger man’s momentum carry him forward before punishing it. With a thrusting gesture from his blunt wrist and a surge of power, Baelon sent a violent tremor through the fractured floor beneath Garek’s feet. The stone shifted just enough to throw his footing wide.

Baelon stepped in and drove the pommel of his blade into Garek’s jaw. The impact snapped his head back, but before he could follow through, Raya crashed into them both.

The three of them became a merciless hurricane of motion and destruction. Silvyr and crystal clashed amidst bursts of magic, each exchange tearing at the chamber around them. Walls cracked and gave way, openings blasted into existence where none had been before. Pillars splintered under stray impacts, and the ceiling groaned ominously as the ancient structure strained beneath the violence.

Baelon moved through it with relentless focus, relying on the extra centuries he had on both of them.

He ducked beneath Raya’s blade, drove his elbow into her ribs, and sent her reeling with a blast of force that hurled her through another weakened wall. He turned immediately to meet Garek, their swords locking once more—but this time Baelon did not meet him with strength alone.

Precision was crucial when brought to bear against strength.

Baelon twisted inside Garek’s guard, not meeting the man’s power head-on but slipping past it, turning it aside with subtle shifts of his stance and blade. Sorryn’s broken sword caught Garek’s silvyr at an angle that jarred rather than blocked, sending a shudder up the larger man’s arm. Before Garek could recover, Baelon stepped in close—too close for a full swing—and drove his shoulder into his chest.

The impact wasn’t meant to rob him of breath, but it did stagger him.

Baelon followed through, just as he had taught every Rider to do.

His bandaged wrist rose to Garek’s sternum and let loose a sharp pulse of magic. The force broke at least two ribs and lifted him from his feet, hurling him backward into the fractured wall. Stone cracked and gave way under the collision, the impact sending a cascade of debris down around him as he crashed to the floor.

Garek tried to rise, but Baelon was already there.

He closed the distance in a heartbeat, kicking Garek’s weapon arm aside as the man struggled to bring his blade up again. The silvyr edge scraped harmlessly across the stone as Baelon drove his boot into Garek’s chest, pinning him back amidst the rubble.

For a moment, they stared at one another.

There was no hatred in Garek’s eyes now—only the grim acceptance of a man who knew he had been outmatched, and deservedly so.

Baelon held his gaze a moment longer, then stepped away, denying him the dignity of another exchange. He did, however, turn back and ram his heel into the side of the big man’s head, forcing him into a deep slumber.

Raya’s roar tore through the chamber.

She came at him with everything she had left. Her magic lashed out in violent bursts, tearing chunks from the walls and sending shards of stone screaming through the air. Baelon stepped into it, weaving through the chaos, letting instinct and experience guide him as much as sight.

Her blade flashed toward his throat.

Sorryn’s broken sword came up, catching Raya’s silvyr just shy of his neck. The impact rang out sharp and clear, the force of her blow driving through his arm and into his shoulder—but he held. He let the strength of it carry past him, turning his body with the motion instead of fighting it outright.

She was relentless—as he had instructed her to be so long ago.

The moment her blade slid free, she struck again—high, low, then high once more, each cut faster than the last, each one probing for the opening his missing hand might leave behind. Baelon gave ground in a calculated retreat, light on his feet as he measured her rhythm.

She pressed him hard, becoming desperate. Magic gathered in her free hand, violent and untamed. Baelon’s skin was tingling, feeling the effect of raw magic preparing to tear through reality.

He shifted his stance, and the blinding blast of multi-coloured light tore past him, close enough that he felt the heat of it scorch along his side. It slammed into the wall behind and blew it apart in a thunder of stone, dust and fragments bursting outward, swallowing the space between them.

Raya drove through it, coming at him through the cloud, blade leading, trusting in speed and fury to finish what she had started.

Baelon knew the dance well enough and, again, stepped inside her swing, pivoting just enough that her blade scraped past him instead of through him. At the same time, his bandaged wrist came up between them, the motion small, almost subtle—until the magic struck.

It wasn’t a wild blast like hers, but a spell focused and honed.

The fire that left his wrist was propelled by enough crushing force that it seemed the very air buckled under the impact. The use of raw magic had left Raya vulnerable to such an attack, her emotions having cost the Rider her footing as she was lifted from her feet, eyes shut tight against the flames and the heat, and hurled backward across the chamber. She struck the far wall hard enough to crack the stone, her body bouncing once before collapsing to the ground.

For a moment, she tried to rise.

Baelon saw the stubbornness in it—the refusal to yield. It made him proud.

He crouched over her, one knee pressing into her throat. “You would have made for the best of Dragonlords,” he whispered.

Only after she passed out did he remove his weight from her airway, her body going slack as consciousness fled her.

Silence followed.

Not complete—never complete in a place like that—but enough. The distant howl of wind crept back into the ruins, threading through broken walls and shattered chambers. Somewhere behind him, Vander was crawling his way back outside, seeking refuge in Herragax.

Baelon stood amidst it all, chest rising and falling, his blade hanging low at his side. Three Dragon Riders he had defeated—not killed. His vengeance still thirsted, demanding that his wrath be suffered by all.

His gaze rested on the side-passage.

He would settle for the suffering of just one…
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OUTCASTS


Covered in the blood of his enemies, Death always a heartbeat too slow to catch him, and the cold steel of The Anther in his grip—deep and satiating was the feel of satisfaction that settled over The Dancing Sword of the Dawn.

Slait turned to take in the pitiful dwarf. His mouth curved into something that mimicked kindness, but the tilt was wrong—too sharp, too knowing. It was the kind of smile given just before the knife was twisted and called a mercy.

“You wanted me to remain, and so I have,” he said to Grarfath. “You should have let me go…”

The smith’s expression fell into grim revelation, sweetening Slait’s satisfaction all the more.

Up went The Anther and, upon its fall, reality split in two different places at once. The ground beneath the Andaren’s feet moved with him, swapping out with a patch of stone from high above, where the zig-zagging steps came to an end and Mount Nuvata’s grand entrance yawned like mighty jaws.

Slait had no intention of going inside, where the ancient fires yet lingered in ash and dust—where so many Kedradi were taking refuge. Instead, he turned away and stepped out onto a jutting overhang of stone, lowering himself with casual ease until his legs dangled over the sheer drop. The Anther rested across his lap, its weight familiar already, as though it had always belonged there. One hand traced the edge of its form in idle appreciation while he leaned forward slightly and looked out over Nithrael.

It was magnificent.

The city was no longer a place in any meaningful sense. It had become something fluid, something alive in its destruction—a thing being unmade before his very eyes. Streets that once held order now churned with bodies and movement, the living and the dead indistinguishable at a glance. Fire spread without care or pattern, devouring timber and licking hungrily at ancient stone, while smoke curled upward in thick columns that blurred the horizon.

On the beach, the tide of traitors still forced its way across the exposed bridge, though their numbers were thinning now under the weight of arrows and resistance. It did not matter. Slait could see it plainly—the flow was enough. It only took a fraction to break a system already under strain. As they reached the shore, they lost whatever cohesion they had once possessed, dissolving into something more primal as they spilled into the ruins.

That was when they became interesting.

Not soldiers. Not men. Something in between—something sharper and more honest, befitting their bestial nature. Their violence lost its structure and gained its truth, each one driven by instinct rather than command. Slait watched them with a quiet appreciation as they collided with the fractured defenders within the city, the result less a battle and more a continuous act of tearing and gnawing.

Inside the walls, resistance clung to existence in scattered pockets, each one a brief defiance against inevitability. He could pick them out easily—the clusters where movement was tighter, more deliberate, where the fighting had rhythm rather than chaos. They burned brighter for it, though that brightness would not save them. Nothing would last.

Nothing ever did.

One such knot caught his attention for longer than the rest—a tight formation of dwarves and Kedradi, moving with stubborn cohesion through the ruins. They carved space around themselves with a persistence that bordered on admirable, refusing to break even as the pressure mounted. Slait watched them for a moment, head tilting slightly as if studying a curious mechanism, before his interest drifted elsewhere.

Steel called to him more than flesh.

There—two figures moving through the chaos with a clarity that set them apart. Kassanda and Col-vok. Their blades rang differently, their movements measured even as the world collapsed around them. He would let them duel a while longer—then port down and bury The Anther in Kassanda’s skull.

The thought of it brought a wonderful smile to his face, crooked though it was.

Beyond them, the dragons redefined what it meant to go to battle.

Nersandi’s vast green form moved with terrifying control, each motion deliberate even as she tore through the city. Stone collapsed beneath her weight, walls shattered in her wake, yet there was nothing wild in it. She shaped the destruction as she moved, carving pathways of fire and force.

Garganafan answered her with something far less refined but no less effective. He was weight and endurance made manifest, each step a grinding assertion of presence. Even from a distance, Slait could see the strain in him—but he endured regardless, his sheer size forcing the fight into places it might not otherwise have gone.

Slait leaned forward slightly, interest sharpening as he followed Morgwyn’s movements through the chaos. Smaller, faster, reckless in a way the others could no longer afford to be, the younger dragon moved like a spark within the storm. He struck where he could, always drawing blood, always taking out chunks and spitting them out. Fire clashed with frost in violent bursts, the air at war as heat and cold collided, sending steam and ash spiralling skyward.

There was something honest in that, their natures colliding.

“This is all they’re good for,” he said softly, shaking his head.

Below, a man ran only to be cut down before he had taken three steps. A woman dragged a child through the wreckage as flames chased them from behind. Steel rang, bone broke, and somewhere amidst it all a scream lingered just long enough to be noticed before it vanished entirely.

Slait watched it all without discomfort, without urgency, without even the faintest hint of moral weight. To him, it was not tragedy. It was motion. It was change. It was the world stripping itself back to something simpler and far more truthful.

That would have to be enough, he decided. Until he could get the answers for himself.

He remained where he was, perched above it all like a patient observer, content to let the pieces fall where they would. Sooner or later, something would demand his attention. Something always did⁠—

The Andaren gave a double take as he glanced over the ruins he had only just abandoned. He had expected to see the body, if not the moment Grarfath Underborn succumbed to overwhelming numbers. Instead of being a dwarven pin-cushion—as intended—the sanctimonious little gnome was yet breathing.

Fanned out around him were the mutilated bodies of two dozen traitors, the very same men who had been alive and eager to murder the dwarf only seconds ago…

Slait moved, positioning himself into a crouch now, his head leaning over the ledge as his Vahlken eyes cut short the distance between them. Something cold and unyielding grabbed him by the pit of his stomach. He knew the flow of that long white hair, the dull hues of tanned leather, the bronze glint of Weaver’s silk about the black cloak, and the shimmer of a Vahlken scimitar.

Still he refused to believe he was looking upon another Vahlken—that Vahlken.

A cry split the sky above him—sharp, piercing, and far too powerful to belong to any creature that still answered to the word bird. It carried on the wind with a force that seemed to rattle the very air, cutting clean through the distant roar of dragons and the clash of steel below.

Slait’s gaze snapped upward and found it.

The Aegre.

Recognition came before thought, settling cold and immediate in his chest as his eyes traced the vast shape wheeling above Mount Nuvata. Even at that distance, even against the rising light of dawn, there was no mistaking it. He knew the creature as surely as he knew the words of the Arkalon.

His jaw tightened.

How many years had passed since the siege of Ka’vairn? Since the shattered stone and burning towers, since the moment he had stood across from Daijen Saeth with victory so close he could taste it? He remembered the clash of steel, the way the fight had teetered on the edge of finality.

He would have killed the runt—should have.

Had the ancient stonework held just a moment longer—had the world itself not conspired to rob him of that ending—the story would have been very different. He preferred that version.

It sat better in the mind.

Another cry tore through the sky, louder this time, closer, dragging his attention back to the present with a jolt that stirred something deeper than irritation. Slait’s gaze sharpened as the great creature banked through the currents that coiled around the mountain.

Valyra.

She rode the air as though it belonged to her alone, vast wings cutting through the rising thermals with effortless control. Sunlight caught along the edges of her form, gleaming off the hardened plates of her beak and the curve of the silvyr tip.

Shaped to mirror her own killing edge, that tip gleamed with a quiet, deadly promise—one that Slait knew all too well. That beak could punch through dragon hide as easily as it could split stone.

He watched her circle once, twice, the wind bending around her passage, the battlefield below momentarily diminished beneath her shadow.

Slait had entirely lost his smile.

She faltered. Valyra wobbled mid-flight, her grace and elegance replaced by uncertainty and instability. The Aegre began to lose altitude, though whether it was by choice or necessity remained to be seen. Either way, she came to land atop one of the ruins below, her legs buckling while she hacked up something black upon the stone.

Slait’s immediate curiosity would have had him watch her for longer, but another sound cut through the heavens, bouncing off Mount Nuvata’s solid rock.

Another squawk…

The Dawn Sword searched the morning sky once more—sure that he knew that call.

Slait stilled, his attention sharpening as his gaze swept the horizon once more, searching for contrast—for something that did not fit the vast, dominant presence of the first Aegre. Valyra had filled the sky with authority, her movements grand, her presence unmistakable, if arrogant. This call was different—leaner, keener, corded with something sharper.

He found it high above the battlefield, where the smoke thinned and the morning light burned clean. A second shape moved against the wind. It did not circle with authority, nor drift with the currents. It cut through them, wings beating in long, efficient strokes that wasted nothing.

Pale.

Not the muted tones of its kin, but stark—unnaturally so.

White feathers caught the dawn and reflected it in a cold sheen, standing in sharp contrast to the ash-stained sky below. Even at a distance, Slait could see the eyes—two points of red, steady and unblinking, fixed upon the world beneath with quiet, predatory focus.

Recognition came slowly but completely.

“Uthain…,” the Andaren murmured, the name settling into place as though it had been waiting there all along.

He leaned forward slightly on the overhang, his interest no longer passive. The albino Aegre banked once, then again, adjusting his descent with subtle precision before angling downward with unmistakable intent—toward him.

Of course.

Slait’s lips began to curl once more, that familiar, crooked smile returning as understanding followed close behind. There was no surprise in it, only a quiet satisfaction, as though something long expected had finally come to pass.

He studied the creature as it descended, noting the changes that time had carved into it. Uthain was leaner now, his frame carved by necessity, his movements stripped of anything unnecessary. There was no excess strength in the beat of his wings, no reliance on sheer presence. Everything about him spoke of adaptation—of survival without aid—born of battle.

Slait’s mind drifted briefly to The Ruins of Gelakor, to the moment of their separation amid blood and stone, when Grarfath had struck him with the very same hammer he now held. In that moment, he had been cast halfway across the world and without a word of warning for Uthain.

Even then, of course, Uthain had been different. Where other Aegres moved with the certainty of the flock, Uthain had turned on his own kind without hesitation, carving out his place through violence rather than acceptance. An outcast among predators. A creature forced to survive alone.

They were meant for each other.

An Aegre without its kind could not rely on shared strength or instinctive unity. It had to think. It had to adapt. It had to become something stronger than the rest just to endure. Uthain had done exactly that.

He would have followed the trails that mattered. The fools who had survived the battle amidst The Ruins of Gelakor perhaps. The movement of dragons as they scarred the air flying to Valgala. A fellow Aegre…

The paths of those who reshaped everything around them. Piece by piece, he would have narrowed the search, moving from one echo of violence to the next, refining his hunt until only one trail remained.

His companion.

He shifted slightly where he sat. “Good,” he said softly, the word carrying a note of approval that bordered on pride. “Very good.”

Above him, Uthain adjusted his wings again, pale feathers catching the light as he cut cleanly through the air, red eyes locked unwaveringly onto the figure waiting below.

Slait’s grin widened.

“Time to finish what we started.”
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DUTY-BOUND


Steel rang with a clarity that cut through the chaos, a sharp, singing note that seemed almost detached from the carnage consuming the city.

Kassanda Grey met Col-vok’s blade in a burst of sparks, the impact sliding up her arm as she turned the strike aside and stepped into him. Their shoulders brushed in passing—close enough for death to slip between them—yet neither lingered. They broke apart in the same breath, each already moving into the next motion before the last had fully resolved.

There was no stillness in their duel. They did not plant their feet and trade blows like common soldiers. They flowed through the ruins, vaulting collapsed walls, skimming across broken stone, using the shattered city as both weapon and pathway.

Kassanda caught the edge of a fractured column and swung herself over it, boots barely touching down before she drove forward again. Col-vok followed with unnerving precision, his movements measured and effortless, his silvyr blade cutting a line that would have opened her from hip to shoulder had she not twisted aside mid-stride. She answered immediately, her own thrust forcing him back a step, denying him the direction he sought.

East. Always east.

Kassanda felt it in every exchange, in the angles he chose, in the subtle shifts of his footing. He was not trying to defeat her. He was trying to pass her, to slip beyond her reach and claim his true target. That understanding sharpened her resolve, and she pressed him harder, driving him westward with disciplined, relentless strikes.

Their blades met again and again, silvyr singing against silvyr, the sound cutting through the screams and the thunder of battle. Magic flickered at the edges of their movements, small but decisive—bursts of force that carried them across impossible gaps, that turned glancing blows into lethal ones, that allowed them to defy the broken geometry of the city itself.

A traitor stumbled into their path, weapon raised in blind desperation. Kassanda neither slowed nor altered her rhythm, her free hand catching the man by the throat and hurling him aside as her blade carved through another who dared come too close.

Col-vok mirrored her without effort, his sword reversing mid-motion to take a Kedradi head cleanly from its shoulders before he stepped through the falling body and came at her again. Their duel carved a shifting corridor through the battle, men dying on either side of them without ever truly becoming part of it.

They collided atop a fallen archway, boots finding precarious purchase as Kassanda drove forward with a fury she so desperately tried to control. Col-vok yielded just enough, turning her strikes aside with maddening efficiency, each deflection redirecting her momentum without ever compromising his own.

A cut slipped through—his blade grazing her side, stinging hot. She answered in the same breath, her own strike biting into his shoulder, just beneath his pauldron of green scales, and drawing blood beneath the dark leather.

The exchange did nothing to tip the balance. It never did.

For the briefest of moments, as their blades broke apart again and Kassanda shifted her footing atop the fractured arch, her gaze flicked beyond Col-vok—her instincts demanding she measure the battlefield as a whole.

She found him.

Cob.

Was it instinct then? Or her heart? The latter would get her killed. And yet, she was held by the sight of the Kedradi Dragon Rider.

He moved like a blade given life, his silvyr scimitar carving bright, lethal arcs through the press of traitors. Where Kassanda and Col-vok flowed, Cob cut. Each strike was decisive, heavy with righteous judgement—one man parted in two, his ribcage and heart cleaved apart, another disarmed and finished in the same breath as the weapon spun from his grasp. He did not slow, did not hesitate, driving forward with a momentum that seemed to drag the Kedradi line with him.

Androma and the dwarves were with him.

Kassanda recognised their stubborn rhythm even at a distance—low, unyielding, their formation tighter than most could maintain in such chaos. They broke the enemy’s advance in brutal, grinding clashes, and Cob moved through the gaps they created with such precision it almost seemed rehearsed.

At one moment he vaulted over Grimwhal’s shoulder, landing amidst a cluster of traitors and cutting two down before his boots had fully settled; at another he turned a spear aside with the flat of his blade and stepped inside the attacker’s guard, his return strike a clean and final decapitation.

Around them, Thessaleia created carnage, her muddy orange form darting through the ruins with frightening agility, scattering men just long enough for Cob and the dwarves to capitalise.

It was as effective as it was impressive.

And it was wrong.

Kassanda’s jaw tightened as her gaze tracked him a moment longer, noting the constant proximity of another figure within that shifting knot of resistance.

Hurelia.

The Kedradi queen fought close to the heart of it, her scimitar always flashing. Cob never strayed far from her side. Every movement he made accounted for her position. Every advance, every shift, every kill—he was anchoring himself to her. Protecting her.

Kassanda felt the irritation rise sharp and immediate. He should not have been there. His oaths were clear. His duty was not to be divided. The king of Erador stood exposed upon a broken bridge, and Cob—a Dragon Rider—was wasting himself playing guardian to a queen who already had warriors enough to shield her.

“Fool,” she muttered under her breath, the word carrying more frustration than anger.

The moment passed as quickly as it had come. Col-vok was already moving again, and Kassanda turned back to meet him.

The ground trembled beneath them, however, the dragons crashing into the western quarter. Both Riders moved at once, forcing themselves through it.

A wall exploded inward as Nersandi made her entrance, her vast form scattering stone and bodies like rubble compared to her size. Garganafan soon slammed into her with crushing force.

Kassanda vaulted a collapsing section of masonry, catching a jut of stone and swinging around it as Morgwyn darted between the larger dragons, his fire striking in reckless defiance.

From that fleeting vantage, she saw the truth of it. Garganafan was failing—not in spirit, but in body. His hide was marred and broken, great sections torn or blackened by fire and frost. He endured, but endurance alone would not be enough forever.

Keep fighting! he roared across their bond, his voice ever powerful, if strained.

Col-vok chose that moment.

While the city reeled beneath the dragons’ clash, he broke from her entirely, turning away with sudden, decisive intent.

Kassanda reacted instantly, launching after him as he carved a path through the havoc with terrifying focus. He did not slow, did not hesitate, cutting down anyone who impeded him with clean, economical strikes. Kassanda followed harder and faster, her path less subtle, more direct, carving through resistance with brute determination.

The broken bridge came into view ahead, its shattered span rising above the ruins like the last defiant line in a city already lost. Upon it stood King Edris, his blade rising and falling in steady rhythm as he held the narrow ground against the press of traitors.

Col-vok reached him first.

Their blades met in a violent clash that drove the king back step after step. Edris held his ground, but the difference was immediate and undeniable. It was not a battle he could win. Col-vok pressed with quiet inevitability, each strike carrying him closer to the end.

Kassanda was still below.

Too far.

She drove herself upward through the ruins with everything she had left, boots striking broken stone, hands catching ledges and hauling her higher as the shattered city fought her for every inch. Arrows hissed through the air around her, one glancing off the stone beside her head, another tearing through her cloak as she twisted aside without breaking stride. She barely registered them. The world had narrowed to a single point.

The bridge. The king.

Her duty pressed down on her—her oaths once recited in quiet halls now transformed into something physical. A weight in her chest. A hand at her back. A command that would not be ignored.

Stand for the king. Protect the king. Never fail the king.

She vaulted, landed, and pushed again, lungs burning, muscles screaming as she forced more speed from a body already spent. Above her, blades rang again—once, twice—each strike a countdown she could not slow.

Kassanda snarled through clenched teeth and surged forward again, throwing herself up the final rise toward the broken span, knowing—feeling—that if she did not reach him in the next breath, there would be nothing left to save.

Col-vok brought that final blow to bear.

Silvyr intercepted—but not Kassanda’s.

Joran crashed into the fight from the side, Fang catching Col-vok’s blade just in time to turn it aside. The impact drove Joran back, but he held, stepping into the king’s place without hesitation. Kassanda reached them a heartbeat later, and the duel became something else entirely.

Col-vok adapted instantly. His stance shifted, his focus dividing without faltering as he faced them both. Kassanda pressed from one side, Joran from the other, their strikes overlapping in an effort to break his defence. For a moment, it seemed possible, inevitable even. Then Col-vok moved, deflecting Kassanda’s blade and slipping through the space between them with unnerving intent. His counter caught Joran across the ribs, sending the younger Rider stumbling.

Kassanda drove forward again, only to have her sword batted aside and a hammering headbutt thrust into her brow. Her feet might have kept her where she stood, but Col-vok brought up his boot and ploughed it into her gut, launching her back across the bridge.

Joran had already faltered under the pressure, a fraction too slow, a fraction too exposed—wholly too inexperienced. Col-vok seized the opening with brutal clarity, his next strike cleaving up through Joran’s scale-mail and slicing through one side of his jaw. A swift kick to the side of his right leg put the young Rider on his back. Fang slipped from his grasp as he hit the stone, breath torn from his lungs.

Kassanda moved to intercept, but she was too far away.

Col-vok stepped in to finish the kill and rob the world of a time of dragons. But as the son had done for the father… the father did for the son.

Edris charged forward, placing himself between them without thought, his strike catching Col-vok’s and forcing it wide. For a fleeting moment, it held. Then Col-vok twisted, his blade slipping through with a degree of skill the king couldn’t have countered after a lifetime of training.

It drove into the king’s chest with a finality that seemed to silence the world around them.

The sound was small.

Not the clash of steel. Not the roar of battle. Just a breath—sharp, startled—as the blade found its mark.

Edris’s eyes widened, the strength in his stance faltering as the reality of the wound caught up with him. For a heartbeat, of those precious few he had left, he remained upright, his hand still gripping his sword, his body refusing to accept what had already been decided. His gaze lifted—not to Kassanda, not to the chaos around them—but to the man who had struck him.

Col-vok stood close, their faces only inches apart, the silvyr blade buried deep between them, binding them together in that moment. There was no strain in Col-vok’s expression, no triumph, no rage—only that same cold, measured focus, as though this were nothing more than another step taken, another task completed.

Edris tried to draw breath, but it came wet and broken.

His fingers tightened once, weakly, around the hilt of his sword before the strength left them. The weapon slipped from his grasp, clattering against the fractured stone beneath his feet.

For a fleeting second, it seemed as though he might speak—his lips parting, a final word caught somewhere between thought and voice—but nothing came.

Only blood.

Then his weight shifted, and the King of Erador fell.

Kassanda felt something inside her fracture.

The oath she had sworn—the duty that had defined her—shattered in that instant. Rage followed, cold and absolute, leaving no room for thought.

She moved. Or, perhaps, the world itself moved, desperate to escape her wrath.

Kassanda crashed into Col-vok with everything she had left, driving him back with a force that had abandoned technique in place of fury. Her blade struck again and again, forcing him toward the ramparts until her wrath demanded more. She leapt into him, a battering ram of hatred, her arms coiled about his waist. Together they were taken over the edge to the ruins to the blood-soaked beach below.

They hit hard, sand and shattered bodies breaking their fall, but Kassanda was already rising, already pressing the attack. There would be no retreat now, no shaping of the battlefield, no measured exchanges.

Only a duel in which one of them would meet their end.
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Joran’s world had shrunk to pain.

Be it the gash on his jaw, from which warm blood ran down his throat, the bruising force of the blows that still lingered in his bones, the countless smaller wounds that demanded his full attention.

He did what he could to quash them, to have them belong to something distant, something removed from the moment unfolding before him.

The young Rider crawled across blood-slick stone, through the aftermath of violence, dragging himself toward the fallen king as though the world beyond that single point had ceased to exist.

Toward his father.

The word did not come easily, even then. But it came.

With strength he did not understand—strength that had no place in a body so battered—Joran lifted Edris from the broken ground and drew him into his lap. He cradled him there, one arm supporting his shoulders, the other steadying his head as blood spread between them, soaking into cloth and armour alike, pooling beneath them both.

Joran’s hands trembled as he reached up, removing the crown from Edris’s head and setting it aside with a care that felt painfully misplaced amidst the ruin around them. He pulled back the hood of chainmail, exposing the king’s face to the light.

Those eyes—dark as oak, steady as stone—were no longer either. They stared past him, distant and clouded, glossed with the sheen of tears that had no time to fall.

“Edris,” Joran said, the name leaving him softer than he intended, almost lost beneath the distant roar of battle.

There was no response.

The king’s gaze remained fixed on the sky above, as though he saw something there that Joran could not. Something beyond the smoke. Did he hear the trumpets of Kaliban? Could see the gates of paradise opening above them?

Joran swallowed, his throat tightening.

“Father,” he said, the word heavy, anchored in something deeper than duty.

That did it. Edris’s eyes shifted, slowly, as though the act itself cost him what little strength remained. They found Joran’s violet orbs and held.

Joran hadn’t expected it, but the emotion came all the same. Heartbreak. Grief. An overwhelming sense of injustice. And all so raw and immediate.

Not for the man he had known—because he had not known him, not truly—but for what he represented. For what had been denied. For what might have been, in another life, under another sky.

His mother had loved that man. That was truth enough. And in that love, there had been something real—something worth grieving, even if Joran himself had only ever known the shadow of it.

It struck him then, with a clarity that cut deeper than any blade. It was the moment he had been denied before. With Gallien.

There had been no time in the dark of Azad-guul. No final words. No hand to hold. No face left to recognise as his father slipped away into something else entirely. Gallien had been taken in an instant, stolen by violence and magic, his body no longer his, his end not his own.

There had been no goodbye. Not then.

But now—now he had one, and it broke him. Joran bowed his head slightly, his grip tightening as though he could somehow hold the king there, hold him in that moment just a little longer.

He understood, with a certainty that hollowed him out from within, that when Edris’s eyes closed, there would be no one left. No mother, no father. Not by blood, not by bond.

In the space of a single breath, he would become something entirely alone.

If only he was alone.

Step by step, the bridge began to fill once more with traitors, sharks who had the scent of blood.

Joran let them advance. He would be there at his father’s end, until he took his last breath. How fitting it was then, that when the final moment arrived, it was the shadow of an Aegre that lingered over the King of Erador.

Gripped by surprise—even wonder—Joran whipped back his head. There above them, descending with claws outstretched, was, indeed, an Aegre.

A white one.
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REMATCH


The battlefield writhed as if it were a living beast, its many parts all moving at once, contracting and reconfiguring to the cry of men and steel.

And dragons.

They roared and snarled and growled between the lashing of their claws and the gnashing of their great teeth. Their every step was accompanied by the grounding of stone and the churning of earth.

They were gods among men.

But Daijen Saeth had faced gods before—he did not fear them.

The Vahlken cut across the battlefield at enviable speed, his pace closer to that of a horse than an Andaren. He skipped over the charging Drogals, weaved between the fires and clustered skirmishes, and made for the west, where his sharp eyes had seen another familiar face among the ruins.

The dragons were in his way, their battle carving the city into something unrecognisable—shifting the ruins of streets and buildings into ruin alone. Fire roared across shattered stone, frost cracked through what little remained standing, and between it all moved bodies far too large for the world they occupied, each motion rewriting the landscape beneath them.

Seeing a stream of ice rip free from the largest of the dragons had almost been enough to stop him in his tracks. A part of him he had almost forgotten wanted to return to Ka’vairn and make note of it in the archives.

But his days in the library were forever behind him now, and so Daijen ran as he always did—as if Kastiek were chasing him up the walls of Ka’vairn.

To go around them would cost time others did not have, and time, there, was a currency spent in lives.

His path narrowed.

The heat struck him first. A wave of it rolled across the broken street as the green dragon’s flame tore through a cluster of ruins ahead, reducing stone to glowing rubble and forcing Daijen to shift his line at the last possible moment. He angled left, boots skimming across loose debris, his body already leaning into the next movement before the last had settled.

A shadow swallowed him.

He looked up just as the dark-scaled dragon swept low overhead, the youngest of the three beating its wings hard, darting between the two behemoths. The wind of it alone nearly took Daijen off his feet, his stride faltering for half a second before he caught himself and pushed on.

A claw struck the ground in his wake, the stone exploding upward, shards tearing through the air as the white dragon slammed into the green one with crushing force. The impact reverberated, the very ground beneath him recoiling, forcing Daijen to leap out of necessity as the earth fractured and gave way.

He landed unevenly on a slanted section of collapsed wall, boots slipping before he drove forward again, using the incline to launch himself into the air. For a fleeting moment, he was weightless, suspended between forces far greater than himself, and in that moment he saw just how close he was to death.

The green dragon’s head snapped toward him in the chaos. The sweep of that neck alone carried a force that would have crushed him outright had he been a fraction slower. He twisted mid-air, the motion barely controlled, and felt the rush of displaced air slam into him as the scaled form passed within arm’s reach.

A glancing touch would have been the end of him. There would have been no struggle. No second chance. Just death. He had never been more grateful for Kastiek’s instruction.

He landed in a roll, the impact driving through his shoulders as he absorbed it and came up running again without pause.

The world roared around him. Frost burst across the ground ahead as the white dragon exhaled, the sudden drop in temperature biting through Daijen’s skin even at a distance. The stone beneath his feet became slick instantly, a thin sheen of ice spreading outward in jagged patterns. He adjusted without thought, shifting his weight, altering his stride just enough to maintain control as he cut across it.

Behind him, something collapsed, and ahead, something burned.

To his right, the smaller dragon struck again, a flash of movement and fire that forced the green one—the female—to turn, her attention dragged away from the ground-level mayhem for just long enough to create an opening.

Daijen saw it and moved.

He drove forward with everything he had, pushing through the narrowing gap between the titans as they clashed once more. The heat and cold collided in violent bursts around him, steam erupting upward in blinding clouds that stole his vision for a heartbeat. He trusted his momentum, his sense of direction, the memory of the terrain he had glimpsed only moments before.

A wing struck the ground to his left.

The force of it sent him staggering sideways, his balance breaking as the shockwave hit. He caught himself on one hand, twisted, and flipped forward again before flowing into the next movement.

He was through. Barely.

The chaos of the dragons fell behind him as he broke into the western ruins, his pace never faltering as the battlefield reshaped itself once more into something he could navigate—something he could dominate.

And there she was—a face from his past.

To the Vahlken, it had only been weeks since he had last seen Androma, since they had been together in Harendun, when Ilithranda had been on the verge of giving birth.

The passage of time had been very different for Androma, who had lived seventeen years since that day. He could see those years writ on her face, in the lines of her skin, the paling of her hair.

Yet still she fought like a younger woman.

The traitorous soldiers of Vander’s Harendun came for her and found death, be it by the edge of her silvyr blade or in the beating delivered by her staff⁠—

Aphrandhor’s staff.

Daijen recognised it immediately. He knew in his heart why Androma wielded it, recalling The Eldan’s telling of events in the pits of Azad-guul, but there was no time to dwell on The Green Leaf’s fate—of that great loss.

The Vahlken abandoned his perch and dropped into the battle. His fall alone crushed one man before his free hand whipped out and caught another behind the knees, flipping him onto his back. There was no need to kill him, his death assured by the mere trampling of feet.

Then came Handuin’s blade.

The scimitar came alive in his hand.

The ancient blade curved through the air with lethal grace, its edge catching the light before it found flesh. The first man died without understanding it, his throat opened cleanly as Daijen stepped through him, already turning into the next strike. There was no pause, no flourish—only motion forged from decades of training and decades more of execution. A second traitor lunged, spear thrusting forward with desperate intent, and Daijen slipped inside the line of attack with impossible speed, the scimitar whistling once as it severed the man’s wrist, then again as it parted head from shoulders.

The battlefield closed around him the moment he entered it, the loose edges of chaos tightening into resistance. The men around him were the remnants of something organised and driven, but their discipline had been frayed by a savage nature they had each given in to. It lent the battle a wild ferocity, and that ferocity was converging on Androma.

Daijen saw it clearly as he cut his way forward.

Androma stood at the centre of it, a point of defiance amidst a tightening ring of enemies. Her silvyr blade moved with practised precision, though he could see her fatigue now, the way each strike seemed slower than the last, her strength ebbing. Of all things, time had dealt her the greatest blow.

The staff in her other hand swung with abandon, always whipped out wide as a deterrent. It would not be enough.

They were closing in from all sides, the traitors pressing forward in a closing arc, their numbers too great, their hunger to kill palpable. For every man she felled, another stepped into his place. For every gap she created, two more filled it. They were no longer rushing her blindly, learning that she needed containing—breaking.

Daijen skewered the traitor in front of him, driving on to impale the man behind him. He yanked the blade out and shoved his boot into the closest, launching them out of his way.

Another man stepped into his path and died before he could raise his blade. Another tried to catch him from the side—Daijen twisted, the scimitar carving upward through the man’s ribs as he passed, his momentum never faltering. A third came from behind, a shout on his lips, and Daijen answered without turning, his free hand snapping back to seize the man by the face and drive him downward into the stone with enough force to silence him permanently.

Still, the circle tightened around Androma.

Daijen saw it. Saw the shift in her footing, the adjustment forced upon her by pressure over choice. Her staff struck out, catching one attacker across the jaw, her blade following through to take another in the heart, but the space around her was shrinking.

She was being swallowed.

Daijen propelled himself, abandoning efficiency for speed, his strikes becoming broader, more ferocious as he forced his way through the last stretch of resistance. The scimitar flashed again and again, each blow final, each movement cutting a path that did not exist only a moment ago.

A spear thrust for his chest and he let Handuin’s cuirass redirect it, the silk of the Weavers staving off the touch of Death once again.

He chopped down and snapped the shaft and the soldier’s wrist in one cleaving swipe. Without losing any momentum, he scooped up the severed spear head and buried it in the skull of another traitor as he passed. Blood sprayed, hot and immediate, but Daijen was already beyond it, already closing the final distance.

He saw it then—the moment it would happen.

A blade slipped past Androma’s guard, too fast, too well-timed. Her body turned to meet another threat, her staff already committed, her sword a fraction too slow to recover.

Daijen stepped into the space between them, Handuin’s blade cutting across the incoming strike with a sharp, decisive ring. The force of it carried through his arm, but his mutated musculature held, turning the blow aside and stepping forward into the opening it created.

Back to back, they moved in tandem, slashing and hacking until the circle expanded, and the traitors realised they had become the prey. The last in their area received a blow from Androma’s staff, the wood cracking across his face and putting him on his back, where Daijen was ready to plunge his scimitar.

Androma turned to face him, her chest heaving, shoulders rising and falling in dramatic fashion. Her blindfold was ragged and dirty, splashed with the blood of her enemies—and perhaps some of her own.

Daijen knew then, without a doubt, that she had the Ni’siri elixir coursing through her veins. The formula for such a thing had been readily available in Ka’vairn’s library, though he had no recollection of her ever brewing and consuming it.

But how else could an aged human—a blind human—hold their own against so many?

“You’re late.”

The words rang like the tolling of a great bell in his mind, robbing him of whatever he might have said by way of greeting.

And she was right, of course. He was late. Far, far too late.

“I know,” he replied, his voice conveying more than the words themselves.

Androma crashed into him, her arms wrapping around his neck. Daijen shrugged off his surprise and pulled her into the embrace, squeezing her back.

When was the last time he had felt the embrace of another? How many years? It gave him life in a way all of its own, making him desire more before they had even parted.

The Rider pulled back. “Not now,” she said, speaking to the grief that might spring between them.

Ilithranda.

The name pushed itself to the forefront of Daijen’s mind. All at once, he could smell her again, hear her voice, see her hair caught in the wind.

“Be sure to return to us,” Ilithranda had said. “You’re going to be an uncle now.” He remembered her placing one hand over her swollen stomach. “We don’t have much family left in this world.”

The moment was shattered when a traitor’s body rushed past them, his broken form slamming into the wall behind Androma. In his wake, there came a familiar voice. And tone.

“Me eyes must be deceivin’ me!” Yamnomora said. “I must ’ave taken quite the knock to the old noggin. Oh aye! For surely such a battle is beneath the great Daijen Saeth.” The dwarf planted her large axe in the ground and sniffed.

Daijen gave her a nod of the head. “Yamnomora.”

“Aye, that still be me name, Vahlken. I thought ye might ’ave forgotten it by now.”

The space behind her filled with more dwarves, a burly bunch—all angles and ridges in their armour. The collective scent of them was enough to permeate the stench of so much death and sweat.

Daijen made to answer her, struggling as he was to tear his eyes from Androma, when something cut through the dawning sky above. His icy blue eyes tracked it flying from south to north.

An Aegre.

Not his Aegre.

In the span of a breath, the battle melted away around Daijen. Feelings old and left to slumber rose to the surface, emotions barbed with hate, resentment, and rage. So much rage.

With out another word to his once companions, the Vahlken bolted from the ruins, a spear thrown by Handuin himself.

The world snapped back into motion around him, but Daijen no longer saw it as others might. The battlefield neither confused him nor overwhelmed him. It resolved into pathways, into angles and openings, into a shifting map only he could read. Every fleeing civilian, every clashing knot of soldiers, every collapsing wall became something he could measure, judge, and either avoid or use.

Above it all, Uthain cut across the sky with unmistakable purpose, his white form stark against the smoke and dawn. He was moving with purpose, drawing a line that carved straight across the battlefield.

Daijen followed.

His mutations propelled him on at a pace no ordinary man could hope to match, his strides long and relentless as he dashed through the western ruins and into the fractured heart of the city. A fallen beam sought to block his path, yet a single bound carried him up and over, his body already twisting mid-motion to eclipse the soldiers fighting beneath.

A skirmish erupted ahead, traitors pressing into a cluster of Kedradi warriors. Daijen did not engage them fully. He passed through them. His scimitar flashed once, twice—wet with blood—and the line broke just enough for him to slip between them without losing momentum.

His eyes never left the sky for long, always tracking.

Uthain banked slightly, adjusting his path as he passed over the eastern ruins, and Daijen corrected his own course without hesitation, cutting left through a narrow alley choked with debris. He planted a foot against one wall, then the other, driving himself upward in a series of rapid, controlled steps that carried him above the obstruction entirely. From there he launched forward again, clearing the broken street below in a single, fluid motion.

The dragons had taken their battle south, their absence leaving the battlefield almost… manageable. Only men, steel, and fire—the scale reduced, but no less deadly. It allowed him to move as he was meant to move, unimpeded by forces beyond even his control.

An arrow hissed toward him. He turned his head just enough for it to pass, the shaft grazing his hair as it buried itself in the stone behind him. He didn’t even break stride. Another came—this one he caught, almost absent-mindedly, snapping it in his grip as he continued forward.

He didn’t look at the men who had fired them. They didn’t matter.

The ground rose beneath him as he neared the eastern quarter, the ruins climbing toward the broken bridge that jutted above the devastation like the spine of some long-dead beast. Daijen adjusted his pace—each step placed with greater precision now as he began his ascent.

A gnarled tree, long having grown at a slanted angle in its pursuit of the sun, became a ramp, a shattered column a stepping point, and a jagged outcrop a launch.

He moved across them all in seamless succession, his body responding without conscious thought, each motion flowing into the next with the inevitability of a falling blade. Below him, the battle continued to rage, but it had already slipped from his mind.

Uthain passed overhead once more, his pale form coming to hover over the bridge. Daijen felt the old fire rise higher in his chest, feeding the strength already driving him forward.

The final stretch loomed ahead. He leapt the last distance, his momentum carrying him forward into whatever awaited him there.

And there, mid-jump, he saw him.

Slait.

The zealot was standing over someone, a hammer rising in one hand⁠—

The Anther!

Daijen struck stone low and fast, his knees bending so he might skid across the bridge, coming in beside Slait’s intended victim. For the first time in a long time, the Vahlken required every ounce of his considerable strength to not only grip The Anther’s haft, but halt it mid-fall.

There they held, Vahlken to Vahlken, no more than a foot between their faces. Daijen looked up at his enemy and found those golden eyes looking back at him.

“His name was Tarik,” Ilithranda had said, long ago, naming the wretch’s father. “Slait has his eyes.”

Daijen saw only a murderer.

With fury burning in his bones, the Vahlken thrust his scimitar up, the blade angled to pierce Slait’s heart. In that moment, the Dawn Sword had a choice to make, and only a split second in which to act on it.

He chose life.

By relinquishing hold of The Anther, Slait was able to make a retreating jump, avoiding Daijen’s fatal attack. With no real understanding of how to wield the weapon of power, however, Daijen dropped the hammer before he was even on his feet again.

The Vahlken sprang forward and slammed his knee into Slait’s chest, forcing him further back across the bridge. The Dawn Sword turned his fall into a backwards roll and came up while drawing the blade from his belt.

Slait rose to his full height, a Kedradi scimitar of Draven bone in one hand. “Of course you’d save him—you runts have got to stick together, I suppose.”

Daijen withheld his retort and his attack with it.

You runts…

The Vahlken turned back and, for the first time, really looked at Slait’s intended victim. Ilithranda was looking back at him—her eyes. Violet with branches of dark purple throughout, a pattern he would never—could never—forget. But those eyes did not belong to his sister—she had simply gifted them to the young man looking back at him.

He should only have been a baby, yet before him knelt a man—a Dragon Rider! His inheritance was plain to see, found in his perfectly white hair, pointed ears, and violet eyes. There was an Andaren in him, and a Vahlken too, though that remained to be seen.

His peach skin, currently flushed from exertion, spoke of his human side⁠—

Daijen was immediately drawn to the man cradled in his nephew’s arms—to the crown that rested beside him. Did he look upon the King of Erador? If it was, then Edris Etragon was no more, the life of him having fled his eyes.

He looked at the young man again, seeing now that a son was holding his father.

Daijen had plenty of feelings on the matter, and a part of him felt robbed that he could never share those feelings with the king, with the man who had abandoned Ilithranda when she needed him most. He had imagined that moment many times, rehearsing in his mind what he would say to Edris Etragon.

Tragedy, it seemed, had struck again, and with it, Ilithranda’s boy had lost his only remaining parent.

“We don’t have much family left in this world.” His sister’s words echoed through the halls of his mind once more and saw him take a single step towards the young man⁠—

A deafening impact split the air above the bridge as Valyra crashed into Uthain with devastating force, her silvyr-tipped beak striking with certainty. The albino Aegre shrieked, pain and fury locked together, twisting into the blow as his talons raked across her underside in savage retaliation. Feathers—white and brown—burst into the air in a spiralling storm as the two creatures entwined, their combined mass dragging them upward in a violent ascent, beaks clashing, claws tearing, wings beating hard enough to bend the wind beneath them.

The moment shattered, and Slait hit Daijen with the force of a collapsing wall, driving into him without warning, without hesitation, their bodies slamming together as the edge of the bridge disappeared behind them. Through dust and splintering ruin, they crashed down onto a half-collapsed rooftop that buckled beneath them—then gave way entirely, sending them tumbling into the streets below.

They landed hard by any human standards but still rolled through the impact and separated.

There was no pause between the fall and the fight. No space for breath, no time for recognition. Their blades were already in play, steel and bone flashing as they closed the distance again, the sound of their clash sharp and clean against the dull roar of the battlefield around them.

Daijen struck first, his scimitar moving through a fatal arc meant to end the fight before it began. Slait turned it aside with unsettling ease, his own blade reversing mid-motion as he stepped into the counter, forcing Daijen to twist away as the edge passed close enough to kiss his skin.

Daijen wasn’t fighting just anyone now. Slait was no soldier or cleric—no Hollowborn. He was a product of Kastiek’s training, of The Valtorak’s overbearing supervision, of Vahlken tradition.

They moved through the ruins as they fought, their battle consuming space, forcing others to get out of the way with every motion. A crumbled wall became a ramp beneath Daijen’s feet as he sprinted upward, using the elevation to launch himself toward Slait with crushing force. Slait met him halfway, their blades colliding in a flurry of manoeuvres as they passed one another, landing on opposite sides without losing momentum.

They turned as one and charged again.

Steel rang in a relentless cadence, each strike flowing into the next with brutal inevitability. Daijen fought with the discipline of a Vahlken, his every movement born of Kastiek’s instruction and a lifetime of fighting. Slait fought with something sharper, more instinctive, his strikes coming from angles that seemed to defy structure, each one designed to break rhythm and force reaction.

The Dancing Sword of the Dawn had been a killer long before he ever stepped foot in Ka’vairn.

They clashed again, pivoting around the other, blades flicking and twisting before the inevitable strike. Here and there, the edge of a scimitar slipped through and tasted mutated blood, but it was never enough to end the fight or even slow them down.

Daijen pressed in, elbow slamming into Slait’s jaw as he forced him back into a fractured wall. Stone cracked beneath the impact, dust erupting around them as the zealot twisted at the last moment, planting a foot against the surface and using it to push himself upward. He flipped over Daijen’s head, blade already descending in a savage overhead strike that caught Daijen across the side of his scalp, streaking his hair with blood.

The blow drove him down, one knee striking the stone as Slait closed in again. Daijen rose to meet him, Handuin’s blade flitting high then low, driving his foe’s attack down. A swift and horizontal swing of the scimitar drew a red line across Slait’s chest and left arm, staggering him. Daijen moved into a kick, only to have his attack halted by a boot to his shin.

Slait came again, paying his new wound no mind. They moved through the ruins in the oldest dance there was, swords lancing out, thrusting forward, always swinging with the strength of Handuin behind them.

They broke apart again, neither willing to yield ground without blood for it. A spear flew through the space between them, unnoticed, irrelevant. They were beyond the battle now, beyond the war itself. The world had narrowed to that single, inevitable clash.

They climbed as they fought, scaling broken structures in seamless motion. Daijen ran up the face of a shattered tower, launching himself across a yawning gap to meet Slait mid-air, their blades colliding in a flash of silver and bone before they landed and turned again without pause. Their movements blurred, too fast for any ordinary eye to follow, each adapting, each learning, each pushing the other toward a breaking point that refused to come.

Daijen drove Slait back across a ruined rooftop, his strikes gaining ground, forcing the zealot into a defensive rhythm. Slait yielded just enough, step by step, his smile never quite leaving him as he absorbed the pressure.

Then the roof gave in.

They fell again, crashing through into the level below, rolling across shattered beams and broken stone before separating once more. This time, Slait rose first, his recovery faster by the smallest of margins.

He came at Daijen with a boot to the ribs, the force of it blasting the Vahlken through a wall and out into the street once more. The pain was real, reminding Daijen how easy his battles had been since last he faced one of Handuin’s design.

Blinking the dust from his eyes, Daijen began to rise as Slait sprang, his blade of bone moving in a brutal, unrelenting sequence that drove the Vahlken back. Daijen met each strike, but the rhythm had shifted. The balance tilted. A cut slipped through, then another, shallow but telling. His footing broke under the pressure as Slait forced him back across the ground, debris always threatening his footing.

Daijen was losing—he could feel it. In the heat of the moment, he couldn’t remember the last time he had struggled to win in a fight.

Slait pressed the advantage with cold certainty, his movements tightening and strikes accelerating. The final blow came swiftly, decisively, Daijen barely managing to catch it as the force collapsed him to one knee, his blade held above him as Slait bore down.

Their faces were close again. Victory gleamed in Slait’s eyes before they flashed in action, his scimitar rolling around viciously, tearing Daijen’s weapon from his grasp. Handuin’s scimitar clattered against the stone, far beyond the Vahlken’s reach.

“Still too slow, little runt,” he murmured, drawing back for the killing strike.

“Tarik…” The word left Daijen’s lips as a strip of cloth might be snatched in the wind, torn from the cloak.

The name cut through the moment. Slait paused, though his expression did not change.

“Your father’s name…,” Daijen continued, his voice steady despite the strain, “…was Tarik.”

Slait’s brow shifted, just slightly. Was that emotion on his face? Daijen had never seen it before, and so he could not say.

The Dawn Sword locked eyes with him. “So?”

Slait struck, his attack angled to cleave Daijen in two.

An almighty crash stayed his hand, the impact rolling over them both.

Uthain had fallen from the sky.

“No!” Slait cried.

It had been a violent explosion of feathers and blood, Uthain’s body slamming into the ruins with enough force to shake the ground. One of his four legs was gone entirely, torn free from a joint that bled profusely. Valyra descended in his wake, her massive form dropping down in a follow-through that scattered debris in every direction.

And with an Aegre’s leg in her beak.

Daijen moved.

He twisted, his leg sweeping out to take Slait’s footing as his body flipped upward. The shift was instantaneous, the opening seized without hesitation as he came to land atop his enemy.

Daijen’s fist connected, once, twice—again and again.

Each blow landed with brutal finality, snapping Slait’s head back every time, driving him into the stone beneath them, the assault pressed without pause, without mercy. Bone cracked beneath the force of it, the zealot’s body going slack as consciousness slipped from him like wine from a spilt glass.

Daijen remained astride the zealot, breath finally ragged. With one hand, he gripped Slait by the rough leather of his collar, and with the other, he searched blindly for the dagger at the back of his belt.

He would finish it—put the dog down for good.

Uthain spasmed, the Aegre finding a spark of life, perhaps even a modicum of rage. Valyra closed the gap and hammered the creature back down, one taloned foot pressing victoriously atop his chest, pinning him.

Then she vomited.

Daijen was immediately on his feet, Slait forgotten as he rushed to her side. The Aegre produced a bucket’s worth of black goop, most of which landed over Uthain’s face and beak. He thrashed beneath the unexpected assault but his wounds were enough to see him still, like his companion.

“Easy, girl,” Daijen said, hesitating to stroke her feathers. He could see dark roots sprouting here and there, mushrooms, mottled and frayed, protruding along her neck.

It was only getting worse.

“You…”

The Vahlken whipped around, utterly surprised to see Slait on his feet—barely. The zealot wobbled and staggered, his expression unreadable through all the swelling, blood, and immediate bruising.

“You…” he said again, the word slurring as it left his bleeding lips.

Daijen knotted his fist, ready to deliver another beating—even if it broke every knuckle in his hand—when Slait fell forwards, face smashing into the ground. He was still once more, if unbearably alive.

The Vahlken made to move when a thunderous roar split the battlefield, turning every head towards the beach.

It wasn’t over yet.
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PREDATORS AND PREY


Destiny. Fate. Whether such things existed—whether the Water Maiden truly intervened—Kitrana Voden saw before her the inevitably of her convictions. The years. The decades. All of it. The current she had chosen had finally run its course—there, at the siege of Atlas, at the end of the world.

How many years had she given over to walking the dry earth of the surface world in search of Dawnbreaker, in search of a weapon whose true name and origin were unknown to all beneath the sea? That path alone had embroiled her in the chaos of the surface dwellers, showing her how intertwined their two worlds really were.

And she had suffered for it. She had even lost one half of the blade and been imprisoned in the mines of The Black Vault, there to endure the torment of the Merdians as her people had. Her actions thereafter had unleashed the demon of the deep, to say nothing of the consequences that had on the Morthil Mountains, on the dwarves who had lost their homes, heritage—their very lives.

The current in her wake was littered with the dead, the collateral damage of trying to save an entire world. There was a shard that yet remained inside Kit’s heart, a shard that cared and bled for all those lost souls—even the Vorge queen, who had been committed to death so her whole race might be used as a weapon.

So much death.

But that shard was naught but a splinter now, its ability to influence the battle maiden ever reduced when she bathed in the light of Dawnbreaker, the weapon requiring—demanding—her rage, her fury, her wrath. It was changing her. Only Dawnbreaker could shatter the Merdians and their hold over the oceans, and only a killer could wield Dawnbreaker.

So that’s what she’d be.

A killer.

An instrument of vengeance.

Head-first, she charged, Dawnbreaker blazing in her grip, its light cutting a path through the blood-thick water as Serenya fell into the current at her side. Aeris rushed ahead, the Vorge responding to his every movement. Together, they became a spear thrust toward the heart of Atlas, abandoning the fractured lines of battle for something far more decisive.

The palace rose from the inner tiers of the city like a crown of black stone and molten light, carved directly into the volcanic spine that loomed over everything. Its architecture was harsher even than the rest of Atlas—no sweeping terraces or open platforms, but steep, interlocking structures that layered upon one another in defensive tiers. Narrow causeways connected fortified entrances, each one guarded, each one designed to funnel attackers into killing grounds. Channels of fast-moving current cut across its approaches, redirecting movement and breaking momentum, while elevated ridges allowed Merdian defenders to strike from above with brutal efficiency.

And they were ready.

The moment Kitrana and her force broke from the wider battle, the palace defences shifted to meet them. Merdian soldiers poured from concealed barracks built into the rock itself, their formations tighter, more disciplined than those on the outer tiers. These were not conscripted male slaves—they were the chosen females of the strongest bloodlines, each gifted tridents, spears, and blades of the richest silvyr.

Kitrana hit them at speed.

Dawnbreaker swept through the first rank in a blinding arc, its light collapsing shields and vaporising bodies, tearing a hole into the formation before it could fully lock. Serenya followed through that opening, her trident striking in precise, catastrophic bursts, each thrust removing another obstacle before it could become a threat. Behind them, the Vorge crashed into the breach like a breaking tide, their ferocity overwhelming what remained of the front line as they dragged Merdian soldiers down in a frenzy of teeth and limbs.

But the palace did not yield.

The defenders fell back in measured waves, drawing the attackers into the narrow approaches where the city’s design could do its work. From above, spears and barbed projectiles rained down, forcing Kitrana to twist and weave even as she advanced.

The currents shifted abruptly, dragging at her limbs, trying to pull her off course, while new ranks of Merdians emerged to replace those she had just cut down.

Then the waters stirred…

Two immense shapes emerged from the palace approach, their heavy forms displacing the water with crushing force. They were crabs—far larger than those upon the outer walls—each one the size of a small warship, their armoured shells layered with jagged plating that bore the scars of countless battles. Their limbs ended in crushing, serrated claws, and upon their backs stood Merdian royal guards clad in ornate armour of gleaming gold.

The first crab lunged.

Its claw snapped toward Kitrana with terrifying speed, the force of it enough to crush her outright. She twisted aside at the last moment, the massive limb shearing through the space where she had been, the displaced water slamming into her like a wall. The same could not be said of the two Vorge who had been darting through at the same time, the pair severed into unequal halves.

Dawnbreaker drank in her black fury and flared as she struck back, the blade biting into the creature’s armoured shell. The impact detonated inward, the crab recoiling as a section of its carapace collapsed in a localised implosion that cracked through layers of plating. But it did not fall. As with the Leviathan or Kraken, its sheer size was too much for the weapon of power to simply conquer.

It surged again, driven forward by the command of the guard upon its back, who thrust downward with a long, barbed spear aimed for Kitrana’s exposed flank.

Serenya intercepted.

The older Nimean drove upward between the crab’s limbs, her trident catching the descending spear and deflecting it just enough for her to slip past. In the same motion, she reversed her grip and drove the weapon upward into the joint beneath the guard’s armour. The strike was clean, brutal, and—most importantly—final. The guard spasmed once before drifting from her mount, her body immediately swallowed by the chaos below.

Serenya went on to drag herself across the carapace and snatch at the crab’s reins, yanking it to one side, where enormous claws could snap at Merdians instead.

To the left, Aeris faced the second beast.

The Vorge swarmed, spiralling around its legs, clinging to its shell, tearing at every exposed joint. The creature thrashed violently, its claws chopping incessantly, crushing several of them outright, but for every one it killed, three more replaced it. Aeris moved through them like a shadow given purpose, his spear targeting the same weak points again and again, his strikes always followed by the Vorge, who thrust their clawed hands into the wounds and tore until the great creature’s movements slowed.

Kitrana knew better than to let them recover.

She rushed forward again, Dawnbreaker blazing brighter as she poured her conviction into it. The blade answered with searing intensity, its light cutting through the murk and the blood as she drove it deep into the cracked shell of the second crab. This time the implosion was large enough to break the beast in half, a thunderous collapse that consumed at least a third of its body.

Serenya plunged her silvyr-tipped trident through the surviving crab’s head, driving the beast to its belly in death. A number of Vorge closed in on the site, tearing at the broken carapace with their hands to get at the meat inside.

“Forward,” Kitrana signed sharply, the command for Aeris, who alone could direct the Vorge.

They poured through the gap, overwhelming the remaining defenders with relentless ferocity. Serenya rejoined them, blood trailing from fresh wounds but her grip as steady as ever. Aeris advanced just ahead, the dark tide of his followers tightening around him as they pressed toward the palace entrance.

“Hold these waters!” the battle maiden signed. “No Merdians in, no Merdians out.”

Aeris nodded. “It will be done.”

“There will be other ways in and out,” Kit told him. “Have the Vorge seek them out and fill the gaps.”

“We can hold,” Aeris replied firmly. “Go. Kill the queen.”

“Let’s end this,” Serenya said, swimming further into the palace, passing over Dawnbreaker’s light.

Behind them, the Vorge sealed the path, a rippling door of teeth, claws, and never-ending hunger.

Beyond the threshold of the palace, the war ended, melting away. The distant tremors still rolled through the stone, the muffled thunder of titans shaking the very bones of Atlas—but within those halls, something else took hold. The currents slowed, the blood thinned, and the noise of battle was reduced to a distant, suffocated echo.

Silence ruled therein, as if it were a place removed from all else, above it all, beyond it all. Somewhere the Dread Queen could take refuge and be reminded that she too was those very things.

Kitrana slowed instinctively, Dawnbreaker’s light dimming at her command, its brilliance reduced to a low, steady glow that clung close to the blade. Serenya mirrored her without needing to be told, her movements tightening, her presence becoming something quieter and shadow-like.

The architecture shifted as they moved deeper, the harsh defensive lines of the outer palace giving way to something more deliberate, more symbolic. The walls were smoother, the black volcanic stone polished to a dull sheen, broken only by vast carvings and sculpted forms that rose from the rock itself.

Statues. Busts. Murals. And all of them a display of dominion.

Towering Merdian females stood immortalised along the corridors, their forms elongated and perfected, expressions carved in cold superiority. At their feet, male figures knelt—smaller, diminished, their bodies bent, their heads lowered in eternal submission. Some bore chains. Others held tools. A few reached upward, frozen in futile defiance, only to be depicted in the next carving as broken, subdued.

Kitrana’s jaw tightened as she passed them.

The Merdians had no respect for life. People were things, tools at best—toys at worst. And they didn’t mind breaking either. Life, whatever form it came in, was replaceable. All except for one.

The Light Lord of Atlas. Their Dread Queen.

All were bent and broken in the shadow of her bloodline, her notoriously wicked offspring. They were naught but a royal house of vipers.

Onwards the pair moved, through corridors that were not corridors at all, but channels—long, controlled flows of water that guided movement through the palace. Narrow passages forced them into single-file motion, while wider junctions opened into circular chambers where currents intersected and redirected, allowing for rapid movement in any direction.

Kitrana pressed herself close to the wall as a patrol passed—a pair of Merdian guards accompanied by a sleek, restless shark that glided between them, its movements sharp, always searching. The creature’s senses cut through the water more keenly than sight alone, its presence forcing both Nimeans to still themselves entirely.

Serenya’s hand found Kitrana’s arm. A warning. They didn’t move. Didn’t exist.

The patrol drifted past, the shark’s tail slicing the current in slow, patient arcs, but there was no escaping those senses—it didn’t need blood to find prey.

Kitrana burst forwards, taking action before the guards understood what was happening. Dawnbreaker came to life, sizzling in the water as the shark turned into their alcove. The blade ran through its head, infusing the shark with so much magic that its body imploded, the vacuum of detritus dragging in the Merdians either side.

Serenya drove forward, pushing off the wall at her back, trident leading the way. As the two guards crashed into each other, the three prongs of her weapon shot through both of their heads simultaneously.

Now there was blood in the water, and so deep into the palace.

“Move,” Kit signalled.

They advanced deeper, slipping from channel to channel, using the architecture as cover, letting the palace guide them even as it sought to expose them. Twice more they paused, flattening themselves against sculpted recesses as patrols crossed their path, homing in on the blood-stained water. Kitrana had to dim Dawnbreaker to almost nothing, the blade’s hunger protesting as its light faded to a dull ember.

Keenly did she feel its absence. There was a growing hunger in her now, a part of her that needed the blade, that needed to be unleashed. There was real power in that, in being untamed, the world shattering before her wrath.

Kit shrugged off those desires as best he could. But it was only a matter of time…

The deeper and higher they went, the more the walls began to tell their story. Great frescos emerged—vast carvings etched directly into the volcanic stone, spanning entire chambers. They were not subtle. They were history, written by the conquerors.

Kitrana slowed before the first.

Nimala.

She knew it instantly, even rendered in the rigid, angular style of Merdian craft. The sweeping structures of her homeland were depicted broken, their curves replaced by jagged fractures. Merdian forces surged through the city, their forms dominant, overwhelming, while Nimeans were shown fleeing, floating in death, and kneeling in unanswered prayers.

In the centre of the scene stood a towering Merdian queen, her figure carved larger than all others, her hand raised as though claiming the city itself.

Serenya’s gaze lingered there. Just for a moment. Then she turned away.

The next fresco was worse. The Kell realm.

Kitrana had never seen it with her own eyes, but she recognised the spiralling structures, the flowing designs that contrasted so violently with Atlas’s rigid geometry. There, those spirals were being shattered, unravelled by Merdian forces that cut through them like blades through kelp.

Kell figures were shown captured, bound, their luminous forms dimmed, their banners torn beneath the feet of their conquerors.

Kitrana felt something twist inside her. The surface world had never known a race like the Merdians. They had their disagreements and their wars, always vying for more dry earth, more resources, more security. To the Dread Queen and her people, they were all but the boons of the real prize—the total annihilation of freedom.

Even the shadowed order of Skaramangians didn’t fight for such a thing.

This was real evil.

The battle maiden pushed on. The channels began to rise with steeper inclines, guiding them upward through the palace’s inner structure. The currents grew stronger, pulling toward a single destination, converging like rivers feeding a vast body.

The throne.

The final passage opened before them, and both women slowed. The entrance loomed ahead, vast and unmistakable. It was a mouth.

Carved, or perhaps built, from the remains of something long extinct, something far older than the city itself. Colossal jaws arched outward, framing the entryway, each tooth the size of a warship’s mast. They curved inward, jagged and uneven, forming a threshold no longer a doorway but a creature poised to swallow anything that dared enter.

The bone—or whatever it had once been—was pale against the black stone, etched with faint markings that had long since lost their meaning, reminding Kit that the ocean’s history was far older than any tale could ever tell.

Serenya drifted to a stop beside her. “The blade forgets, but the deep remembers,” she signed, her mantra returning to her in that, the hour in which they had fought so hard to reach.

“So say we,” Kitrana continued, “who endure tides of blood and war.”

“You would have made for a great salt blade.”

“Coming from you that’s an honour.”

Serenya hefted her trident. “No honours today. No glory. We do this and the tides will settle. No more blood. No more war.”

Kitrana looked at Dawnbreaker, its faint glow reflecting in her eyes. “Let’s kill the witch.”

Together, they passed through that gaping maw, beneath the hanging teeth, and into the throne room of Atlas, where generation after generation of Yilda’s kin had ruled the Merdians.

The chamber beyond opened into a scale that made even the devastation outside feel small. It was carved deep into the volcanic spine, a vast hollow, its breadth stretching outward until distance itself seemed to blur its edges. Black stone formed the bones of it, hard and absolute, but it did not stand alone. Veins of deep purple crystal ran through the walls in jagged seams, catching and holding the light of drifting jelly lanterns that moved in slow patterns through the water. Their glow fractured across those crystalline surfaces, scattering pale violets and ghostly hues that gave the space an ethereal quality at odds with its purpose.

And that purpose was written into every surface.

Massive columns rose at measured intervals, each one carved with scenes of conquest and subjugation, their lines sharp, their figures unyielding. Merdian females towered in those depictions, their forms dominant and unmoving, while others—Nimean, Kell, and stranger shapes besides—were rendered smaller, broken, or bent beneath them.

The carvings did not soften with distance or shadow; the light found them all, revealing every detail of their gruesome barbarism. Between the columns stretched wide spans of open water, spaces large enough to hold entire gatherings, yet empty in a way that suggested they existed for a singular purpose—to witness, to judge, to kneel.

The floor sloped subtly toward the centre, emerging from a dense layer of dark silt that lingered there, suspended in unnatural stillness, absorbing what light rose toward it and giving nothing back. The currents followed that sloping design, slow but constant, drawing everything inward and upward with quiet insistence. It created a sense of pull, reminding any who entered that they were being guided, whether they wished it or not.

At the heart of that pull stood the throne.

It rose from the bedrock in a structure that fused volcanic stone with the pale remains of something far older. Vast bones arced upward and outward, their curvature framing the space with a savage grandeur that had not been dulled by time. Their surfaces bore marks of carving, though not refinement—more an assertion that they had been claimed and repurposed, their origins rendered secondary to the power they now served. Chains hung between them in heavy lengths, their presence as deliberate as the bones themselves, adding weight to the impression that this was not simply a place of rule, but one of dominance now made permanent.

Kitrana felt it as she entered, an awareness that something lay beyond sight, waiting in that darkness.

Her attention returned to the throne.

Yilda occupied it with absolute certainty. She did not rest upon it, nor lean against its structure, but held herself at its centre as though it had been shaped around her rather than the other way around.

Her form was still, controlled, her mantle of flowing fabric moving in measured currents that never obscured her silhouette. The faint glow of the crystals and lanterns traced the bronze of her skin and the edges of her crown, catching in the black of her eyes without softening them.

There were no attendants at her side, no brood of heirs or circle of advisers to lend her presence weight. The chamber did not need them. Its scale, its design, the very way it drew all things toward her, ensured that nothing else could rival her place within it.

Kitrana drifted forward, Dawnbreaker held low, its glow reflecting in the crystal-lined walls and casting fractured light across the bone and stone. Serenya remained just behind her, silent, steady, her presence a constant at Kitrana’s flank.

The distance closed.

The chamber held still around them, the currents quieting as though the world itself acknowledged what had come to pass.

“You have come a long way, little Nimean,” the Light Lord declared, her hands and fingers dancing through her native language. “Further than any other. Your control of the Leviathan is impressive, if in need of some refinement. I could provide education, just as I could provide you with station and authority within my realm. You have certainly proved yourself worthy of the Merdian way.”

“I am nothing like you,” Kitrana argued, her anger always so close to the surface now, an animal pacing in its cage.

“No? You are willing to wipe out an entire race to preserve your own.”

“That does not liken us! You don’t kill to preserve the Merdian way of life—you kill simply because you can, because you enjoy it!”

“And you don’t?” Yilda countered. “You don’t enjoy the feeling of power that blade grants you? The way it feels when it cuts through your enemies. I see it in those shiny blue eyes of yours—the predator. The killer. The murderer. That blade demands it of you, and you feed it willingly. There’s a Merdian in you, that’s plain to see.”

“You wiped out the Fangoras. You brought the Adakii to the brink of extinction. You enslave the Vorge. You made refugees of the Kells. You destroyed the Nimean realm and scattered my people.” With every statement she drifted closer and closer to the throne. “Bringing your queendom to its knees is an act of mercy for every ocean realm, even your own. How many Merdians suffer under your reign?”

“This world cannot exist without us, without its predators,” the Dread Queen replied, ignoring the question. “But I suppose it will still have you…”

Kitrana’s state of mind was all rage, a turbulent sea of violent intent, of a hunger that demanded blood and the war to secure it. She broke into a straight charge, her body rippling from end to end. Dawnbreaker sparked into being, an unbridled sun kept alive by her searing anger. She didn’t know if Serenya was behind her—she didn’t care. The Dread Queen was in her sights.

But the battle maiden was not to reach her. In a spatter of eruptions, the silt beneath her was disturbed.

What had seemed like a still, shadowed layer at the chamber’s base came alive in a violent surge, the dark mass splitting apart as forms burst upward from within it. They struck like ambush predators, fast and precise, their bodies cutting through the water.

Kitrana barely had time to react.

The first of them hit her from below, a shoulder driving into her midsection with enough force to steal her momentum. Another struck her arm, twisting her grip just as Dawnbreaker flared in her hands. A third came from the side, her trident hooking low and wrenching the blade free.

The sword was torn from Kitrana’s grasp. Its light spun once through the water before vanishing into the silt below, swallowed whole by the darkness.

Kit was thrown across the chamber, her body rolling with the impact as the attackers closed in.

They were neither soldiers nor guards. She saw it in the movement, in the armour, in the coordination of their strikes. Each female Merdian moved with absolute control, their bodies honed to a ruinous purpose, their ornate armour and tridents forged entirely of silvyr, gleaming even in the fractured light.

They were princesses all, the daughters of the Light Lord.

The first drove her weapon straight for Kitrana’s throat. The battle maiden twisted, the blade grazing her shoulder instead of piercing it, and in the same motion she seized the shaft of the trident and dragged the princess forward. Their bodies collided, and Kitrana savagely drove her forehead into the Merdian’s face.

Cartilage shattered and the princess recoiled, but not enough. Kitrana’s hands found her jaw and head, fingers digging in, and she twisted hard, snapping the neck with a sharp, final motion before shoving the body aside.

Even without Dawnbreaker, rage emboldened her, commanding her every action. Indeed, another was already swimming in to replace her sister, but not nearly fast enough to satiate the battle maiden’s predatory hunger.

A trident was thrust toward her ribs and would have gone on to skewer Kitrana had she not caught two of the forks in her hands. She drove her knee upward into the attacker’s midsection, the strike folding the princess just long enough for Kitrana to wrench the weapon free and ram it back through her chest.

A fog of blood bloomed into the water.

The others closed in, dashing through it. They moved as one coordinated creature, each strike timed to follow the last, each angle designed to leave no opening. The Nimean was forced back, her body contorting through instinct and training as she evaded one strike, then another, and another, the silvyr tips flashing around her in deadly arcs.

Serenya hit them from the flank.

The older Nimean drove into the formation with all the force she could muster, her trident punching through one princess and carrying her backward, breaking the tight circle long enough for Kitrana to manoeuvre.

The battle maiden surged forward again, now armed with the captured trident, her Swordsworn training taking over. She drove the weapon through a princess’s shoulder, then tore it free and swung the shaft across another’s face, the impact shattering bone before she followed with a thrust that pierced clean through her gut, silvyr punching through silvyr.

Serenya fought beside her with relentless determination, vengeance in her heart. Her trident carved out space, buying Kitrana the moments she needed to kill.

But the princesses did not falter. They pressed harder, faster, their numbers still overwhelming, their skill undeniable. One slipped past Kitrana’s guard and drove her weapon deep into Serenya’s side.

The older Nimean stiffened. Her grip faltered.

Kitrana roared into the water and tore into the attacker, one hand ripping her throat out. She turned back to Serenya, but another strike was coming for the old salt blade—then another.

Serenya took them both, her body arching as the blows landed, her strength finally giving way as she drifted backward, blood trailing from her in thin, dark ribbons.

Still, she threw her head forward and her elbow back, striking both of Yilda’s brood almost simultaneously. She shoved a dagger from her belt straight up, ramming it into the soft pallet under the princess’s jaw, and on into her skull. The salt blade then brought up her legs and pushed off the corpse, crashing into the Merdian at her back, their fight not over until she determined it to be.

The remaining brood closed in again, forcing Kitrana back into the fight, forcing her to abandon everything but survival. She fought like something unleashed, her movements raw and violent, her strikes driven by instinct more than form. She gutted one with the trident and forced her into another, before twisting the weapon and spilling her insides into the water. The princess’s eyes widened in shock and pain, surely aware in that moment she would soon die from such a wound.

Her sister didn’t care.

She dragged her out of the way to reach Kitrana. Their tridents clashed, the ring of silvyr dulled in the depths of the world. Again and again, the princess slipped past Kit’s defences and gouged a bloody line across her arms, ribs, legs. They had been trained by the best their mother could muster, and it showed. But they were missing a vital characteristic, something princesses never knew.

Desperation.

Kitrana Voden was desperate to win, desperate to end it all, desperate to taste victory. Every day for a princess was one of victory, robbing them of conviction.

The battle maiden had plenty of that.

Kit let go of her trident and allowed the princess to rush into her. She snatched at the Merdian’s face and plunged her thumbs into those black eyes. Agony tore through Yilda’s daughter, her lower jaw extended to reveal her shark-like teeth. Kitrana ended it with a savage wrench of the head, snapping the neck.

The chamber had filled with blood. The crystals caught it, reflected it, turned the water into a shifting storm of red and violet. Through it all, the Nimean glimpsed the throne, expecting to find the Dread Queen’s gaze tracking her, watching one daughter die after another.

But the throne was empty.

Yilda was gone.

The realisation struck like ice through the heat of battle, but it came too late to act upon. The very last of the princesses drove forward, trident braced in two hands.

Kitrana scooped up the falling trident, dropped by her latest victim, and met her head on.

Their weapons clashed, silvyr ringing through the water as they closed the distance, their bodies colliding as each fought for the advantage. Kitrana forced her enemy’s trident aside, drove her shoulder forward⁠—

The silt beneath them exploded.

The Light Lord of Atlas erupted from the darkness, Dawnbreaker burning in her grasp.

There was no hesitation as she drove the blade forward, straight through her own daughter. The princess froze, the weapon punching clean through her body as the light of Dawnbreaker consumed her from within. For a heartbeat, she continued to exist—then she collapsed inward, her form imploding into nothing as the Dread Queen tore the blade free.

It came again, a vicious downward strike that reduced the trident to boiling steam.

Kitrana had no time to react, her instincts forcing her forwards. She collided with the queen, the force of it driving them both backward, their hands locking around the hilt of Dawnbreaker as they fought for control. The blade hissed and fizzled between them, its light flaring wildly as it was pulled in two directions at once.

They tumbled through the chamber, crashing into one of the towering columns with bone-rattling force before rebounding into open water. Yilda drove forward, her strength immense, forcing the blade closer, inch by inch.

The edge hovered before Kitrana’s chest. So close the heat of it burned, so bright it began to white-out her vision.

Kitrana strained against it, every muscle in her body burning as she fought to hold the blade at bay. The light seared between them, reflecting in Yilda’s black eyes as the Dread Queen pressed forward, relentless, inevitable.

Around them, the chamber burned with the aftermath of slaughter. Above them, Serenya drifted, unmoving. Between them, Dawnbreaker waited to decide which of them would fall.

Kitrana could feel it in her arms. The tremor. The slow, creeping failure of strength as muscle gave way to strain, as the burn in her limbs turned from effort into something cripplingly deeper and final. Yilda did not tire. The Dread Queen pressed forward with the same measured force, her grip unyielding, her expression unchanged, as though the outcome had already been decided, and the battle maiden was only now catching up to it.

The blade edged closer, inch by burning inch.

The heat of Dawnbreaker began to sear through Kitrana’s skin, its light swallowing her vision until there was only white and shadow and the black, endless void of Yilda’s eyes beyond it.

She was losing.

Not by a misstep or a moment’s hesitation, but by something far simpler—Yilda was stronger, steadier, more certain. Dawnbreaker responded to will, to fury, to conviction… but even that had its limits when the body wielding it began to fail.

The edge pressed closer, and her arms buckled. Kitrana bared her teeth and roared in defiance. The sound tore from her throat and into the water, raw and unshaped, giving voice to her desperation.

Dawnbreaker heard.

It shuddered first, then flared away, as though the blade could no longer contain what burned within it. Small globules of radiance peeled from its edge, drifting free into the surrounding water, pulsing faintly as they moved.

Yilda’s eyes flicked to them for the briefest moment.

Kitrana saw it and understood. Her body was failing. Her strength was fleeing. The blade would not save her through force alone. But the blade had never been just a weapon.

It was an extension of her voice.

Kitrana began to sing. The sound was weak at first, strained by pain, by effort, by the crushing pressure of the moment—but it didn’t need her strength—it needed her conviction.

The note carried through the water, low and resonant, threading through the chamber, through the drifting blood, through the watching crystals and the shadowed silt below. Dawnbreaker drank it in, the light flaring again as the globules multiplied, spreading further, brighter.

Yilda frowned, confused. She tightened her grip, forcing the blade closer still, her expression sharpening as she watched the light change.

Kitrana didn’t stop.

Her voice grew stronger, fed by will, by everything that had brought her to that moment—the losses, the rage, the desperate need to save everyone.

Her song deepened, and the globules of light spread wider still, carrying her call into the depths where something older than queens and empires waited.

Then the world broke.

The side of the chamber exploded inward. Stone and crystal shattered in a violent surge as something immense forced its way through, the impact sending a shockwave tearing across the throne room. Columns cracked. Chains snapped. The silt churned violently, dragged sideways by the force of it.

Kitrana’s voice faltered, the last shreds of her hope draining away at the sight of it.

The deep dragon.

It entered into the chamber head-first, its vast form filling the breach, plated hide scarred and torn, frilled crown flaring wide as its jaws opened.

Dread flooded the battle maiden.

Had her call found the wrong monster? Was there only one now, the victor come to protect its queen? Either way, it was to be Kitrana’s end. There would be no defeating such a fiend.

The deep dragon jerked. Its movement was wrong. Violent. Uncontrolled.

Then it was ripped backward.

Dragged from the chamber with brutal force, its massive head snapping away from view as something unseen seized it and tore it free. For a moment, Kitrana glimpsed the truth—the ragged edge where its neck should have been, torn and broken, its form no longer whole.

The deep dragon was already dead, its head cleaved free and used like a battering ram to punch through the palace wall.

In its place—the Leviathan.

Its colossal bulk blew through the shattered wall, crushing what remained of the structure as it invaded the chamber, its misshapen body dragging all manner of ruin with it. Tentacles spilled through the breach, writhing, searching, anchoring themselves against stone and bone alike as it forced more of itself into the space.

The water convulsed.

The chamber, once vast and controlled, became something else entirely—a collapsing space filled with a presence that defied scale and understanding as it diminished the throne room.

So too did it diminish the Dread Queen, reducing her to simply queen, then Yilda alone, a mere Merdian confronted by a god. Her grip on Dawnbreaker was barely there anymore, her black eyes fixed on the flowering mouth of the Leviathan. Every fleshy petal was layered with serrated teeth, and deeper still, inside the void of its throat, there came the worming strands of its tongue.

Kit yanked the weapon free, wholly reclaiming it, while shoving Yilda forward.

“There are only predators and prey,” she signed. “You’re just prey…”

Horror snagged in the Light Lord’s expression, and only a moment before those whipping strands lashed out and ensnared her, coiling about her body from feet to the throat. Her eyes bulged as the Leviathan tightened, its tongue constricting, biting through her bronzed flesh so it might taste of her blood before dragging her into hell.

Kitrana reached out and grabbed the crown from her head, grasping it just before the tongue retracted and the queen herself was pulled into the abyss.

With that, the Leviathan shrugged itself free of the throne room and returned to the cold waters beyond, there to feast on the real prize.

The battle maiden looked at the crown in her hand, feeling struck down by disbelief. It was done. Yilda, her brood, her regime, all of it—gone. The waters of Verda had been spared Merdian wrath for good.

Serenya!

She had caught sight of the salt blade in the corner of her eye, floating above the throne. With all speed she swam to the older Nimean, Dawnbreaker reduced to cold steel by the time she took her in her arms.

Several taps about the face were required before Serenya opened her eyes again. She blinked, taking in Kitrana’s face, before looking to the crown in her hand. Searching, the salt blade soon noted the jagged hole in the side of the chamber, the floating dead princesses, and the complete absence of the Dread Queen.

“Is it… over?” she signed, as the battle maiden took them both to the lip of the shattered wall.

Kitrana wanted to say no, to be realistic and point out that there was likely still a heavy Merdian resistance to deal with, an obscene number of casualties to take stock of, a potentially dead Jinn king, and a good degree of chaos threading through the remnants of all underwater civilisation.

“Yes,” she said instead.

Theirs was a victory years in the making, hard won and by the blood and death of so many they couldn’t rightly be counted. And whatever was to come next, it could not be so insurmountable as overcoming the Merdian regime.

And for her son, at the very least, Serenya deserved to hear a yes.

Kitrana looked out on the turbulent waters below, bearing witness to the dregs of battle. Sight of the crown would settle it…

Her gaze was arrested by the faintest glimmer of something metallic, and not below where silvyr and siden-steel were brought to bear but above.

A sword…

It was cutting through the water, falling to the very bottom of Verda.

The battle maiden craned her neck. Two swords. Three swords. A dozen swords. It was raining steel beneath the waves. One knocked against the palace wall above and scraped over the stone until it fell again, directly in front of the pair. Kit sheathed Dawnbreaker over one shoulder and caught the tumbling weapon.

“What… is that?” Serenya asked, her wounds demanding a wince of pain as she moved her hands.

Kitrana turned the blade over, scrutinising its forging. She recognised it, knew it to be a sword of man—of Erador. She looked up again, unable to pierce the distance above.

What was happening up there?


64
AN UNLIKELY ALLY


Had killing ever been so easy?

Cob had been fighting all his life, his grip, muscles, joints—everything—having adjusted to meet his enemy with a blade of Draven bone, a heavy weapon by anyone’s reckoning. All the works of the earth had been forbidden, the lighter, yet sharp, touch of steel always for others and never him, never the Kedradi.

On the nights he dared entertain the wildest of dreams, he broke the curse of his bloodline and, finally, wielded a blade of steel in battle, a wraith on the field.

Never had those dreams reached the dizzying heights of even contemplating a weapon so exquisite as a silvyr blade.

Now, his foes would have preferred a wraith on the battlefield. Between the numerous combat styles hammered into his bones, a lifetime of fighting monsters and men, and the well of power coursing through his veins, Valarius Cobenian Thayne had become the very hand of Death.

He had wrought a path of ruin in his wake, the dead trailing him like a bloody cloak of victory. Forged from two other blades, his scimitar was a demon of silvyr, flashing in the morning sun, a beauty of creation streaked with liquid crimson. The traitors came for him and fell before him, their death discovered in the biting taste of that dwarven masterpiece.

As the Dragon Rider weaved through the ruins of his ancestors, clashing with group after group, so too did his scaled companion. Thessaleia was a menace unto herself, being so young and nimble, a taut spring of muscle, teeth, and claws. The enemy couldn’t catch her, couldn’t hope to outrun her.

She dragged men down with her claws, each hooked deep into flesh, and clamped down with her jaws, ripping out throats and puncturing skulls. Rarely was she still, slithering between the traitors like a snake, skittering across walls, or leaping over heads entirely. Between the dirt and the blood, the dull orange of her scales had all but vanished, lending her a notch of camouflage in the fray.

Cob could feel her strength, her vitality, as if they were his own. She was all instincts, and every one of them tethered her to him. On the fringes of those instincts, the Rider could feel the beginnings of a real intelligence, where her mother’s memories and experiences made way for who Thessaleia truly was, that personality that would go on to define the dragon.

But they could only linger on the periphery for now, her ability to speak and experience a full spectrum of emotions—to indulge in her mother’s wisdom—put to one side. She was to protect him, to kill for him, and nothing else.

Cob would be lying if he didn’t share in those instincts. While Yamnomora and the dwarves fought beside him, with Androma and even his sister too, the Rider felt compelled to stay close to Thessaleia above all. He could literally feel the distance between them, as if they were physically tethered by some unseen chain.

“On me!” Queen Hurelia cried, rallying her warriors.

The Kedradi closed ranks, forming a tight knot of bristling blades. As one, behind the queen, they advanced, pushing through the traitor ranks, forcing the murderous men into retreat from that district.

“Let’s give ’em a hand!” Yamnomora shouted, yanking her battle-axe out of a man’s chest.

The dwarves barrelled in after the Kedradi, lending their own style of brutality to the effort. Their superior strength was on display, each dwarf taking down their foe with a single blow, be it from their weapon or simply a balled fist.

Cob moved to join them when a new cluster of traitors infiltrated the ruins from the north. They immediately noted the alliance of men and dwarves and sought to flank them, pincering the defensive force.

“Thessaleia!” Cob called, his intentions passing through their bond.

Acting in unison, dragon and Rider cut between their allies and the flanking force. Thessaleia dashed up a fallen wall and gained height over the group, while Valarius placed himself directly in their path. As Thessaleia crashed into the heart of them, sowing utter chaos, the Kedradi jumped into their front row, blade thrusting ahead of him.

The first of them was skewered, his training inadequate to defend against Cob’s attack. The next came at him with a raised shield and darting spear, the point aimed for his chest. The Rider met it head-on, his scimitar flashing once—just once—and the spear was no longer whole. The silvyr edge sheared clean through the shaft, then carried on through wood and iron to bite into the man behind it. Cob stepped through him as he fell, already turning into the next strike.

Having already dropped into their midst, claws first, Thessaleia’s weight drove two men into the ground where her fangs cold hook deep into flesh. One screamed—briefly—before her jaws closed around his throat, the crunch of bone and cartilage lost beneath the mayhem. She ripped him free as she twisted, her tail lashing out to sweep another from his feet, sending him sprawling into the path of her companion’s advance.

Valarius took the opening without thought, years of experience guiding his every step.

He pivoted, blade cutting low and fast, severing the man’s arm at the elbow before reversing the motion and finishing him with a thrust through the chest.

Another rushed him from the side—too eager, too exposed—and Cob simply stepped inside the attack, his shoulder crashing into the man as the scimitar carved upward beneath his ribs.

They fell together, tangled in death.

Cob tore free, blood already sliding down the curve of his blade as he turned to meet the last of them. Thessaleia had scattered the rest, her presence alone enough to break their cohesion.

One tried to flee, only to be caught mid-step as she bounded off a broken wall and landed atop him, claws pinning him in place before her teeth found the edges of his face.

Another raised his weapon with shaking hands, his confidence gone, his stance broken. Cob strode towards him, catching the man’s wild blow on the flat of his blade. He turned it aside and drove forward with a strike that would have killed him, but it was another who dealt him his ending.

Androma moved through the space with quiet certainty, her blindfolded gaze offering no hesitation, no doubt. The staff struck first, the wood cracking across the man’s wrist and sending his weapon spinning away. He barely had time to register the loss before her silvyr blade followed, precise and unyielding as it slipped between his ribs.

The man gasped and sagged before Androma withdrew the blade cleanly, letting him fall where he stood.

“Are you wounded?” Cob asked her, already regretting the fretting question.

“Of course I’m bloody wounded,” she snapped. “But I’ve still enough blood in my veins to keep going. What I need is breath.” The old Rider sagged against the nearest wall, her chest heaving, dragging in every breath with desperate need.

Cob glanced towards the east. “Was that him? The one you and Aphrandhor would speak of?

Androma tilted her head. “Daijen Saeth.”

“He’s really here?”

“You’re the one who can see.”

Cob shrugged off her sarcasm with a slow blink. “I lost sight of him.”

“He does that,” she muttered. “Leave him to it. Whatever he’s here to do, it would be best not to get in his way.” Androma’s head twitched towards the northern wall. “What’s she doing?”

Cob looked up to see his sister standing atop the wall, every bit the warrior-queen she had been born to be—trained to be. Hurelia raised her blade high.

“Kedradi!” she bellowed. “Push them back to the beach! Feed them to the sea!”

The descendants of Kanofell roared in response, their blades hammered against shields and cuirasses. It lent every warrior the courage and valour to keep going, to give all they had left, a defiance that could stand up to Death and proclaim—not today!

“For Kanofell!” The cry rolled through the Kedradi ranks, taken up by a hundred voices and hammered into the bones of every warrior still standing.

Cob felt it.

Felt it in his chest, in the grip of his blade, in the tightening of the bond that tethered him to Thessaleia. The sound had momentum, like the shifting of the tide.

“Forward!” he shouted, though the command had already taken hold.

He moved with them, the Kedradi advancing as one, shields raised, blades thrusting in brutal unison as they drove into the traitors with renewed fury. The dwarves were there too, their presence unmistakable, crashing into the flanks with raw, unrelenting strength. Where the Kedradi pressed, the dwarves broke, and where the dwarves broke, the enemy line faltered.

It was there, in that weakened space, where the surgical blade of a Kedradi Dragon Rider could do the most damage.

His scimitar flashed, carving a path through men who were already losing their footing, already giving ground under the sheer weight of the advance. A man tried to hold—his shield raised, his stance braced—but Cob’s blade split through both, the silvyr edge biting cleanly through wood and into flesh beneath. He stepped through the falling body, his momentum carrying him into the next, then the next, each strike delivering the only reward one could reap for invading Kanofell.

Around him, Thessaleia became something else entirely.

She could herd them as well as she could fight them. Darting along the edges of the pushing line, she snapped and struck at any who tried to break away, driving them back into the press of bodies where the Kedradi and dwarves awaited. She leapt over heads, skittered along broken walls, her claws raking, her jaws snapping, scattering the will of those who thought to stand against her.

Together, step by step, street by street, and body after body, they drove the enemy back until stone gave way to sand, an effort that could have taken hours or years—Cob could no longer tell.

The beach stretched before them, slick with water and blood, the tide creeping ever closer as though eager to reclaim what had been taken. The traitors hesitated, their retreat stalling as they found themselves pressed between the advancing force and the sea itself.

Cob slowed, just enough to take it in, to see the whole, to understand the scale of what still remained.

To the east, the dragons fought on.

Out in the shallows, where land embraced sea, their massive forms churned the water into a violent froth. Waves crashed and broke around them, driven by sheer force—by the unbridled violence of their clash.

Nersandi’s green form twisted through the surf, her movements still sharp, still controlled, while Garganafan stumbled and swiped blindly, his wounds staining great swathes of the surf in red. Between them, Morgwyn struck in flashes of fire and motion, a smaller shape against giants, yet no less vital for it.

To the west, Cob’s gaze caught on something else. Two figures. They were moving faster than anything else on the battlefield had a right to move, identifying them immediately as Kassanda and Col-vok.

They tore through the ruins at the edge of the beach, their duel carving a path through friend and foe without a care for either. From such a distance, they were almost abstract—flashes of motion, arcs of silvyr, bodies colliding and separating with impossible speed—but even that was enough to see the truth of it.

They were two forces of nature crashing again and again, neither giving ground, neither yielding, each strike carrying the weight of finality but forever denied.

Cob found himself slowing further. Watching.

Kassanda moved like a blade herself, the Rider’s technique bordering on perfection. In her hands, the sword was an extension of her will, its every strike deliberately placed to serve the next. She flowed through the chaos, using the broken terrain as though she had shaped it herself, turning every obstacle into an advantage, every misstep into a weapon.

Col-vok, however, matched her like for like.

The tattooed Rider met her in every exchange with equal force, equal skill, his movements just as refined, just as deadly. It was almost beautiful to behold.

Cob felt it then, sharper than he had before. Not just attraction. Not just lust. Something warmer, more dangerous. It caught in his chest, unfamiliar and unwelcome in the midst of war, and yet impossible to ignore. He watched her drive forward, forcing Col-vok back a step, then another, her blade flashing in the morning light, and for a moment the battle around him seemed to fade.

He didn’t just want her to survive, he needed her to.

Awe settled in beside that warmth, grounding it, lending it shape. Whatever else stirred in him, whatever name it might one day be given, it could not eclipse the simple truth before him—she was a warrior beyond compare. And she was fighting for their world.

But she need not fight alone.

The battle surged back into focus around him. “Stay with the dwarves!” he shouted, his command as much for Androma as it was for his sister.

The once ranger set off at a dead sprint, into the west.

Across the blood-soaked sands he ran, his pace unbroken, his path not to be interrupted. The traitors who staggered into his way barely had time to register him before they fell. One lunged with a spear—Cob slipped inside the thrust and split him from collar to chest in a single, rising cut. Another came from the side, blade high—Thessaleia struck first, her claws tearing into the man’s back and dragging him down, leaving Cob free to drive forward without pause.

The beach was chaos, bodies crushed into the sand, the tide pulling at the fallen as if eager to claim them. Cob didn’t slow for any of it. He leapt a broken shield, cut through another man mid-stride, and pressed on, his focus narrowing to a single point ahead.

Kassanda.

He reached them in motion.

There was no call, no warning—only the instinct born of one with the dragon heart.

Cob stepped into the edge of their duel, his scimitar flashing as he turned aside a strike meant for Kassanda’s flank, the impact ringing through his arm as he forced the blade away. Kassanda didn’t falter, didn’t even look at him. She adjusted, adapted, as though he had always been there, her next strike flowing seamlessly into the space he had created.

Col-vok adapted just as quickly, the rhythm shifting.

Where before Kassanda had been forced to match him blow for blow, now the pressure turned. Cob drove in from one side, his strikes heavier, less refined but no less deadly, forcing Col-vok to divide his attention. Kassanda pressed from the other, her blade ever-present, relentless, each movement building upon the last.

Col-vok yielded ground.

They drove him toward the surf, step by contested step, the sand giving way beneath their boots as the water came for their legs. Waves crashed against them, dragging at their footing, but none of them broke rhythm. Silvyr rang above the roar of the sea, each clash sharper, more desperate than the last.

Cob felt the strain now, the cost of keeping pace with them.

The Dragon Rider forced himself into any space, bridging the gap with strength and instinct, his blade carving where theirs slipped, his presence enough to disrupt, to pressure, to deny.

It was working. Col-vok bled. A shallow cut across his arm. Another along his side. Kassanda’s blade found him again, biting deep into his shoulder before he twisted away, the wound spilling red into the surf.

Still he fought—endured.

Kassanda’s footing slipped on the churned sand, her balance breaking for the smallest of moments as she turned into her next strike. It was nothing to most but, to Col-vok, it was everything.

He moved with certainty, his blade cutting in low, then rising in a brutal arc that would have taken her cleanly across the torso.

Cob was already moving, driven by emotions all too new to him. He stepped into the strike, turning his body just enough…

The blade hit.

Pain flared, sharp and immediate, as it bit into his side instead of hers, carving through leather and flesh in the absence of any scale mail. The force of it drove him sideways, but he refused to fall. He caught the motion, twisted with it, and in that same breath he acted.

His free hand snapped out, seizing Col-vok’s wrist. There was no stopping the strike now, the blood in the water, but he could trap it.

Cob drove forward, ignoring—accepting—the pain as he forced the captured arm inward, locking it against his own body, the angle wrong for withdrawal, wrong for recovery. His scimitar hooked beneath Col-vok’s guard, pressing up, binding the Rider’s blade in place.

For a heartbeat, Col-vok’s eyes blazed with fury, though Cob had seen enough trapped animals to know fear when he saw it, however masked it might be.

Col-vok was caught, held in place.

Kassanda seized the opportunity, her centuries demanding as much.

Her sword slipped beneath Col-vok’s guard and drove through him, the silvyr edge punching into his chest and out the other side in a single, decisive thrust. The force of it carried them together for a moment, Kassanda’s momentum pressing him back as the life left his body and his blade left Cob’s side.

Col-vok’s eyes met hers, the fury and fear diminished now. Then they dimmed altogether. His blade slipped from his grasp, sinking into the shallows.

Valarius released Col-vok as the strength went out of his traitorous body, the weight of him sagging forward before collapsing into the surf, the water already pulling at him, claiming him as it had so many others.

For a single, fragile moment, the battle seemed to hold its breath.

That breath returned not with a hush, but with a roar.

Nersandi’s monstrous cry tore across the beach, a sound of such raw fury and grief that it assaulted the ears. The great green dragon wrenched herself free from the battle, leaving Garganafan to lie strewn across the sand. Her massive form twisted as she lashed out, swatting Morgwyn aside with a brutal sweep of her body, sending the younger dragon crashing into the shallows.

She turned, her reptilian eyes reducing the size of the battlefield to what felt like mere inches as she homed in on them.

Each step thundered against the sand as she advanced, her vast form bearing down upon the shore with unstoppable intent, her rage burning hotter than any flame she could summon.

Cob had to conjure every ounce of his strength. Stay on your feet, he urged himself. The blood loss was like a weight unto itself, dragging his senses down into a numbing void. More than anything, he wanted to at least drop to his knees and free his legs of the burden of keeping him upright.

But Nersandi was coming.

“Go!” The word tore from his mouth, if with little verve behind it.

Thessaleia tilted her head, her front feet padding repeatedly against the sand, her tail flicking sharply from side to side.

“Go!” he said again, issuing the command with some force this time. “Get back!”

Thessaleia hesitated.

The bond between them pulled taut, stretched thin between instinct and obedience. Her claws dug into the sand, her body coiled, torn between fleeing as commanded and remaining to defend him. Cob felt it—felt her refusal, her fear, her need to stay.

With a sharp, defiant hiss, the young dragon planted her feet and raised her jaw defiantly. She was going nowhere.

There was no subtlety in Nersandi’s advance, no grace left in her movement. This was not the measured predator of earlier, not the precise, calculating force that had strafed the battlefield. This was grief given form. Rage made flesh.

She crushed everything in her path.

Men—traitors and Kedradi alike—vanished beneath her weight, their bodies reduced to nothing more than broken shapes pressed into the sand. Those who tried to flee were too slow. Those who tried to stand were simply erased. Her claws gouged trenches through the beach, her tail lashing behind her in violent arcs that sent bodies and debris scattering into the surf.

The ground trembled with every step, a thunderous countdown to doom itself.

Cob swayed where he stood, the world threatening to tilt beneath him as blood continued to pour from his side. His grip tightened on his blade—not to fight, not anymore—but simply to remain upright. The edges of his vision darkened, the roar of the battlefield dimming beneath the pounding of his own heartbeat.

Still—he did not move. Kassanda stood beside him. Unyielding. An example to all warriors should they ever wonder what the pinnacle looked like.

Her blade was raised, her stance set, her gaze locked on the approaching dragon with a focus that spoke of her defiance in the face of death. There was no hesitation in her. No retreat.

Cob almost laughed. Of course there wasn’t.

Nersandi loomed.

The vast green head lowered, her jaws parting as the glands behind her teeth prepared to coil, a promise of annihilation about to be unleashed.

This was to be it then. One last stand. No escape. No miracle. Only fire⁠—

The ocean exploded beside them, a wall of water running upward from the sea with a force that defied understanding, towering over the battlefield in a sudden, violent upheaval that stole the breath from every soul who witnessed it.

The surf roared as it was displaced, the tide thrown back as something vast and ancient emerged from the depths.

Valarius felt his jaw drop, his eyes surely deceived by the thing breaching the world.

It was like no beast he had ever seen or even imagined.

A colossal form of scaled mass and coiling muscle, its body long and sinuous, its hide dark and glistening with the sheen of the deep. Its head alone dwarfed Nersandi’s, petaled jaws lined with teeth like jagged spears, each one capable of crushing bone and steel. Water cascaded from it in torrents as it reared, the sheer size of it blotting out the light for a fleeting, impossible moment.

It fell upon the shore as a god might stamp upon the earth

Nersandi barely had time to react.

The behemoth’s jaws snapped shut around her head with a thunderous crack, the force of it driving the green dragon sideways as the beast crashed into her. Sand and water erupted around them as the two titans collided, the impact sending shockwaves rippling across the beach.

Nersandi thrashed. Her body convulsed in violent resistance, claws tearing into the creature’s hide, her tail lashing with enough force to shatter stone. Fire erupted from her throat—but it was swallowed, smothered, lost within the crushing grip of those monstrous jaws.

The monster did not release. Instead, it shook her once, twice, the motion catastrophic, each violent wrench of its head sending Nersandi’s massive body whipping through the air like something robbed of its weight. The sound—bone, scale, and sinew protesting under impossible force—echoed across the battlefield, stealing the courage of every man.

Then it began to drag her. Bit by bit.

The green dragon’s resistance faltered, her movements slowing as the monster adjusted its grip, working her deeper into its maw. Her claws tore furrows through the sand, her wings beat once then stilled as the beast consumed her, inch by brutal inch.

Until she was gone. Swallowed whole.

The nightmare from the sea lingered only a moment longer, its vast form coiling as the waves surged around it once more. Then, as suddenly as it had come, it turned and slipped back into the depths, its immense body vanishing beneath the churning waters.

The ocean roared before it dared to settle again.

Stunned and fractured was the silence that followed, the battlefield struggling to comprehend what it had just witnessed.

Cob stood there, unmoving, his breath shallow, his mind unable to fully grasp the scale of what had just transpired. By the look on Kassanda’s face, she too was experiencing the same thing.

Calls went up, arms stretching out, fingers pointing to the sea. The Dragon Rider squinted to make sense of the water, its surface so bright under the rising sun.

From the turbulent waves, a figure had emerged.

She came ashore with calm, assured steps. The sea clung to her, trailing from her form in rivulets that caught the light, her presence at once grounded and otherworldly. Cob blinked. He knew her—knew her face.

Kitrana Voden!

The name came through sifted memories. He recalled parting ways with her upon the cliffs of The Giant’s Throat, when Gallien had still been Gallien.

But she had come from the sea…

He blinked again, sure that his blood loss had reached dangerous levels now. “Kitrana? Kitrana… Voden?”

She glanced back at the sea, an almost apologetic look about her. “I really hope that was a bad dragon…”
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METHUSELAH


With every step, Skara felt he was fulfilling a destiny writ across time itself. The sound of clashing swords and bursts of magic fell away in his wake—let Riders kill Riders, he thought.

He followed the breeze washing over his scaled flesh until it brought him to the cracked wall, the dead end. The fingers on his right hand caressed the stone beside him, the vambrace showing him the many workers once employed by Gelakor. He saw their echoes toil within the mountain, ghosts building the very wall that barred his way.

He also witnessed Gelakor murder those same workers, ensuring all who had laid eyes on Barad-Agin’s sanctum could never tell of it.

Cunning indeed…

Retracting his hand, Skara looked at the wall as it was, a solid block of unyielding stone weighing in the tons. He couldn’t believe he was finally standing there, only feet away from the very thing he had desired most, and for so long.

For a moment, he didn’t move, held in place by reverence.

A slow breath drew into his lungs, shuddering slightly as it passed through a body that didn’t feel wholly human anymore. Beneath the pain, beneath the constant tearing and reshaping of flesh and bone, something deeper stirred—something older than his current form, older than the countless lives he had worn and discarded.

This was it.

Since the fall of Barad-Agin—since the moment his master had been torn from the world—Skara had carried the absence like a wound that would never close. Victory had been his, yes. The final blow struck, the great terror silenced. But victory had not brought fulfilment.

Only hunger.

Even in death, Barad-Agin had loomed over him, a shadow that would not fade. Skara had taken his master’s place in the world, but never in truth. Never in power. There had always been something withheld, something incomplete. The secrets that had made Barad-Agin what he was—the true pinnacle of his craft—had died with him.

Or so the world believed.

Skara had known better. He had always known.

Methuselah. The hidden root. The first place. The well from which it had all sprung.

Through centuries uncounted, through body after body, life after life, he had chased whispers and fragments, instincts that felt less like thought and more like memory bleeding through the cracks of his existence. He had searched in deserts and drowned cities, in the bones of empires and the ashes of forgotten wars, always guided by something he could never quite name.

And now…

A laugh almost escaped him, caught somewhere between awe and disbelief. His claws flexed slowly at his sides, the stone beneath them scoring faintly as the tremor passed through him.

“It was always meant to be,” he murmured.

Chance and fortune be damned. It was inevitable.

Every failure, every death, every stolen life had led him there. Even his ignorance, even the version of himself that had once fled into those halls as Bragen Pendain, clutching the necklace like a frightened animal—it had all been part of the same path.

A path he had walked a thousand times without understanding. Until now.

His mismatched eyes gleamed as they fixed upon the cracked wall.

He would rid himself of the agony and make a better body for himself. Then, he would make a better world. The thought sent a thrill through him—sharp, intoxicating.

No longer the apprentice. No longer the shadow.

There, beyond that wall, lay the final truth. The culmination of everything Barad-Agin had withheld. The knowledge that would not simply elevate Skara—but complete him.

The walls shuddered around him, dust falling like rain. The Riders were determined to bring the whole mountain down apparently⁠—

White-hot pain lanced through his back, shoving him face first into the partition wall. He roared with the burning shock of it, his obsidian claws gouging trenches as he slowly dropped to his knees.

It was the remaining wing, he knew. It was growing out of him, ripping him apart in the process.

Transmutation.

How had Barad-Agin done it? How had he perfected it? First, he had taken his Fae body and made something passably human out of it—a clumsy attempt at best, but he never suffered. Beyond that, he had made a beast of himself, finally giving in to his obsession with spiders.

There was only one way to find out.

Leaning into all that pain, Skara forced himself upright.

It came in waves now—agony so pure it stripped thought down to its barest function. His spine felt as though it were being split and reforged, bone stretching, reshaping, making room for something that did not belong. The half-formed wing twitched behind him, slick with blood, its growth neither clean nor merciful.

He laughed through it, a raw, broken sound. If he could not avoid the torment, then he would master it.

Skara pressed one clawed hand against the wall, the other curling tight at his side as magic gathered within him. It did not come gently.

The stone beneath his palm began to tremble. Cracks spread outward from the point of contact, deepening as the pressure built. Dust trickled down in steady streams, the ancient wall groaning as though it remembered its purpose.

Skara leaned closer, his brow nearly touching the surface, his breath ragged and uneven. The magic spiked, and with a snarl, he expelled it forward.

A deafening crack split the chamber as the stone gave way in a violent eruption, the partition blasted inward as though struck by a god’s hand. Massive slabs tore free, tumbling into the darkness beyond, followed by a storm of dust and shattered fragments that roared through the newly opened breach.

The force of it staggered Skara back a step. He stood amidst the settling ruin, chest heaving, eyes fixed on what lay beyond.

A darkness deep and vast—waiting.

He peeled the fingers back on one hand, his palm birthing an orb of light that went on to float above him, tethered by unseen strands of magic.

Slowly, almost reverently, he stepped forward and crossed the threshold.

The chamber beyond swallowed him whole. It rose impossibly high, a vast hollow carved through the mountain like the core of some ancient wound. His orb—still lingering in the air behind him—drifted forward, its light stretching upward, searching for a ceiling it could not quite reach. The darkness above seemed endless, vanishing into shadow far beyond the reach of mortal sight.

His gaze roamed across the walls that gave the chamber its circular shape. The stone curved in great, spiralling ridges that wrapped around in a slow, ascending whorl, as though something immense had driven its way upward through the mountain itself. The patterns were too smooth, too deliberate to be natural, yet too vast and violent to have been shaped by hand.

But what of a Fae hand?

Skara turned slowly, drinking it in, his eyes gleaming with something close to awe. “Methuselah…” he breathed.

The air itself seemed different—thicker, heavier, charged with something that prickled against his skin and coiled at the edges of his senses. Skara stepped further into the vast hollow, his claws scraping softly against the stone as he moved. The pain in his body had not lessened—in truth, it worsened with every step—but now it felt… distant, drowned beneath something greater.

Anticipation.

While vast, the chamber was soon laid bare in its entirety. Nothing. No shelves lined with tomes. No ancient desks or stone tables worn smooth by years of study. No instruments, no remnants of alchemical craft, no sigils carved with purpose into the floor. There were no runes etched into the spiralling walls, no diagrams, no evidence of careful experimentation or methodical inquiry. No sign of the countless failures that must have preceded mastery.

No trace of the countless lives Barad-Agin must have twisted and reshaped in his pursuit of perfection.

Skara’s slow advance faltered. This was not a laboratory. It was not even a ruin of one.

There was nothing there to suggest that a wizard had ever stood within that space and bent it to his will. No sign of habitation. No tools. No craft. Only the hollow.

Skara turned slowly, his earlier reverence cooling into something sharper, more searching. His eyes darted across the chamber again, urgently now, seeking something—anything—that might confirm what he had believed for so long.

“This is it,” he muttered, more to himself than anything else. “It has to be…”

But the chamber offered him no secrets, no hidden truths to claim. Only silence, thick and oppressive, closing in from all sides.

A flicker of irritation crept into his expression. Then doubt. Then anger.

His jaw tightened, claws flexing at his sides as he forced the thought away. The chamber was important. He could feel it in the air, in the way the very stone seemed to hum with something ancient and unseen. It was no empty cavern.

It was something else. Something older than the practices of men—why else would Gelakor have hidden it away?

Skara took another step forward, slower now, his gaze narrowing. It was not the walls that held his attention this time.

It was the floor.

At first, it seemed no different from the rest—smooth stone, worn by time, bearing the same subtle undulations as the spiralling ridges around him. But as his orb drifted lower, its light grazing across the centre of the chamber, something caught.

There, etched into the very heart of the floor, was the shape of a spider—but not as nature intended, at least not Verda’s nature. With more than eight legs, it was the depiction of a spider from the Realm of Magic, the mark of The Deceiver.

Skara’s lips parted slightly, something like triumph stirring behind the hunger in his gaze. Slowly, he approached, his steps measured now, cautious despite the fire building within him.

The closer he came, the more detail revealed itself. The spider was not alone. At its centre—where its body should have been—lay a series of intricate carvings, far finer than the broad, sweeping lines of the sigil itself. They were precise and delicate. Interwoven patterns that spiralled inward, layer upon layer, as though they had been etched with infinite patience and purpose.

Each line fed into the next, converging upon a single point⁠—

A slit.

Narrow. Clean. Perfectly cut into the stone, interrupting the design at its very core.

Skara crouched, the movement stiff as his body continued its painful transformation. One clawed hand hovered over the markings, not yet touching, as though some instinct warned him against it.

His eyes flicked across the patterns, searching, tracing their flow, the way they guided the eye—guided him—toward that opening.

The air around it felt… different. Denser, perhaps. Certainly charged, as though whatever lay beneath that thin divide was pressing upward, waiting.

Skara’s smile returned, slow and knowing, his earlier doubt evaporating as quickly as it had come. His gaze fixed on the slit, on the precise place where everything converged.

Of course…

“A lock,” he whispered.

The Dark One drew the sword from his belt, bringing Dragon Foe into the light. It was immune to the touch of his vambrace, mute. He could not glean into its past, could not see its forging in the hands of his dead master. It only encouraged him, for why else would Barad-Agin have gone to any length to keep prying eyes out—lest it was a key?

He drank in the sight of it, noting the runes etched into the blade itself and even across the guard. He knew every glyph, though he had never seen them arranged in such an order. Some spoke of movement, the transfer of energy. Others were more powerful, runes he knew to be agents of destruction, capable of tearing through the veil to draw upon more magic.

The revelation came fully formed in his mind.

He looked around at the hollow chamber, seeing now why it was empty and shaped in such a way. The sword was a key, the sigil a lock, and the room… the room was a receptacle.

For a pocket dimension.

Of course. Barad-Agin wouldn’t have hidden his designs anywhere some bumbling explorer might find them. He had hidden his work inside a pocket dimension, in a space between realities. He had only to turn the key, and Methuselah—the real Methuselah—would be revealed to him.

Skara leaned forward, caution in his bones, as though even now he feared the moment might fracture if rushed.

The blade hovered over the slit.

He simply held it there, his eyes tracing the alignment—the runes along the sword, the intricate patterns beneath it, the perfect convergence of design. Then he drove the sword down.

Dragon Foe slid into the slit with a smooth, final precision, the stone having waited for its return. There was no resistance. No grinding protest. Only acceptance.

The response was immediate, if deep and distant.

A series of heavy clicks rolled out beneath the floor, one after another, echoing through the hollow chamber like the turning of vast, unseen gears. The stone beneath his hand trembled faintly, the intricate patterns catching the light as though something far below had stirred.

Skara’s breath caught. His clawed hand closed around the hilt. He turned the key.

The chamber answered with a low, resonant groan, the very mountain roused from slumber. More mechanisms awakened below, their movements vast and deliberate, sending vibrations up through the stone and into Skara’s bones. The clicks gave way to something heavier—grinding, shifting, the unmistakable sound of ancient constructs long untouched beginning to move once more.

The slit pulsed faintly with violet light. The air thickened, changed. Skara released the hilt and stepped back, his gaze never leaving the centre of the sigil.

At first there was nothing more than a whisper, curling around his legs, tugging at the tattered remnants of his clothing. Then it grew into a wind, rising from nowhere and everywhere at once, drawn into the chamber from the shadows.

It followed the shape of the walls, spiralling, climbing into the darkness above.

The whorling ridges caught the current and amplified it, turning the hollow into a conduit for something unseen. Dust lifted from the floor in slow, drifting spirals, then faster, until the air twisted and churned.

Skara’s smile widened, something wild and triumphant breaking through the ruin of his face.

“Yes…” he breathed, louder now. “Yes, show me.”

His heart pounded and his body yet screamed in pain, but none of it mattered. He stood at the centre of it all, eyes fixed upon the sigil, upon the place where reality itself now seemed to strain, waiting for the moment it would give way.

Any second now, and the world would change.

“Skara!”

The Dark One whipped around, fingers clenched and claws extended. There, before him, was Baelon Vos, bloody and battered, sword held low at his side. It seemed will alone kept him on his feet.

“I hope you gutted them all!” Skara shouted over the howling wind. “Saves me a job!”

Baelon was looking past him, at the sword in the stone. The crow’s feet about his eyes narrowed all the more as it seemed he forgot about Skara altogether.

“You’re too late!” The Dark One told him triumphantly.

Baelon was shaking his head. “No… I’ve seen this…”

Skara lashed out, crossing the gap between them in a single bound, one clawed hand raking at the Dragonlord. Baelon skipped back, saving his life but not his leathers. Skara felt his claws drag across the honey-coloured scale mail beneath, seeking flesh and blood.

Baelon came back swinging, his Fae blade slicing at a leg, an arm, his enemy’s throat. Skara evaded them all, his new body, however painful, faster than anything human.

That wasn’t to say he was completely in control of it. Involuntarily, his fully-formed wing flapped to one side, staggering him. Baelon missed Skara’s torso but carved a line across the bony limb from which the membrane draped. The wing recoiled, shoving The Dark One again, infuriating him.

The Dragonlord never missed an opportunity. He stepped in again, blade rising through a swift arc. Skara felt the blow take him just beneath the jaw, having drawn a bloody line up the centre of his chest, the crystal biting through his scales.

His head whipped back, The Dark One instinctively retreated, thereby avoiding Baelon’s follow through, a swipe that would have decapitated him.

A snarl tore from his lips, pain suddenly muted behind a wall of blinding red rage. His new legs propelled him forwards, his reflexes snapping to attention. His claws punched through to skin—to meat.

Baelon cried out, pushed back step after step, his skin torn asunder again and again by five relentless claws. At last, Skara backhanded him, launching the Dragonlord into a twisting flip that threw him into the ridged wall.

“Know when you are beaten!” Skara rasped.

He could see Baelon already trying to rise, defiant to his last. Skara brought his foot up into the man’s ribs, hurling him back into the wall.

“You could have avoided this!” Another kick, lifting Baelon into a bouncing drop. “Had you but kneeled, you could have seen the world we spoke of!”

The Dark One heaved him up, pinning him to the wall, and thrust all five of his claws into the fool’s gut. Baelon groaned and spat blood, the smell of its strong and tangy in Skara’s draconic nostrils.

“You will just have to settle for…” Skara trailed off—his foe was paying him no attention.

Skara followed his gaze and turned around, letting the Dragonlord fall to the base of the wall. The wind continued to swirl, collecting spirals of dust, and, all the while, Dragon Foe hummed at the heart of it, the steel shimmering from within.

The collating dust began to thicken, circling faster, tighter, steadily concealing the hilt of the sword.

Skara stepped towards it, his confidence waning. He had seen pocket dimensions before, watched as they folded the world inside out and transported one to another place.

It had never looked like that.

The gathering dust began to coagulate, forming an outline that began to take up significant space within the chamber.

Skara squinted, one hand coming up to protect his eyes against the hurricane of debris. Something buried in the deepest depths of his mind began to rise, to take shape as, indeed, the dust was. A part of him knew exactly what he was witnessing—a part he denied vehemently.

Behind him, Baelon picked up his broken blade and pressed his fist into his gut. Skara paid him no mind, letting the would-be king flee from the chamber.

Methuselah was upon the verge of being revealed to him.

Wasn’t it?

There came no pocket dimension, no fold in space or change in reality. Instead, his mind cast back to that most fateful of moments, when he defeated Barad-Agin within the embrace of Azad-guul, thousands of years past.

The Blood-drinker had been swallowed by a portal, his unmaking ultimately deemed by his own hand. In that final moment, he had hurled his sword—Dragon Foe—at Skara Pendain, hero of the Free Peoples of Verda.

He could still hear it echo through time, the sound of the blade plunging into the stone beside his head. Barad-Agin had missed and fallen into ruin.

Unless…

Unless he hadn’t missed.

Unless he wanted Skara to possess the weapon—the key.

The truth of it manifested before his very eyes, Dragon Foe burning bright as it brought two realms together, the colliding realities creating so much friction as to heat up the entire chamber.

Into hell it reached, dragging from its oily depths the demon himself.

A hand formed first, pale and unnaturally long as its fingers coiled about the sword’s hilt. From there, the storm of dust was transmuted into yet more flesh, growing into an arm, bony and elongated.

Skara stepped back, a chasm opening inside him.

The emerging form spread out and up, towering over The Dark One while legs—eight of them—found their form to either side.

All at once, the wind fell dead, the dust settled, and Dragon Foe gave up its song. And there, under the stark glow of a floating orb, was the architect himself, The Deceiver, Blood-drinker, Earth-breaker—The First Wizard.

The demon fiend stood tall, his humanoid body, recently wounded and even burnt in places, poised atop a spider’s bulk and eight hideous legs, and all of it glisteningly moist, spotted with fungal growth and rigid hairs.

Draped in a ragged cloak and hood, his milky body loomed over Skara, thin and riddled with dark veins that ran up his neck and into his beastly face. There, within the greasy strands of his jet-black hair, were four sable eyes, all of which bore Skara’s small reflection.

Death itself had finally waded into Verda’s fate and dealt its pale hand.

Barad-Agin had returned…


66
THE COST OF VICTORY


The city burned behind Joran.

Not in great, sweeping infernos alone, but in a thousand smaller deaths—timbres smouldering, makeshift rooftops collapsing in slow surrender, embers drifting through the air, the remnants of life to ash.

Smoke hung thick over Nithrael, turning the morning light into something dim and distant, as though the sun itself dared not look too closely upon what had become of the ancient capital.

Joran walked through it.

Step by step. He did not rush. He did not falter. The weight in his arms demanded steadiness, not haste, and so he carried it as one might carry something sacred.

King Edris lay cradled against his chest, his body wrapped as best it could be in what remained of royal cloth and dignity. Blood had long since dried across his armour and skin, darkened to something almost black, yet still it marked him. Still it told the story.

Joran did not look down. He had looked enough.

Around him, the ruins breathed with the aftermath of war. The clash of steel had dulled, reduced now to scattered skirmishes and the distant cries of the wounded. Where once there had been fury, there was now exhaustion. Where there had been defiance, there was now something quieter. Grief.

The first of them saw him as he passed through a broken street, his boots crunching over stone and debris. A Valgalan—one of the homeguard. The man froze where he stood, his blade lowering instinctively as his gaze fixed upon the form Joran carried. Recognition came slowly, then all at once. His posture changed. His shoulders drew in. His head bowed.

He said nothing. He didn’t need to.

Another saw. Then another.

Word didn’t pass between them, yet it spread all the same, carried in glances, in the stilling of motion, in the quiet understanding that moved through the remnants of the king’s guard like a shadow. One by one, they lowered their weapons and bowed their heads as Joran passed.

Their king was dead.

Even the Kedradi took notice. They stood amidst the ruins, their curved blades still slick with blood, their armour battered, their bodies spent from the fight—and yet when they saw him, when they saw what he carried, they too lowered their gazes. Some pressed a hand to their chest. Others simply bowed their heads in solemn respect.

Enemy. Ally. It no longer mattered. A king had fallen, a king who had fought on their native soil for their freedom as much as for those from the north.

Joran walked on.

Through shattered archways and collapsed halls, past the remains of what had once been a city worthy of song, he carried Edris toward the edge of it all. The smoke thinned as he moved, the scent of ash giving way slowly to salt, to the sharp breath of the sea that lingered beyond the ruins.

The threshold came into view, broken and splintered as it was. Yet still it marked the divide between what had been and what now remained.

Joran stepped through it.

The beach stretched out before him, scarred by battle, the sand churned and darkened by blood and dead bodies. The tide crept in once more, reclaiming the land inch by inch, as though the ocean itself sought to wash the memory of war away.

He walked onto the open shore, and there, at last, he stopped.

The surviving traitors were in full retreat, wading through the closing sand bridge. Even at a glance, it seemed impossible for them to reach the southern shores of Erador before the sea rose and demanded they swim—in full armour.

Seeing so many men, Valgalans and Kedradi alike, closing in, Joran knelt down and gently placed the King of Erador onto the sand. He deserved better of course, something worthy of a great ruler perhaps. The sand would have to do, surrounded by those who revered him, those who had followed him into battle.

The young Rider continued to stand over him for a short while, staring down at a man he should have known all his life. He knew he was supposed to feel something more, something deeper, at the sight of his father, cold and dead at his feet. Perhaps those feelings would come, in time. The battle still clung to him, heightening his senses, dampening his emotions. He felt in a constant state of alert that prevented him from seeing anything other than another corpse.

He hated it.

He wanted to feel something, anything—everything.

Joran looked around, seeing the faces of the men. Did they lack feeling as he did? Were they as numb as he was⁠—

He did a double take, looking at those gathered about him.

Gallien.

He had just seen Gallien among them, walking between them, his eyes on Joran while all else were looking at the king. And then he was gone, a spectre, like a mote of dust in his violet eyes. He felt it then, that tug of emotion he had been missing.

You cannot feel for him because he was never your father, Morgwyn said, turning Joran’s gaze down the beach.

The dark purple dragon was beside Garganafan, who lay as a mountain of pale scales streaked with blood. He was yet alive, that much he could feel through his bond with Morgwyn, but the great dragon was in need of rest while he teetered on the edge of death. So much of him was hanging off, his flesh and scales peeled back by Nersandi’s claws and punctured by her teeth.

Morgwyn himself was a tapestry of wounds. His front right leg failed to take his weight, his left wing drooped, pressing flat to his side, and his tail was missing an entire chunk.

Do not question your humanity, Joran. Being told he is your father and knowing he is your father are two different things. The same conflict lives in me when I consider my own father.

Joran made to move away from the scene, pausing only when Captain Hawkins literally staggered into view. The head of the homeguard limped into the gathering, his expression dour if firm. It spoke of the failure they all shouldered—Joran included.

The king was dead.

Erador had just been decapitated.

Joran clapped the man on one shoulder and found his way out of the enclosure, leaving the men to pay their respects.

Grief would find him, no doubt. He would be waiting.

He instinctively made for Morgwyn, seeking the dragon’s company and the comfort that he knew would come with it. The young Rider stopped in his tracks, however, his sharp eyes shifting up the beach where he spotted familiar faces. Cob. Kassanda.

Kitrana…

Without thought, he stepped in their direction, his thoughts plunging back to The Unadine and The Serpent’s Tongue, where Baelon Vos had made camp and imprisoned her. Joran had shared many evenings around the fire with the Nimean, listening to her tales of the deep, her people, and that other world that existed beneath his own.

Violence had torn them apart, a recurring theme in Joran’s life. The Merdians had attacked the camp, seeking Dawnbreaker for their Dread Queen. Kitrana herself had come to claim the weapon of power, blinding Joran in her escape.

That had only been weeks ago, perhaps a month or more. So why did it feel like a lifetime had passed?

More importantly, why was the battle maiden standing with Kassanda and Cob?

In need of answers, Joran changed direction and made for the trio, his cloak of tanned cloth trailing in the sea breeze behind him. He saw Yamnomora on the way, the dwarf in the middle of embracing Grarfath. Both of them looked exhausted, covered in ash, smeared with blood, sporting more injuries than could be counted at a glance. He recognised relief when he saw it though, the expression plastered across Yamnomora’s face.

Pressing on, he was soon walking into the trio’s midst, the surf lapping at their ankles. Kitrana acknowledged Joran’s arrival with a raised chin, as if she was preparing herself for some kind of challenge. That made sense when he considered that the last time she had seen him, he was firmly on Baelon’s side of the line.

“Have you come as friend or foe?” Joran asked bluntly, truthfully unsure.

“Friend,” Kassanda answered on the Nimean’s behalf. “We can’t afford to have her as anything else…”

“That thing,” Joran continued, nodding his chin at the sea behind Kit. “That was you?” So vast had the creature been that he had seen it from inside the ruins.

“Yes,” she said simply, though her demeanour suggested there was a lot more to the truth of that statement than she could convey.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his gaze roaming over the hilt that protruded over one of her shoulders—she still possessed Dawnbreaker.

“That’s about as easy to explain as the creature you just saw⁠—”

“Make it simple,” Joran interjected bluntly, unable to smooth neither words nor tone.

Kitrana raised her chin and looked down the beach, at the ruin that had been wrought. “Everything that’s happening up here is happening down there.”

“I’d say we have a lot to discuss,” Kassanda pointed out, sheathing her blade.

Cob said with a mirthless laugh. “We just won,” he pointed out, one bloody hand gripped to his side. “Skara committed his entire army to annihilating us—an army we just broke. He hasn’t a hope of beating us now. ”

Kassanda didn’t look so convinced. “He still has Garek and Raya—and Vander. That’s threat enough.”

“Look at them!” Cob nodded at the collapsing sand bridge. “That’s all he has left. Victory is all but ours…” He stumbled sideways until Kit caught him.

Kassanda moved and took over his care from the Nimean, placing one of his arms over her shoulders. “I’ve got you.”

Joran stood directly in their path, his eyes locking with Kassanda’s. Without words, they relived the fight on the broken bridge, bringing it back to the centuries old Rider that victory had come at a grave cost.

“What is it?” Cob asked, seeing the moment they shared. “What’s wrong?”

Kassanda faltered, eyes shifting down the beach until she found the knot of men. Like blood from a wound, hope drained from the Dragon Rider.

As one, with Kitrana and Thessaleia in their wake, the Dragon Riders crossed the beach, their collective presence enough to shatter the gathering and clear a space. Joran took Cob, aiding the man to stay on his feet, while Kassanda knelt beside her liege. Her centuries of duty, of keeping to her oaths, looked to manifest as a physical weight, holding her down.

None of them—not a one—could understand the depths of failure opening within her. Joran could feel something of it, her emotions tethered to Garganafan and, therefore, to Morgwyn, the dragons still connected from their heated battle. Even then, it was little more than the surface level.

Kassanda truly suffered in that moment.

“He was brave to his end,” Queen Hurelia declared, arriving quietly among the others. “King Edris will be remembered in the songs of our people. He will never be forgotten by the Kedradi.”

Joran looked at him again, trying to see the man his mother had loved, the man who had loved his mother.

Grief is a slow poison, Morgwyn said, speaking into his mind, if not his soul. Give it time…

The cloistered group was disturbed by the arrival of another, turning every head to Androma. She stood with thanks to The Green Leaf’s staff, perhaps the only thing keeping her from collapsing right there and then.

“Begging your pardon,” she began—she who had never begged in her long life. “There’s someone you all need to meet.”

Once again, the group shuffled outwards, allowing for yet one more to make themselves known. He was a head taller than all of them, shoulders broad and layered in leather pauldrons. A dark cloak billowed behind him, the light catching splinters of bronze within the unusual thread. So too did his thick lock of long white hair flow into the wind, a notch paler than his chalky skin.

A Vahlken.

It wasn’t in the ice of his blue eyes or the cords of his coiling muscles nor even his height and graceful sense of balance. Joran could just sense it, the power peeling off the Andaren in palpable ripples. There was magic in his blood. The very same that coursed through his own and his mother’s before him.

Androma stepped aside, planting her staff as she tilted her head towards the stranger.

“This is Daijen Saeth.”


EPILOGUE


For the first time in millennia, in ages untold and uncounted, Barad-Agin inhaled Verda’s air.

Had he been holding his breath for so long? He felt like a man who had breached the surface of the ocean and found life in that desperate gulp.

Musty and close as it was, within the mountain’s innards, the air was still pure—clean—as it filled his lungs, enriching is blood.

It would have been easy to think he was free, the Shadow Realm behind him, but Verda was a prison all of its own—like every realm.

The Fae released his grip on Dragon Foe, a weapon he had all but forgotten, and looked to the one who had placed it into the stone.

What a little beast it was, staring up at him, bewildered, terrified—awed. Barad-Agin knew his work when he saw it, even if it was a poor imitation. The human-dragon thing retreated with every step the wizard advanced, giving in to its fear.

“It cannot be you,” its pathetic voice quavered. “Not you…”

Barad-Agin stopped.

His four black orbs blinked as one and retracted the obsidian lenses, revealing his yellowed, bloodshot eyes. He scrutinised the creature, wondering if he was, indeed, looking at his actual work.

“Is that you… apprentice?” His voice echoed after itself, the numerous membranes vibrating wetly against each other inside his throat.

He saw the truth of it in the beast’s eyes—it was Skara!

Barad-Agin looked back at the sword still protruding from the floor. It brought out a laugh in him, and so terrible was it, he was sure the sound would have driven all the nightmares of men back into the dark.

A flash of courage—anger—crossed Skara’s ruined face. He threw out one clawed hand, his magic on the verge of tearing through reality and smashing into his old master.

But Barad-Agin had felt the shift, the tilt in the atmosphere, the ripple that kissed his moist skin. He knew well when something as pitiful as a man was daring to summon magic.

Skara’s spell broke against his own, water splashing over rock. It fractured the air at sharp angles, bleeding over Barad-Agin’s shield.

The First Wizard laughed again, a hacking cackle that assaulted the chamber.

How long had it been since he knew the touch of ethereal magic? The Shadow Realm did not permit such a thing, its atmosphere too thin and feeble without a tree such as Anatuu. And Anatuu itself was too far removed to seep into that dark place.

Verda had no such problem, a world drinking in all that Anatuu had to offer.

Barad-Agin conjured a living flame and marvelled at it, his monstrous grin spreading to display his glassy black fangs. It was a thing of beauty.

And he hurled it at Skara.

His once apprentice took the spell to his scaled torso and flew from his feet. The wall cracked at his back, bending his wings in ways they weren’t intended to.

Still, his scales held up, safeguarding him against the heat at least. He rose unsteadily, black smoke licking his chest. In his defiance, he struck again. Ice. Fire. Lightning. Torrents of blasting wind.

Barad-Agin welcomed them all, each an old friend he had long missed. Ethereal magic was simply easier, a reflex that fed off instinct. Far less complicated than anything alchemical, requiring ingredients, time, and consideration.

That wasn’t to say he hadn’t perfected the latter.

While shielding himself against Skara’s feeble blasts, one bony hand dipped into the shadows of his cloak, to the belt of many things that hung from his waist. Sharp nails removed the vial of blue liquid before his arm snapped out, launching it in the blink of an eye. The glass shattered against his hard jaw, and the potion spilled across his face and lips.

He was seized immediately by Barad-Agin’s alchemy, his limbs slowed first, until the magic worked in him, shuddering his muscles—even his blood flow—to a crawl. He now belonged to a temporary pocket of time, immobile and utterly vulnerable.

Barad-Agin engaged a dormant cluster of nerves along his spine and detached himself from the arachnid carapace, the organic seams splitting apart to grant his legs freedom to move. A wicked heat and acrid stench rose from within the spidery pouch as his legs pushed through fungal cords and pasty gore to touch down on cold stone.

A head taller than even the loftiest of humans, he still towered over Skara Pendain on his bare feet, each leaving a wet print in his wake.

The Deceiver winced. His chest and neck burned, the heat still biting deep even days later, since his recent aerial battle against the Vahlken, Daijen Saeth, and the wretched dragon. Little time had transpired for the Hollow King, his realm slow in its passing compared to Verda, and so his wounds continued to gnaw at him. In truth, most of his wounds had occurred upon impact, though the falling Vortherax—that hulking shade of a dragon—had taken the brunt of it.

His Hollowborn had collected him from the mountainside and taken him back to the bosom of Nyxdrasil, where he had sworn bloody revenge upon Daijen Saeth.

And then he was gone, drawn from the Shadow Realm, from his palace, and brought to the world of flowers and birds… and dragons.

His many eyes traced the joins that remained between Skara’s human flesh and dragon scale.

“What a mess you’ve made of yourself, old friend,” he purred. “I see your failings, but didn’t I always? You only ever knew success under my guiding hand.”

Barad-Agin leaned in and manipulated Skara’s head, tilting it to one side, where he could better examine the growth of scales across the man’s face.

“You certainly botched the spell,” he said critically. “It must be agonising to endure,” he added, running one jagged nail down his cheek.

“Alas, you have not suffered as I would have you suffer. You do not know real pain—not yet.”

The First Wizard straightened, bringing up his right wrist so he might press his thumbnail into the placid skin. He squeezed until the nail pierced his flesh, and a trickle of blood—all too dark—ran free along his arm.

“Come along,” he whispered, coaxingly.

He saw it move beneath his skin, like an octopus shifting beneath sand. It gripped his tendons, using them to pull itself along while its body slid over muscle and sinew.

The blood flow was stymied by its appearance, one worming tentacle after another tasting the air, tugging at the skin to make more space. There was pain, of course, though the wizard would be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy it to some degree.

The parasite crawled out of him and remained gripped to his arm, its oily black skin glistening under the orb above.

A part of him—a part of the whole, it knew his will and took off down his arm and across his hand, where Barad-Agin placed his fingers to Skara’s left ear.

“That’s it,” he uttered lovingly.

The parasite stretched some of its tentacles, searching blindly for its prey. The moment it found a living thing it latched on and crossed the gap. Its boneless body contorted and compressed until it disappeared inside Skara’s ear, gone entirely.

Barad-Agin stepped back, a smile on his dark lips, one that had not graced his face in eons—it was content.

“Isn’t this turning out to be a lovely day…”

The alchemical spell wore off, and Skara snapped back, his mind and body returned to normal speed. He was quick to shrug off any disorientation and draw back a hand, a new spell already building.

But it never came.

The pathetic excuse for a man faltered, lowering his hand while his eyes scanned left and right. He would be feeling it about then. A twinge of pain while internal structures were moved about or gripped by the parasite. It was working its way through him, seeking out his spine and the fragile architecture of the human nervous system.

Skara pressed his fingers to the featureless hole where his human ear had once been. “What… what have you done?”

“Learning from my mistakes,” the Fae replied. “I will not be betrayed again.”

Skara gasped, his legs buckling, taking him to his knees. “What have you… done to me?”

“Free will,” Barad-Agin said, shaking his head despairingly. “I have spent many lifetimes correcting it. I see no place for it in the world—in any world. Better, I think, that we adopt a more… fungal approach. One of nature’s greatest designs. Add magic to that design, and you have perfection.”

Skara screamed, his back arching as a new wave of pain ripped through him—his scream ended abruptly, his voice silenced while the agony continued.

“It seems my little friend has found your nervous system. As we speak, it will be entwining about your spine, making itself a part of you and, at the same time, making you a part of me.”

Skara inhaled a violent breath, his voice returned to him, as he fell forward upon his hands.

Barad-Agin came to crouch beside him, one long hand cradling the back of his apprentice’s head, beneath the horns. “This must be bitterly disappointing for you. That you believed all those stories I had told of this place, of the sword. I gave up hope centuries ago, sure that you had given up any dream of finding this place, of bettering yourself. Yet here you are, all these years later, desperate, tormented—doomed. And all for nothing.

“Don’t let it drag you down,” he continued, once again enjoying the power he had over the man. “You were never meant to go any further than this. You’re just a human. Just meat.”

The Deceiver rose to his full height and stepped back into the waiting spider carapace. Its interior flexed open for him, layers of pale fungal flesh peeling apart in wet strands as his legs slid into the hollow beneath. The living cavity welcomed him with nauseating warmth, muscular tissues contracting around his limbs and waist in slow, possessive pulses.

Inside, the fungal lining quivered and excreted a viscous film that spread rapidly across skin and chitin alike. Stringy membranes stretched between body and carapace, knitting themselves together as though eager to erase the distinction between rider and vessel. The slick secretion seeped into every seam and join, bonding flesh to flesh until the grotesque union became whole once more.

“Your kind will serve one way or another,” he announced, “whether you have to be stripped inside out, your nerve endings used to stitch this world together, or in the consuming of your meat to feed my Hollowborn.”

Skara was drooling, wings twitching, as he rose unsteadily to his feet. There was a fire in his eyes, just as there had been in days ancient and lost to time, when he had watched his family die at his master’s hands.

He roared, jaws stretching in the manner of a dragon, his humanity leaving him behind. It was impressive, well beyond the vocal range of a person, speaking to the defiance that had long made Skara Pendain the man he was—a hero to many, even if they were all dust.

The red beast lunged, ready to give his all and slay The Blood-drinker once and for all.

“Behave.”

He hadn’t needed to speak, but the word punctuated the moment perfectly.

Skara had stopped mid-charge, his muscles paralysed, tensed to keep him in place without falling over. Only his eyes were permitted free will, allowing Skara—trapped within—to observe the world around him.

“We can do this two ways,” Barad-Agin told him smugly. “I can command your every step, your every breath even. Tedious, I think you will agree. Alternatively, you can resume your place at my side, apprentice, and obey my every whim. Allow me to demonstrate the consequences of misconduct.”

The wizard’s will lashed out, and the parasite answered instantly.

It seized Skara’s nervous system like a hand closing around the roots of his being. Pain invaded. Every nerve in his body ignited at once, as though molten iron had been poured through his veins in place of blood. His spine arched violently, muscles locking so hard his tendons could be heard tearing free from bone, yet still the agony climbed higher.

It was beyond burning. Beyond flaying. Beyond anything flesh was ever meant to endure.

The parasite threaded itself deeper through him, wrapping around nerve endings, squeezing, plucking, burrowing into the delicate architecture of sensation itself until pain ceased to be an experience and became the entirety of existence. There was no longer a body to inhabit, no memory of who or what he was.

Only suffering.

Any man would have blacked out instantly. Any beast would have died from the shock of it. Even dragons, those ancient tyrants of flesh and fury, would have seen their minds collapse beneath such torment.

Barad-Agin denied Skara even that mercy.

He held him there, a prisoner of the conscious mind.

Every second stretched obscenely long, each moment of agony unfolding into another without relief or end. Skara’s jaw hung wide in a silent convulsion, but no scream came forth, his breath crushed. His eyes bulged red with burst vessels, tears streaming involuntarily down his scaled cheeks while his body spasmed in helpless, inhuman jerks.

He could feel it tightening around his spine, its tendrils probing through his skull like fingers searching blindly through wet earth.

The ordeal ended as momentarily as it began, no lingering pain save the memory of it.

Skara was still left gasping, a mess of limbs on the stone at his master’s many feet.

“Tell me you understand.”

It was many seconds before Skara was able to say, “I… understand.”

Barad-Agin tilted his head expectantly.

“… Master,” he finally added, not wishing to suffer again.

“Very good,” The Deceiver purred. “You may rise and take your place at my side.”

The mountain shook around them, releasing its grip on swaths of dust and loose stones. Though distant, tamed by a labyrinth of halls, the monstrous roar still found Barad-Agin’s ears.

“I should like to feel the wind on my skin,” he said wistfully.

With Skara following dutifully in his wake, the Hollow King navigated the mountain’s interior, his considerable bulk closing in, pincered legs folding to see him through the narrower passages.

The wind picked up, guiding him to the wider world, beckoning him. His skin felt wonderfully alive under its touch, electrified, hungry for more.

Inevitably, the tunnels gave way to ruins, and the ruins to the sky. He was to be welcomed by a storm, the rain whipped into torrents that hammered the world side on. Lightning ripped through the sky above, nature’s trumpets heralding his return. Black clouds tumbled into each other, a refreshing sight from the oily canvas of the Shadow Realm’s so-called heavens.

“Your Grace!” a broad-shouldered man called, appearing from behind a shattered pillar. Beside him was a woman, and between them rested a blond-haired man, an arm around each of his kin and blood soaking him through from the waist down.

Vander…

The name came to him in a haze before the memory sharpened—not his memory. He had viewed the Dragon Rider through the eyes of Daijen Saeth, the Vahlken’s mind laid bare while imprisoned within the Sorrow Vaults.

All three of them looked upon Barad-Agin with fresh horror.

Without any communication, both man and woman dropped the wounded Vander like a stone and reached for their swords.

The Earth-breaker tapped one pincered foot irritably.

“Hold!” Skara barked, no doubt feeling the beginnings of pain worming through his limbs. “Garek! Raya! I said hold! He’s with me!”

Their horror turned immediately to confusion, derision even.

“With you?” Raya echoed.

“Where is Baelon Vos?” Skara asked, taking control.

Garek hesitated, struggling to take his eyes off Barad-Agin. “He’s out here somewhere, Your Grace. Parthagon and Ithira have been searching for Kalaghan⁠—”

“There’s something else out there,” Raya interjected. “Ithira can feel it.”

“Parthagon too,” Garek agreed. “We are not alone in this storm.”

“Where is Herragax?” Skara demanded.

Vander looked up weakly. “Can you… save her?” He spat blood over his hands. “Did you find… the spells?”

Barad-Agin ignored the fool, eyes narrowing on the figure standing sentinel upon the edge of the cliff. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked, his voice seeing a ripple of terror through the Riders.

It was tall, taller even than he. A shadowed cloak billowed about it, though not in accordance with the storm that raged all around. Barad-Agin spied its long and pale legs, shaped like the hind quarters of a horse, its four arms hanging limply at its sides.

A Golem. One of Skara’s precious four. Barad-Agin had seen as much while probing the memories of Daijen Saeth, who had seen far more of history than any mortal had any right to.

Of all his apprentice’s works, his dabbles in magic, the Golems were his most impressive, the pinnacle of his abilities. Even at a distance, Barad-Agin could feel the magic, the power, coiling about its lanky form.

That they could bridge the realms by will alone, moving creatures and people from one to the other…

They were a marvel of ingenuity, and one he could have done with long ago, saving him from so much time in the Shadow Realm.

“Why is it not attacking me?” The Deceiver enquired, his counter spells already swimming around his mind.

Skara stepped forward, neck craned and eyes searching the sky. “Because I commanded him to fight another…”

The question lingered on Barad-Agin’s lips, but the storm answered him soon enough.

It overpowered the thunder, a roar so primal, so savage and raw, that it made nature itself a subject under its domain.

It was the monster of monsters.

Barad-Agin stepped further into the ruins, his gaze trying to peel back clouds of pitch, to see the wings silhouetted against the staccato lightning.

Skara stumbled, one hand pressed to his head. “He’s found me…”

And then he came.

A demon of horns and wings, of teeth and claws, of wrath and ruin.

Malliath.

The storm burst apart, unable to contain him, to tame him. His enormous bat-like wings tore through the currents, paying their direction no heed as he forced a path through the world.

For all the terror and promise of destruction that accompanied the dragon, Barad-Agin couldn’t help but smile at the sight of him. He was a ruin unto himself, his scarred hide still bearing the mark of his time in the Shadow Realm, in the bowls of Vireth Kael, the bleeding bough. There, Malliath had been subjected to horrors beyond the comprehension of mortals.

Just thinking about it broadened Barad-Agin’s sharp grin.

“Meliax!” Skara bellowed. “Bring him down!”

The Golem didn’t hesitate. Its ethereal cloak took on a life of its own and cascaded forwards, the darkness within its folds deepening. The storm seemed to recoil from it, rain bending away as the black mass gathered and stretched.

Then it split.

A jagged tear ripped through the cloak, though not in cloth, but in space itself. From within came a wet and guttural sound. A scraping of bone against bone, of sinew dragged across unseen surfaces.

A clawed limb thrust into existence, slick with viscous black fluid that hissed as it struck the stone. It was followed by a second, both talons digging into the cliff’s edge as the creature hauled itself free. Wings unfurled next—leathery and torn, their membranes veined sickly green. A long neck followed, serpentine and snapping, its jaws parting to reveal rows of jagged teeth dripping with smoking ichor.

A wyvern, a native of the Shadow Realm.

Barad-Agin smiled at the memory that came to mind, of the many wyverns he had flayed out of naught but boredom, a child plucking wings from a fly.

Its hide was mottled and raw, as though it had never truly known flesh, only the imitation of it. Reality stretched around the monster as it fully tore itself free from the Golem’s cloak and launched into the storm, and with a banshee-like shriek.

The sound was sharp and piercing, its two powerful legs tucking beneath it while its wings drove it higher—straight toward the descending shadow.

Malliath didn’t slow.

The dragon burst through the storm in a fury of blackened scales and thunderous force, his massive wings cleaving through the rain.

The two collided in a war of teeth and claws, the impact sending a shockwave through the storm that scattered rain in all directions. The wyvern snapped its jaws, a stream of corrosive bile spewing forth in a hissing arc. The acid struck Malliath’s side, eating into his already scarred hide, smoke rising as flesh burned.

Malliath roared, one massive claw seizing the wyvern’s neck, the other tearing into its wing. The creature shrieked, thrashing violently, its tail whipping around to lash at him, but the dragon had the advantage. His front legs could both rake at flesh and manipulate the wyvern’s neck and head.

Malliath’s jaws closed around the wyvern’s shoulder, teeth punching through corrupted flesh with brutal ease. The creature convulsed, acid spilling wildly from its maw as it tried to wrench free.

Malliath tore.

Was there a more invigorating sound?

It made Barad-Agin smile all the more to see the flesh split, the bone snap. One wing came free in the dragon’s grasp, ripped clean from the creature’s body. The wyvern screamed, its flight collapsing instantly as it lurched sideways, struggling to stay aloft with one remaining wing.

It did not get the chance.

Malliath rushed after it, chasing the kill, faster than something his size had any right to be. He slammed into it from above, driving it down through the storm in a spiralling descent. The wyvern clawed at him, bit at him, spat acid in desperate bursts—but it was already over.

The dragon’s jaws found its throat and crushed.

The wyvern’s body went limp, its final shriek cut short as Malliath ripped its head free in a savage motion. The corpse tumbled away, falling through the storm in broken pieces as the dragon rose once more, blood and black ichor trailing from its maw.

He hovered there for a moment, wings beating slow and powerful against the raging winds.

Then his gaze fell upon them, upon Barad-Agin.

A sound tore free of Malliath, from deep in his chest, and carried on a wave of violence that stripped all sense from it. Neither voice nor cry, but a memory let loose upon the world.

A memory of agony, of torment, of unending suffering.

And he meant to return it all.

“Meliax!” Skara called over the lashing rain. “To me!”

Barad-Agin looked down at him, both amused and disgusted to hear the fear in his apprentice’s voice—how the mighty had fallen. Dragons weren’t meant to be feared. They were meant to be consumed.

The Golem retreated, as commanded, and assumed its place beside Skara. Barad-Agin could see it in his apprentice’s eyes, the temptation. He had a powerful weapon at his beck and call, the Golem’s loyalty to him alone. One word would do it. One word and the creature would turn on Barad-Agin—banish him back to the Shadow Realm.

So too did he see the memory of pain in Skara’s eyes—the leash Barad-Agin had secured about The Pendain. Could the Golem kill his master before the parasite laced into his nervous system set his skin on fire? And it would. Pain would consume him until his brain simply switched off.

The mountain trembled beneath Malliath’s landing, the ruins crumbling under his bulk. He marched towards them, his purple eyes narrowing on the group.

Through yet more thunder came the roar of dragons—three of them. Barad-Agin spied them tumbling through the storm, a tangle of raking claws, gnashing teeth, and whipping tails.

It was two against one, a blue and silver desperately trying to bring down a dragon with a singular horn sprouting from its snout. It reminded The Deceiver of the Vortherax again, if smaller.

Together, they crashed into the ruins, decimating stone both hewn and natural. Debris exploded into the air, displacing the rain and peppering the mountainside.

Still their battle continued, swatting at each other like the savage beasts they were. Were Malliath not marching towards them, murder in his eyes, Barad-Agin might have laughed at the spectacle.

But he was marching towards them.

It was then that the trio—Malliath’s kin—took note of him. The sight of the behemoth was enough to stop their fighting.

“Have your pets destroy him, apprentice,” the Hollow King commanded, glancing at the Dragon Riders.

They looked to Skara—they who were naught but children next to Barad-Agin, their combined centuries all too trivial.

“He is our enemy,” Skara told them, pointing at Malliath.

His voice was trembling. He was standing in a nightmare of his own making.

Barad-Agin was practically intoxicated by the whole scene.

“Kill him!” Skara shrieked.

Garek and Raya looked to their dragons, relaying their king’s orders as a matter of urgency.

Both silver and blue abandoned their prey and bound through what little remained of the ruins, wings flaring to lend them size and ferocity. Neither made a difference to the shadow himself, to the beast who had survived the butchery of Vireth Kael and the Leviathans before that.

Still, they might slow him down.

On eight legs, Barad-Agin scurried out from the entrance and scrambled over fallen pillars and shattered walls. At his back, Skara followed closely behind while Garek and Raya dragged Vander between them.

Malliath roared in defiance of their escape, never one to let his prey flee, but the silver dragon crashed into his side, a snarl rising from deep in its long throat.

The black fiend lost his footing, his jaw taking a head of horns, before the mountain stone greeted him like a secondary blow.

In came the blue, a battering ram of solid muscle and biting claws. Malliath was, again, shoved into the mountain, his hide punched through by those same claws. The silver added its jaws and clamped down around Malliath’s front left leg, teeth sawing through flesh.

The black dragon made not a sound.

He didn’t roar in anger. He didn’t bellow in pain. He didn’t even grunt with effort.

He simply did what his nature told him to do—his new nature, that which had been born in the Sorrow Vaults, on the battlegrounds of the bleeding bough. Absent the spore-mist of the Shadow Realm, Barad-Agin could not see the dragon’s alter-ego, the madness that had taken root in him.

The echo sickness.

Years piled upon years, the weight of time bearing down on the dragon as he inhaled the spores, breathing them into his lungs, his very blood. They had twisted him, unmade him—split his mind into two.

A black and dreadful death now lived within him, never to be satiated.

The silver dragon, the larger of his two enemies, was beaten back by a single and savage swing of Malliath’s head, his horns smashing teeth and gouging hide.

The blue took a clawing swipe. Malliath absorbed the blow and came back with a stretching maw, his teeth plunging deep into the very arm that had attacked him. The blue’s roar cut through the storm, drowning out the scream from Raya.

Barad-Agin turned in time to see the blue dragon leg fly through the air, one end ragged and trailing blood, before it struck the ruins.

Raya could only watch as her immortal companion collapsed, shaking the mountain where its leg had failed to keep it up.

Malliath placed one foot over the dragon’s head, his claws so massive they curled over and around the snout to touch the stone.

Then he pressed down.

The blue dragon—Ithira by the repetitive screams of its Rider—squirmed for a handful of seconds, understanding its end all too late.

An almighty crack snapped and popped, like the breaking of a powerful branch, reaching them all from across the ruins.

“NO!” Raya had fallen to her knees, her world shattered by the look of her.

Pitiful.

But oh so delicious, a symphony unlike any other.

Malliath moved on, and with most of Ithira’s skull and brain matter stuck to the bottom of his foot, the gore stretching with his gait.

The silver beast—Parthagon—leapt back into the fray, claws splayed. Malliath turned, his speed all the more frightening given his enormity.

“Come along,” Barad-Agin barked, leaving them to it.

Garek hesitated, shocked by what he had just witnessed, terrified by what might follow.

“Come!” Skara snapped.

Garek heaved Vander on his own, dragging him away from the war of dragons.

“YOU!” Raya screamed.

Barad-Agin rolled his eyes, all four of them. He turned to see her storming towards Skara, blade in hand, and with a look about her all too similiar to Malliath’s.

There was a woman with nothing left to lose. In one swift fell, she had been robbed of immortality, power, authority, and her eternal companion. Unbridled rage filled the gap.

Barad-Agin thought to step in, to save his apprentice if only to ensure that he might yet live and know real torment. But Skara was yet every bit the man he had made him. A wizard. A warrior. A murderer.

From nowhere there came an axe, the weapon suddenly in Skara’s grasp and coming up to block Raya’s attack. The toll of thunder drowned out their initial clash, but not the handful of claws Skara drove into her gut. He twisted, eliciting a grunt from the woman.

The Deceiver’s lips curled into a hungry smile, the scent of her blood drawing him in.

Skara pivoted, his wrist curling round in a flash of steel, and cleaved through her neck and shoulder in one ferocious strike, removing both head and arm.

It was there that Garek found his line, breaking the boundaries Skara had obviously placed around the Dragon Riders under his thrall. He dropped the blond weakling and raised his silvyr blade, a war cry on his lips.

But a far louder, more bestial, cry broke the air, giving him pause.

All turned to witness Malliath, the executioner. He stood victoriously over Parthagon, who remained upright only by the strength in his front legs. The rest of it had been ravaged, torn off, ripped apart, or shredded to ribbons of flesh.

Garek staggered forwards, seeing it coming. “No… No… NO!”

Malliath reached down, his jaws large enough to ensnare the silver’s snout. He clamped down and crunched through bone, breaking the top half away in one bite.

He wasn’t done.

With his two front claws, the black shadow gripped tightly, claws stabbing into the remaining lower jaw and the stunted upper jaw. He stretched both apart. Further. Further.

Further.

The bottom jaw dislocated, and the flesh either side tore like ruined cloth. Malliath dragged it down, peeling away Parthagon’s throat to expose the true length of its tongue and innards.

One more thunderous quake assaulted the mountainside.

Garek inhaled, there teetering on the edge of an almighty bellow of grief and fury. But the world would never hear of it.

Meliax stepped in, its four arms working as one. Two of them clamped Garek about the arms, trapping him in a vice of otherworldly strength. Its other two arms, those that flowed naturally out of its bony shoulders, came for his head. Long fingers coiled about his skull, muffling his voice, his very breath.

A single twist. Just one.

That was all it took, and the man known as Garek was split into two separate pieces, head and body.

Barad-Agin was all the more impressed with the monster of Skara’s making.

The same could not be said of Vander, who whimpered and crawled over broken stone and through freezing puddles to get away.

The ground began to shake once more, singing to the rhythm of Malliath’s hammering feet. Leaving two hillocks of dead dragon in his wake, the black shadow crossed the ruins in a mere number of heartbeats.

Barad-Agin had watched the behemoth fight in the pits of Vireth Kael enough times to know what was coming next.

The Blood-drinker stood his ground and raised his hands, his bones alive with the coursing of magic.

Searing gold were the flames of Malliath, a hurricane of heat and light that could melt flesh from bone by naught but proximity.

But bend it would—to the will of the Hollow King.

The fire curled around Barad-Agin’s power, beaten back by air that crystallised around all of them. It was blinding, especially to one who had dwelled in the placid light of the Shadow Realm for so long.

“Skara!” he yelled, unable to hear his own voice over the roaring flames. “Bring down the mountain!” he shouted, over and over again until his apprentice took action.

For just a moment, he thought the fool would do nothing, would wait to see if Malliath could destroy him. It seemed obvious already that he was underusing the Golem, who might have unleashed all manner of hell upon the dragon.

But act he did.

The Dark One—as he had come to be known—turned his attention on the mountain beside them. His chanting was all his own, the words unable to overcome the deafening scream of Malliath’s fire, but Barad-Agin could feel the magic dancing about his apprentice.

Always dancing. That was Skara. He had possessed an affinity for magic all his life, well beyond the norms for a human. He was special.

The mountain quavered.

A trickle of rocks soon became a cascade of dirt, snow, and jagged stone. What followed was an avalanche, the mountain shrugging off a layer of hard skin.

The fire came to an abrupt stop, each slab of stone a weighty blow to Malliath’s side. His roar was cut short, torn from his throat, when a particularly large chunk of the mountain slammed into the side of his head. More followed. And more upon that, until so much of the dragon was buried, shoved into the ruins, rolled over and hammered by yet more of the mountain.

All to the cacophonous laughter of Barad-Agin.

Skara could but stand there in the rain, staring at his old companion with those mis-matched eyes. There were, by far, too many emotions in a human being for Barad-Agin to understand even half of them when he saw it, and Skara looked to be in the grips of joy, sorrow, rage, and lamentation all at once.

The storm soon returned, the sound of it filling the gap left by the clapping thunder of the avalanche. But there was one final quake, a shudder that ran through all eight of Barad-Agin’s arachnid legs. It was lighter than all else that had preceded it, though it had to have been something of considerable weight to move the earth beneath them.

“Herragax…” came the murmur, issued from Vander’s bloody lips.

Barad-Agin turned, his many legs moving in unison. There, towering over them was another dragon, a hideous thing even by its wretched standards. Some form of putrid rot had taken to the beast, and with it there came the stench of death, of slothing flesh and crisping hide.

It was almost enough to make The Blood-drinker long for his sanctum in the spires of Nyxdrasil.

“Herragax…” The blond Rider was reaching up for the dragon, the wound to his gut keeping him flat to the ground.

Barad-Agin entertained a look of distaste, the slits of his nostrils wrinkling. He glanced back at Skara to show him as much.

“Bad meat,” he hissed.

And with that, he threw the leathery pouch his fingers had been steadily removing from his belt. It burst open in the swirling winds, the contents taken by the currents.

To an ignorant human, it would have seemed an odd substance, something between mud and tar and black as pitch. It was, in fact, the perfect delivery system, a container of sorts that allowed the Hollow King to transport his precious spores.

The wind snatched at it, just as he knew it would, and curled it through the air—directly into the dragon, who thought nothing of it.

At first.

“Herragax?” Vander croaked, fear trespassing on his voice.

The dragon staggered and stumbled, groaned and grunted, its footing miscalculated at every step. The discomfort and general disorientation then malformed into pain and suffering, each a vital ingredient if true transmutation was to take effect.

Within Herragax’s body, the spores spread with horrifying efficiency, exploiting the dragon’s own biology to sustain and propagate themselves. They rooted first in damaged tissue—deep tears in muscle, pockets of bruised flesh, ruptured organs where blood had pooled and stagnated. There, nourished by heat and iron-rich fluid, the fungal colonies flourished.

The dragon’s bloodstream became a living broth.

Filaments threaded through veins and arteries, clinging to their walls in pale webs that thickened the blood and slowed its passage. Wherever circulation faltered, fungal masses bloomed into dense growths, knotting around organs and between muscle layers like invasive tumours. Some swelled until they burst beneath the pressure of the dragon’s immense heartbeat, rupturing into clouds of fresh spores that travelled onward through the body to seed new infestations.

Herragax was being consumed from within—not all at once, but piece by piece, system by system.

The changes soon forced their way outward.

The scales along her neck and joints split apart as thick fungal cords pushed through from beneath, wet and fibrous, pulsing faintly as though alive with their own circulation. They wrapped themselves around failing tendons and exhausted muscle groups, reinforcing what the dragon’s ruined flesh could no longer support.

Pale root-like structures bored directly into bone, feeding upon the marrow while secreting strange calcified growths that fused cracked structures together in grotesque imitation of healing.

Worst of all was what spread along the nervous system.

Hair-thin fungal tendrils crept through bundles of nerves and along the spinal cord, intertwining themselves with the dragon’s own pathways of sensation and movement. They fed upon electrical impulses, responding to them, mimicking them, until entire portions of Herragax’s body no longer reacted because she commanded them to move—but because the fungus did.

The spores were no longer simply infecting the dragon.

They were learning how to become her.

When all was done, Herragax had died and been reborn, its body a new kind of ruin. In truth, it wasn’t even close to the kind of work he could have produced in the bowls of the Sorrow Vaults, where time and patience could have forged something as magnificent as the Vortherax.

However, it had taken bad meat and turned it into… useful meat.

Skara stepped forwards, his gaze roaming over the corded black fungus that had replaced the dragon’s muscles, the mushroom growths that had taken up residence in around its joints and even sprouted from its milky eyes and oily gums.

“What have you done⁠—”

Skara cut himself off, his eyes tracking up and down the towering length of Barad-Agin, whose teeth were buried to the gums in Vander’s throat. At some point during the rebirth, the Fae had given in to his hunger and picked up the man by his long hair.

Food was food, after all.

The Deceiver discarded the body without a second look. “Everything tastes so much sweeter up here,” he announced into the rain, enjoying the feeling of it tapping against his skin.

His head snapped towards Skara.

“Nothing to say, apprentice? No comment? No remark? No threat of retribution? How much of your work have I undone in a single night?” The mutated Fae closed the gap between them, one elongated finger curling under Skara’s chin to bring their gazes together. “You must be raging in there.”

Even as he spoke, Barad-Agin had the parasite needling Skara’s nerves, exciting enough pain to cloud his mind, fog his intentions.

“I… will… serve,” he managed.

“Of course you will,” Barad-Agin purred. “There is no better master than pain. Even I pale by comparison. But know this, son of Ithiliad—the very moment you betray me again, and you will, there will be no second chances, no rebirths. I will not grant you the privilege of death. I will keep you alive indefinitely, your every nerve exposed, your skin flayed, and your mind forever awake. Agony will be your eternity.

“And I look forward to it. But until then, you will help me finish what I started. You and your pet,” he added, glancing at Meliax.

Barad-Agin made for his new mount, Herragax’s fungal hide altering its shape to grant him better purchase.

“Now come, Skara Pendain!” he called after him, his many eyes wandering up to meet the horizon in the distance. The sun was rising, glorious and proud, a shining source of profound life.

“I’m still hungry…”
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Having always been a fan of fantasy and sci-fi fiction, Philip started to find himself feeling frustrated as he read books, wanting to delve into the writing himself to tweak characters and storylines. He decided to write his first novel as a hobby to escape from nursing and found himself swept away into the world he'd created. Even now, he talks about how the characters tell him what they're going to do next, rather than the other way around.

With his first book written, and a good few rejected agency submissions under his belt, he decided to throw himself in at the deep end and self-publish. Two months and £60 worth of sales in, he took his wife out to dinner to celebrate an achievement ticked off his bucket list—blissfully unaware this was just the beginning.
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AUTHOR NOTES


Welcome to the ramblings of mad man!

So, when I began this series, I asked myself a single question. I didn’t know if I would be able to answer it, as I don’t plan out the books, but I’m aware that my subconscious is always a step ahead of me, working things out while I choose my next donut.

Finally, with Tides of Blood and War, I was able to pose that question in story form, and the answer will come in the final book—the next one.

The question was this: what would have happened if Sauron reclaimed the one ring at the exact moment Morgoth returned?

In case you’re not familiar with Lord of the Rings lore, Sauron was the big bad in those stories, everyone feared him and they really feared his return to ultimate power. However, at one time, Sauron was merely a general, an apprentice of sorts, to a much greater evil—Morgoth. Tolkien described Morgoth as the devil, and Sauron was just an underling who seized the opportunity when his master was imprisoned by the Host of Valinor (don’t ask…).

I started to see the beginnings of this in book 2, In The Shadow of Kings, when we first meet Barad-Agin in the prologue, fighting Skara in Azad-guul. But I didn’t actively pursue it, letting the characters work their own way through the world. It became clear, however, in book 3, The Last Ballad of Hope, that the saga was ultimately leading to the return of the big, big bad.

A part of me actually felt pity for Skara at the end there. All that agonising pain aside, he had gone through so much to reach that point, propped up by his self belief. And then, at that last second, when all the power and secrets of the Fae should have been his—he was deceived.

Speaking of the Fae, I’ve been waiting years to include these guys!

This is their first introduction, and I think we can all agree, the magic vampires are weird! I left them out of The Echoes Saga (if you know, you know) because towards the back end of that saga, it felt like too much was going on to then introduce an entirely new species. This book and the next, together, explains why they wouldn’t be around during those events, though it helps that time doesn’t behave as you’d expect it to in the Realm of Magic.

More from them to come, but I’m super happy they’re included now, part of the foundational lore of Verda, and the big bad himself is one of them.

In this particular book, the stand out characters for me were Baelon Vos and Kitrana Voden. I expected the latter to eat a good chunk of the book given that the previous three had been leading her to a massive shift in underwater politics, but Baelon really surprised me.

It always helps when I dive into a character’s POV. Once I’m locked in behind their eyes, the world from their perspective just makes sense to me. He wasn’t someone I thought would play much of a role outside of providing a serious obstacle here and there. But of course he played a bigger role—he’s a nine hundred year old Dragon Rider! That would be like leaving Yoda out of Star Wars!

As soon as I jumped into his boots, I was like, right—retribution time! How can I strike at Skara? The necklace! That opened a can of worms. I wasn’t expecting him to take us to meet the Jainus. I actually thought that storyline would be Skara’s.

Once that door was opened though, I had to go through it. And what a trip to explore the real foundations of Verda with such an unexpected character like Baelon. So much of what makes Baelon who he is, the Dragonlord, is his belief that he knows everything, more than anyone else. That kind of knowledge, as the historian, is what made him arrogant enough to start the coup in the first place.

Then to humble him with a race far older and wiser, who could tell him, show him, the origins of it all…

And that leads me to another question, only it wasn’t me who posed it. Years ago, while talking to my wife, Emma, about the books, she asked, “Why do dragons even bother bonding with a person?”

I knew immediately that I had to answer that question, but back then, when I was writing The Echoes Saga, I just couldn’t get to the bottom of it.

Until now!

I think it’s chapter 40, Where it all Began, that delves into it, while Baelon is conversing with Sorryn. I had a private dance party—just me—in my office that day. I just loved the reason, and it came straight from Sorryn; I didn’t take any time coming up with it, the character just fed me the answer. Unbelievable! And, again, proof that my subconscious is doing all the heavy lifting.

I feel like I should also say, for the sake of posterity, while I was writing this book, it was announced online and in the book presses that The Broken Binding have bought the physical book rights to this series!

To get specific for a second, this is a hybrid deal, so they can print paperbacks, hardbacks, and special editions, while I keep the ebook etc. This is great news for book shops! From Feb 2027, this series will begin showing up on shelves in book stores around the world in the English language.

I’m very excited about this as being stocked in book shops is a dream I gave up on a decade ago, when I committed to self publishing. The ‘traditional readership’ is an audience I have yet to reach, so I am looking forward to expanding the fan base and bringing more people together in love of this universe.

That also means a ton of artwork is coming your way!

If you are collecting The Broken Binding Endless Editions of this series, fear not. They will never go out of stock, and this book and book 5 will be made in the exact same format with a Chris McGrath cover. My OCD couldn’t allow for anything to change there!

Oh, look at that, I’ve rambled for over 1,000 words. This will be adding to the length of the book and raising the cost of it. I’ll stop here, I think.

Thank you, as always, for taking the time to read this extra bit, as well as the book itself. I hope you’re all enjoying the adventure as it progresses.

If you get a chance, please could I ask that you either rate the book or leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads. We authors live or die by your comments and ability to persuade others to take a chance on the books, so thank you for your time doing that! I can only promise to keep writing and keep improving and bring you more stories.

Until the next time…
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