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The Brightest Stars
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Prince Jandhar Rasalased stood beside his brother Roshan on the bow of one of his father’s many pleasure boats, two-hundred-leagues west of the major textile city of Ezcril in the southern Visanth Empire. The water was choppy, but the massive river barge glided down the Raveaduin as if it were a palm-leaf floating in a palace pool on a calm, sunny day. Above the sound of hundreds of slaves rowing, Jandhar heard rapid popping sounds, like dried corn kernels had been thrown into a fire.

It was his first time this far down the Raveaduin, and he had been so excited when his father had announced the trip that he had hardly slept in a week. In truth, any trip with his father could produce this euphoria, but he had waited to see a dragon for fifteen years. Even for a beloved prince with nearly infinite resources to import them, finding one outside of the Dragongrounds was extremely rare.

“Is that them, Papa?” Jandhar asked.

King Jofka laughed richly as he approached the bow, stroking his well-manicured, upward mustache and short beard.

“Yes, my son!” Jofka said with a deep, booming voice. His eyes went wide and his hands expanded for effect.

Jofka laughed with his sons as he embraced them in a big bear hug. The boys glimpsed over the nearby railing, but Jandhar didn’t see swarms of baby dragons like he’d hoped. If there were any still around, they must have circled the boat while flapping their tiny wings. He smiled, appreciating the wind in his hair and the salty breeze coming in from the nearby desert, before he turned back to his dad.

Jandhar admired his father’s long, flowing brown hair and oiled muscles. He wanted to be just like Jofka: handsome, intelligent, and loved by the people. The king was universally lauded by the nobles for his boldness and ruthlessness against both the Kingdom of Surdel to the north and the various tribes along the Great Ocean to the east. When his armies attacked, he was always victorious, and the celebrations of major triumphs could go on for a month with gladiator bouts, massive parades, and even boat races just outside the deep-water harbor of Scythica. The races attracted thousands of ships from all across the empire. The sea became so packed with colorful sails that it looked like a painter’s canvas.

Jandhar couldn’t remember a single failure his father had been a part of. It seemed Jofka could do no wrong. Even turning a blind eye to the Crelloni Separatists, the result of an ancient rebellion against the Visanth Empire, was seen as mercy and not weakness by the news heralds. And Jandhar could see why. Even though his father didn’t attack the Crelloni, he didn’t cow to them either.

This trip down the Raveaduin was just as much meant to thumb his father’s nose at those rebels as it was to appease his heir apparent Jandhar on his fifteenth birthday. The crown prince had been trained in foreign manipulation by some of the greatest political minds in the empire, and the duality of the trip made Jandhar admire his father all the more. However, in truth, the prospect of seeing a dragon was far more interesting and enticing to him than any exploits his father might accomplish as a side effect of what appeared to be just a celebratory excursion for his eldest son. Political genius could wait to be admired in a scroll read aloud by an academic—maybe in a year or two.

“Do you think any of them are fully grown?” Jandhar asked, bouncing up-and-down on his bare soles.

“It’s unlikely,” Jofka conceded. “Dragons are cursed.”

“Why did Cronos mark them?” The younger prince Roshan asked. “Why must he torment them so?”

“Do not speak ill of the Gods,” Jofka said wisely, “even in jest. All is done for a reason; even the curse of the fire-breathers. But I remember my tutor Behnam telling me a story of the dragons, during those brief moments when I paid attention.” Jofka elbowed Roshan in jest. “He said that Cronos worried that the dragons had become too dangerous—too easily misused by man and elf to wreak havoc on the world. In his divine wisdom, he changed them to better serve his creation.”

“But what of the dragon riders?” Jandhar asked, pulling on his father’s red thawb, which matched his own.

“Ancient legend,” Jofka said, twirling his mustache. “More myth than history, I’m sure. These are stories from even before Sven! 15,000 years is a long time for a truth to be twisted into something more interesting.”

A loud pop echoed nearby from somewhere in the rocky crags just north of Mount Vernid. The sound of rapidly fluttering wings fought for the prince’s attention over the sound of wave crashes against the barge.

“I saw one!” Roshan said, pointing toward the shore.

“Where?” Jandhar demanded. He rushed to the portside to admire the southern bank. His eyes searched frantically for wings and snouts.

When he caught sight of the shore-side swarm, three popped in quick succession in puffs of smoke. The survivors flitted and dove like dragonflies. Hundreds of them squawked in playful calls, seemingly oblivious to the fact that at least three of their brethren had just died in explosions of scales and skin.

“They’re so tiny!” Roshan said, laughing.

Jandhar grunted in frustration. He wanted to see a big one.

“These are maybe weeks old,” Jofka said, “which is practically ancient for a dragon. Mothers lay thousands of eggs if they live two years. Poor things might lay dozens a day after their first year. The fathers last half as long; they’re too aggressive for the own good. Fighting for territory and females. They just agitate the curse and tempt their fates. But a single male can sire the entire grounds in a week. I try to emulate them—if only I could be so virile!”

“Dad!” Jandhar complained.

His father was a notorious lady’s man across the empire, and these jokes were a part of daily life. Jofka maintained four harems in the capital alone. Jandhar overheard servants claim that other pleasure houses existed in each of the towns in Visanth, even the separatist-friendly ones like Corellin and Zelfusal.

“Look!” Roshan yelled and pointed toward the keel. “Look! Look!”

Jandhar rushed to his brother’s side and leaned over. The deck was slick, and the crown prince lost his grip on the wooden banister. He panicked as he toppled forward, but a strong hand grabbed his crimson-and-white kandura as he dangled.

He laughed at his father’s scornful look. Below, a four-foot, black dragon skimmed the water with its wingtips. It belched fire along the water’s surface, and silvery fish leapt out of the murkiness to escape the heat.

“Dad! Dad! Dad!” Jandhar called, pointing in exultation as the mature male scooped an airborne fish with a claw and tossed it forward to its open jaws to deliver a killing bite before skewering the prey between its hind claws again.

“I see him!” Jofka said, laughing heartily as he held his son’s clothing firmly so Jandhar wouldn’t topple into the surf. “Stop squirming!”

The dragon made a triumphant squawk and vomited a caustic, flammable liquid onto its feet as it tore into the half-foot-long common river snook. The flying lizard turned gracefully, arcing toward the boat. Jandhar bounced in excitement as his father pulled him back into the boat.

“It’s coming, Papa!” Jandhar said. “It’s coming right this way!”

Jandhar waved at the creature as it devoured its meal, while gliding toward him. Suddenly, there was a pop much louder than any he had heard earlier. Goo and scales peppered the side of the barge and clung to his favorite outfit. The puff of black smoke floated past the royals. The remains of the fish twitched just beneath the surface before sinking into the choppy, brown water.

Jandhar and his brother Roshan began to cry. The creature had been so beautiful and magnificent. They had only been able to watch it for the briefest moment. It seemed like such a waste of beauty and magnificence.

“Why?” Jandhar asked his father.

Jofka sat on a bench near the bridge of the barge. He motioned for his sons to join him, and they did, while sniffling and wiping their noses on their white undershirts.

Jofka leaned back against the wooden wall and looked to the sky. He twirled the upward-turned ends of his mustache. Jandhar followed his father’s gaze.

“It’s still daylight,” Jofka said, “but if you look hard enough above, you can always see two stars. The astronomers call them Alnair and Almeisan. They are young for stars, but like these dragons, they burn brightly. Can you see them?”

Jandhar strained his eyes. He thought he saw one of them directly above.

“Is that Almeisan?” Jandhar asked, pointing high above.

His father nodded.

“It’s not safe to live so brightly,” Jofka said. “The most furious fires consume the most wood. That’s why it takes so many people to maintain the bonfires that light Mirzam Square next to the palace. But do we not consider all that fuel a worthwhile expense? Is it not important to keep our markets well-lit? These dragons burn fast, just like the fires in those pits. Dragons are here but for the briefest moments, but we all see them. No, we don’t just see them. We marvel at them. We all know they were here. Just like when we talk of the Mirzam Square, we appreciate their light and warmth, don’t we?”

Somewhere off in the distance, a dozen pops went off. Jandhar looked toward the shore, but he didn’t see wings or hear the buzzes of the swarm. The dragons must have gone inland.

“So too goes the life of kings,” Jofka said, laughing at the confused looks on his sons’ faces. “You must choose the kind of life you want to lead. Do you sit in the shadows of the mountain, lounging and growing fat and old? Is that what you want the people to see? Is that the story you want your children to hear from your scrolls? Or do you be the light for the next generation? Do you spread your wings and talons and fly, defying even the gods who dared curse you? Do you skirt the surface of the water, reaching into the darkness and grabbing your prey, screaming into the face of your enemies? Or do you grow old, sitting on a rock, never risking anything?”

Jofka made a fist and struck his palm, smirking at the satisfying popping noise he made with his hands.

“Even if the brightness might kill you?” Roshan asked, peering form behind his brother.

“What is life, if not the short period before death?” Jofka asked. He pointed back toward the heavens. “Do you want to be seen and known, like Alnair and Almeisan in the daytime? Or do you only want to be seen and known at night when the sky is crowded by millions of other lights and you can feel safe amongst the crowd of others? Do you want to blend in? Be indistinguishable? Unrecognizable?”

Jofka crossed his arms and shook his head.

“Not for me, little ones,” he said. “My sons, you are masters of your own fates. I will be proud of you no matter which path you choose. But if you want my advice, you are talking to the man who invaded southern Surdel, pillaged their towns and cities with only a hundred sailors, and laughed at their king’s cavalry as they stared at me from their shores as I returned to Visanth aboard my ships! Which fate do you think I’ve chosen, huh?”

Jofka laughed richly and squeezed his sons in a hug once more. The two boys grinned and wiped the tears from their cheeks.

Jandhar smiled as he stared into the blue unknown. He knew what kind of star he wanted to be. He wanted to shine brighter than Alnair or Almeisan combined. He looked at the larger flame that heated Nirendia and parted the night each dawn.

He laid his head on his father’s shoulders, and Jofka kissed his forehead.

Forget Alnair and Almeisan, Jandhar thought. Better to be like the sun.
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The Light is Snuffed
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A small blue and gold dragon sat on Prince Jandhar’s shoulder as he walked the halls of his father’s main harem in Scythica. His fifteenth birthday was a couple years behind him, but his love for dragons hadn’t abated. Jandhar cooed and patted his favored pet as he strode beneath the lit sconces and atop ornate rugs of the main hallway. He had named the adorable creature Amal, hope in his native tongue, for he hoped the tiny male would live past the first year—unlike the other three pets his father had given him since their river excursion to the Dragongrounds.

As he approached his father’s master suite, he became aware of moans coming from inside, but he ignored them and focused on the chirping dragon instead. He had grown up in the harems and had even lost his virginity in one of these rooms to a beautiful, dark-haired woman named Iighwa. His father Jofka had already constructed two harems for Jandhar, which he would inherit once he came of age at eighteen. Being a generous man, Jofka had constructed his son’s harems to be twice as large as his own.

“You are my legacy,” the King had said. “Just as you will expand my kingdom to be twice as large as mine, I will give you a harem twice as large so you can grow into it!”

Jandhar smiled as he remembered his father’s large, open grin. Jofka always made his son feel warm, invited, and loved—no matter how small the request or meaningless the question. Jandhar sought him out in all things—even for the thousandth request for advice on what to feed his pets to stop them from exploding.

As he approached the door, Jandhar listened for groans more intently. If they belonged only to women, then his father was free to talk, and the courtesans were simply providing pleasurable viewing. If there were men, it was best to come back later.

These groans were unusual. They were wet and pained. The breaths were shorter and numerous. And then, silence.

Amal chirped and nudged at his neck, and Jandhar placed his hand over the dragon’s eyes to calm it.

“Shhhhhh,” he whispered.

The dragon whelp squirmed under the weight of Jandhar’s palm. Amal was usually loud, but not so cacophonous that he would drown out the groans of a pleasure house. This silence after the wet grunts and coughs was almost deafening in its rarity.

“Father?” Jandhar asked, placing a hand on the soft, felt-lined purple door.

He pushed inward with both hands, and Amal flapped his small, four-inch wings. The creature flew into the room, squawking. Jandhar swatted at Amal’s playful dives and nips. In his periphery he noticed dozens of women lying along the floors on crimson sheets. He avoided their gazes out of habit; the bawdy women who laid out front had always tried to tempt him in front of his father.

And then, Jandhar’s heart broke as he heard a loud pop and watched as Amal flamed out and sputtered into an ash cloud that fell down to the silent women who watched him from the beds and the red carpets. His fourth dragon had burst. His father would have to buy him another one from the market.

He sighed as the ashes and scales drifted downward and followed what remained of Amal until his flakes and scales rested on the red silk sheets that snaked around the room. Then, he marveled as the remnants of his pet sank into the fabrics.

Amal’s ashes dropped through the carpets, as if the floor were a crimson well. The wetness on his feet broke the dam of revelations and fear. There should not have been red sheets or carpets in this room—only purple, Jofka’s favorite color. The women were not lying down and sleeping. Their eyes were open and their throats slashed.

“Father!” he cried as he ran toward the huge bed along the far wall.

Jofka lay motionless with his feet hanging off the side closest to Jandhar. The prince kicked his sandals free as he ran around the side of the bed. He stepped over five women and tripped on another as he came closer. He howled in grief and terror when he saw the pool of crimson beneath his father’s deeply gashed neck, which still pulsated with fresh blood. The King’s watery eyes widened as he recognized his son.

It was the first time in Jandhar’s life that he had ever seen fear in his father’s eyes.

“Father!” Jandhar cried again as he lunged forward and jammed his hand against Jofka’s open wounds along each side of his neck.

“It’s going to be OK,” Jandhar promised.

He grabbed the silken sheets and pressed them against the wound.

“Somebody, help!” he cried.

The flat side of a cold blade pressed against Jandhar’s throat and pulled him away from his father. He felt a hand against his waist, and then his leather belt with the two small knives at his sides tumbled onto the bed before clanging to the floor.

Jandhar looked around the room, hoping for aid. He saw a disrobed guard bleeding onto a bed in the corner. Three more lay on the floor nearby. Dozens of dead women had died cruelly, just like his father. The purple floor was completely red.

“You and your men are dead,” Jandhar said.

“I’m alone,” the man whispered.

“You’ll soon be dead like your friends, then,” Jandhar said, struggling against the blade to show his attacker that he was not afraid.

“You misunderstand me,” the man said. “I came alone. Your father could have lined the room with a hundred guards, and he’d still be dying on that bed.”

Jandhar shook his head as he continued to survey the carnage around him and confusion of the man’s voice and what he could perceive. He felt sequins and silk press against his back. Firm breasts. Locks of stray yellow hair tickled his face in the breeze from the balcony. He tried to turn, but the blade kept him in check.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Theodore Crowe,” the man said. “I am the Spymaster of Surdel, a man of the shadows.”

“I know who you are!” Jandhar replied.

He stared at his father, whose eyes and mouth were wide. The pulse of blood had ebbed and stopped. His father had bled out. Jandhar’s eyes flooded.

“No,” he cried. “No!”

“Listen to me, young prince,” Theodore said. “My king has spared your life so that you may know the penalty for treachery, and a lesson will be learned by your family. Your father raided our shores, took women and children, and killed forty fishermen and simple traders. I’ve cut equal shares from this room, not counting this great man on the bed. Look at him and know. Know and learn—for your life and the life of every member of the Rasalased family depends on what you remember and learn from this room.”

“I will not bow—”

“No, you will be a king,” Theodore whispered in his ear, pressing the blade hard against Jandhar’s throat. “You will accept the patrols of the Surdel fleet in the Small Sea. We will keep the peace that your father would not. We will ensure that trade is fair. You will accept what has happened here or—”

“I will watch you die,” Jandhar promised.

There was a dangerous pause. He blinked a few times, waiting for the man to reply. Perhaps the man had expected less resistance and more compliance.

“You will not,” Theodore whispered.

“I will find your family,” Jandhar said, “and I will make this room look like a child’s birthday fete.”

Jandhar turned against the blade enough to see the Spymaster’s blue eyes and shaved face beneath a purple cowl and stylish dress. Theodore grabbed Jandhar’s white turban and pushed him forward with it. The blade left his skin and then the sharp point dug into the side of his neck. He felt a piercing pain and then a trickle of warmth flowed down his skin.

“Your father tried to impose his will on Surdel,” Theodore said as the blood continued to drop, “and he failed. Our navies will not be destroyed. Your men will not rape, pillage, and murder the Surdel people. I leave this mark on your neck as a reminder. You are alive at the mercy of King Aethis. If you follow in your father’s footsteps, if your armies land on my shores uninvited again, I will find you. And after I find you, I will watch you bleed out just like your father did. No army will stop me. No man or beast can protect you. Look around you and know that I am death. Observe and learn, young one. For your life and the life of every member of the Rasalased family depends on it.”

Jandhar closed his eyes as tears mixed with rage, frustration and fear drained down his cheeks and into the blood on his neck. The cold blade left the side of his throat. The hand on his turban let go, and the sequins and soft silk retreated.

He heard only the sound of his own breathing and the noise of the market just outside the veranda. No nearby footsteps. No rustling of silk or beads. He turned, expecting to see Theodore, but the man was gone. Jandhar rushed over to the balcony overlooking the bustling center of the market district in Scythica. He scanned for blond hair and a purple cowl and top. He saw plenty of purple. The markets too were decorated in his father’s favorite color. But he did not see Theodore Crowe. The master assassin had escaped.
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A Lesson Unlearned
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Prince Jandhar sat on a down-feather mattress in the master suite of the harem. Weeks had passed since the assassination, and the bed his father had been killed on had been replaced. Four-poster but different design. The drapes had been changed. The floor had been re-carpeted in purple, but all Jandhar could see was red. He looked down at his hands. He expected them to be bloody, and he didn’t understand why they were so unblemished. Nothing should be so clean—not in this room.

But everyone and everything kept moving forward, as if nothing so momentous as the death of Jofka had happened. In his opinion, the entire nation should have remained in mourning for months—not days.

He heard a noise, and the door opened inward. His mother Queen Sabarna stood at the portal, her arms folded across a purple and white satin gown. Not black. Even she had moved on. Her head was uncovered, and her dark hair pulled back. She wore a small golden tiara above her thin, manicured eyebrows and light blue eyes.

She peered into the room, obviously uncomfortable. She beckoned him to her, but he shook his head.

“Fine,” she said moodily.

She strolled into the room as if it didn’t bother her being here. Just another room in yet another Rasalased holding.

“They told me you’d be in here,” she said with animated hands that accentuated her frustration. “The servants say that you sit here and stare at the floor all day. Moping. A prince doesn’t cry and pity himself, Jandhar! I’ve taught you better than this!”

His brother Roshan shuffled into the room. He wore all black, except for his white turban, a gold band tied around his head and another along his waist. Jandhar nodded toward him in appreciation for wearing proper mourning attire.

“I’m not moping,” Jandhar said. “I’m thinking.”

“Your father’s gone,” she said. “It’s time we took charge of the kingdom.”

“I’m not thinking about father,” he said.

“Then what are you thinking about?”

“The man who took him from us,” Jandhar replied.

She sighed deeply. “Please do not go down this path.”

“A man came into this room,” Jandhar said. On the surface he was calm, but he could feel the agitation rising. “He killed forty of our subjects, and he put a knife to my throat.”

“And I will not lose you or Roshan to the same nonsense,” Sabarna said. “You will wait like a snake, deadly and unseen. Then, you will strike!”

“Father waited to strike Surdel,” Jandhar said, “and look where that got him.”

“Your father harassed every country within a thousand miles,” she said. “He had plans to sink the entire Surdel navy and to solidify the Small Sea, and he wasn’t particularly quiet about it!”

“Then perhaps that’s what we should do!” Jandhar said, pushing himself from the edge of the bed and onto his feet.

His mother shuffled backward, surprised by his sudden movement.

“You are to be king,” she said. “You must think, and you must do so clearly.”

“My mind is not muddled, mother,” he said. “I’m thinking as father would have wanted me to!”

She grabbed him by the jaw and stared into his eyes. He shrugged free and turned away to pace in front of the bed.

“Do not treat me like a child!” he said.

“Then stop acting like one! Be a man!”

The verbal jab landed softly. He was not acting irrationally. His mind was full of purpose.

Jandhar looked to Roshan, who bowed his head in respect. Jandhar assumed he did so in deference to their mother, for Jandhar was not king yet. She rubbed her hands against her arms, but the room wasn’t cold. She wasn’t warming herself. Maybe the room bothered her more than he had thought.

“If you do not wish to be here where it happened—” Jandhar said.

She scoffed.

“My loathing of this room has nothing to do with his death,” she said, turning to him, “I don’t wish to be here because this is where he whored! I didn’t want to come here before he died; I don’t want to be here afterwards, either.”

Jandhar’s head sagged. He looked at the bed, thinking he might see the place as a brothel again—as his mother saw it. It didn’t work. The bedding was replaced, but he still saw the pooled blood and the crumpled sheets of the man who had bled out there.

“What’s your plan, then?” Jandhar asked.

Sabarna looked toward Roshan. His brother raised his head for the first time.

“We arrange your coronation,” Roshan said, “The people need to see you. We take you on a tour of the Raveaduin. We visit every city around the Oasis. We even let you walk into the Crelloni lands with an armed escort, just as father would have done.”

“You want me to go into the desert?” Jandhar asked incredulously. “Perhaps I will contemplate life in the glistening reflections of a dune? A man came in here, and he murdered our father. And you’d have me impress dirty rebels with my stoicism—?”

“Brother,” Roshan said softly, “we will make them pay.”

“When?” Jandhar asked. “How?”

“When we’re ready,” Sabarna said, “and when they’re not.”

“You wish to wait like a snake in the grasses? Just watch the enemy consolidate his advantages and swell with pride at the damage he has inflicted on us?”

Sabarna stopped pacing and rubbing her arms.

“No,” she said, taking measure of her son. “I know you are not a snake. I know you will never mimic one. You are a lion, just like our namesake. But a lion, too, hides in the grass—not because he is weak but because he is smart. He doesn’t leap from the rushes because he can’t kill the zebra in a contest of strength. He leaps from the camouflage because he knows that when the antelope gets close enough and lulled into carelessness, the lion’s prey cannot escape.”

Jandhar raised his head and looked at her. She pointed around them at the walls, reminding him that spies were likely there—and not just ones from their rivals within the Empire. Surdel may still have assassins here too. Her implication was that he should wait until they could find a more secure place than his father’s personal harem.

For the briefest moment, he thought he might let the conversation linger as just some nebulous lesson between mother and grieving son to anyone eavesdropping. But then he remembered his father’s lessons about what kind of man he should be. If the Surdel spies were still here, then he would rather challenge them and let them know that he was not cowed or afraid. The man with the knife was no antelope. The assassin had infiltrated a well-guarded harem. He had cut the throats of forty people in the same room, including armed men.

In his youth and defiance, Jandhar didn’t see himself as the lion in his mother’s teaching scenario. He saw himself as the zebra.

“This prey has fangs, Mother,” Jandhar said. “Where you see an antelope, I see a tiger dressed as an antelope.”

“If you want to throw caution into the wind, then stop speaking in riddles!” Sabarna said. “You think every thought that goes through your head is some novel insight into life—some premonition of your own fate. You’ve barely lived! This man is but a man, and the Kingdom of Surdel is not this man. You need to think larger than him or even yourself. You will be king. You must be above this tit-for-tat. You must have patience!”

“Surdel is not a man,” he replied nonplussed, nodding in agreement. “It is a viper. It slithered into our kingdom and attacked us at the center of our power. Silent. Unknown. Deadly. You do not wait in the grass for a snake. You find where it lives, and you kill it.”

“They say this man is more beast than man,” Sabarna said. “They say he can change shape—that he can become anyone and be anywhere.”

“Wives’ tales,” Jandhar said. “I saw him. He’s just a man.”

He walked over to the balcony where Theodore Crowe had jumped down. Jandhar peered down.

“The serpent believes it has killed the pride with a single strike,” Sabarna said from behind him. “It glides across the sea and slithers back to its lair. It feels it is safe because a lion does not pounce over an ocean.”

“No,” Jandhar agreed. “It does not.”

He thought of creatures that might attack over such vast bodies of water. The water made him think of the river barge and the Raveaduin. The pops of baby dragons bursting near the boat. The majesty of a small adult dragon flying alongside him, wings dipping into the waves along the surface.

“Brother,” Roshan said, “mother is right. The Empire needs a king. You must take the crown, and the people must see you leading them. We must show strength. It’s what our father would have wanted. Our people cannot see the royal family as weak. That’s when rulers are overthrown. We must not be complacent.”

“Have the Visanthi nobles become so bold?” Jandhar asked. “Are our enemies at our gates? Are our navies and armies not holding our borders?”

“The Crellonis have not harassed us in untold centuries,” Roshan said, “but the Surdel navy has exerted themselves in the Small Sea. They caught our navy unaware as it anchored off Fohora harbor. We lost a quarter of our sea fleet. The ocean fleet to the east is still intact.”

Jandhar held his hands together behind his back and raised his face to the ceiling. It would have been a simple thing to accept the coronation, but he had no interest in being king—not while his father’s killer walked free. Not while the nation that sent the assassin went unpunished.

I must mimic the snake to find its lair. I must crawl on my belly until the enemy across the sea feels comfortable and safe.

“The Surdeli believe we are wounded—” Jandhar said.

“We are wounded,” Roshan said.

“The navy will be rebuilt,” Sabarna said. “There’s no reason to exaggerate our situation. You’re only feeding into your brother’s bloodlust and mania.”

“We will make them feel comfortable in their keeps across the Small Sea,” Jandhar said, “and when the time is right, we will strike them down. Theodore Crowe. Aethis Eldenwald. Any who took part in this heinous act.”

He imagined a fire spreading across the Small Sea. Its flames snaked across Shirun and up through Surdel, all the way to Kingarth.

“You do not go into an enemy’s base of power to kill him,” Sabarna said sagely. “You must flush him out.”

“Yes,” he agreed, “but not every base of power is an impenetrable fortress. Besides, everything burns—even the stone walls of a castle, if it’s hot enough.”

She nodded and sighed. “Out with it, then,” she said in exasperation. “If you’re planning something and not just moping, then let’s hear it. Go on. Out with it! Be a king!”

He sucked in his lip, trying to think of a diplomatic way to tell his mother that he didn’t want the crown—not yet.

“I will not take the crown for a few years,” he said. “We will appoint you as regent and form a council that governs until I assert my rights. I will feign weakness, so Surdel will suspect nothing. You will govern wisely and justly, and the snakes will slither back to their grasses, thinking us wounded. Surdel will probably send one or two of its daughters to woo us into a permanent alliance.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Sabarna asked, but Jandhar pretended to not hear her.

“I will go south, and our treasury will secretly fund an army.”

“We have plenty of pikemen—enough to overwhelm Surdel in force,” Roshan said. “What we don’t have are boats capable of ferrying them.”

Jandhar shook his head.

“I need weapons capable of striking across the ocean,” Jandhar said, turning toward his brother and walking back into the shade.

“You want to attack across the Small Sea?” Roshan asked. He brought his hand to his chin and brooded. “And you wish to go south to recruit an army? The Crellonis don’t have a navy. You don’t really believe the legends, do you? You’re not trying to recruit the fabled sorcerers of the south, are you?”

Jandhar shook his head. “I have no interest in legends and fables… The last time an army of sorcerers marched across our lands, our ancestors snuffed them out, didn’t they? I need neither man nor magic.”

“In the south?” Roshan asked. He thought for a moment, then narrowed his eyes, and finally rolled them. “You’re mad.”

“Let them think so,” Jandhar said.

“Brother,” Roshan said, “it’s not what they think that I’m worried about.”

“They tell tales about these creatures,” Jandhar said. “They say they used to be as big as houses…”

“Those are fables, brother,” Roshan said.

“What creatures?” Sabarna asked. “What is he talking about?”

“My brother wants to raise dragons,” Roshan said.

“He’s already raising dragons,” she said. “I’ve swept up their ashes and scales myself!”

“War dragons,” Roshan said.

“Are you out of your mind?” she asked, ramming a finger into her son’s chest.

“No,” Jandhar said, “and if you want me to ever take the crown, you’ll let me do this.”

She bit her lip and fumed silently. “So, the kingdom goes kingless… That’s your big plan?”

“Yes,” he said, “until we burn down the reeds.”

“And the heir apparent… goes into the Dragongrounds…”

“And comes out with weapons that can cross oceans,” he said.

She cursed and paced in front of him.

“You’re just like your father! Impetuous. Impractical. Too blinded by emotion to lead.”

He glared at her. “My father was a great man!”

“A great man,” she said, “but a bad king!”

He raised a hand to slap her, and she winced. He didn’t strike her, but he came close. She picked up her gown by the hem and rushed to the door. She looked back at him, a mixture of indecipherable emotions on her face.

“If you fail at this task,” she said, “will you accept the crown and lead your people?”

“I will not fail,” he declared. “I will raise an army of adult dragons, and I will blaze a path from Sevania to Kingarth. I will destroy the Eldenwald line, and I will watch as the fiend Theodore Crowe burns!”

She groaned as she left the room.

Roshan held his steepled hands to his chin. He was two years younger than Jandhar, but he had always behaved himself with the reservation of a much older man. He didn’t drink or chase girls. He obeyed his mother and brother, and now was no different. He bowed his head slightly before following Sabarna from the room.

Jandhar returned to the edge of the bed and his contemplation of the day of his father’s murder. The purple drapes became crimson. The carpet stained red. His hands grew sticky and coated in blood in his mind’s eye.

“You will be avenged, father,” he said. “I promise.”
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Sven’s Curse
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Jandhar roamed the markets of Ezcril for weeks before he found a dozen eggs. But as word spread that a rich noble was paying almost any price for dragons, supply began to meet demand. Tent-pole markets for eggs popped up. Within a month, hundreds of eggs were passing through his buyers every week.

In the beginning, he bought everything he could put his hands on. Green eggs. White eggs. Countless imposters appeared, and he didn’t realize the deception until they hatched—and he was greeted by a chicken or ostrich. The great commerce machines of the coastal cities imported thousands of large bird and lizard eggs to supplement what they couldn’t find in the Dragongrounds. Jandhar hung some of these false merchants, but as ostriches and scaled-lizards from the east began to walk around his pens, he found a use for them too. The baby dragons needed sustenance, and they were voracious consumers of meat.

Within the markets in Ezcril, the sounds of dragon wings flapping and the pops of exploding winged lizards became common place. A new profession of dragon-handler emerged, and these poor souls soon filled makeshift hospitals with severe burns on their hands and arms. Within the first 200 real dragon eggs, not a single adult survived. Half died within hours of hatching. A few dozen made it to a foot long, and only a handful managed to mate.

These were the hardest times for Jandhar. His mother Sabarna asked for reports, but he gave her no feedback on the expenditures he charged to the treasury. She seemed intent on shutting down his effort, and he refused to give her more leverage in the arguments that inevitably happened whenever she found him in markets or at one of his apartments. With grim determination, he doubled his efforts.

He brought in doctors, surgeons, and court magicians to examine the corpses of the poor creatures. The explosions tended to occur in the dragon’s throat, but sometimes, the entire stomach lining ruptured spectacularly—showering markets with flaming gelatin. He brought in mystics and even farmers who had experience with large animals.

“I want to understand how they work,” Jandhar told his brother Roshan during one of the latter’s monthly checkups, “but there are no dragon experts in Visanth. The only way to remedy the situation is to keep trying. Fail and try again.”

His brother Roshan never outwardly judged him. Where Jandhar was bold and brash, Roshan was quiet and contemplative. He listened and offered counsel only when asked, and that’s what Jandhar felt he needed—an adviser.

“Brother,” Roshan said, “perhaps your energies might be better harnessed in Scythica. I’ll continue to keep the funds flowing into this project, but maybe your time is better spent with the councils and the politics of the capital. Let the academics examine the dragon corpses, make their reports, and read their scrolls to you. That’s what they do.”

But Jandhar’s instincts told him that these experts would not properly pursue his experiment. They’d take his money and report that his demands were impossible—that he couldn’t even raise one adult dragon, much less several. They didn’t believe like he did. So, he made his visits more frequent. He trained under surgeons on pigs, cattle, and reptiles. He learned anatomy and physics from the top scholars in the empire. He studied, and he raised dragons.

But again and again, he failed. Even four-foot-long juveniles were elusive.

A year into his experiments and hundreds of dead infant dragons later, Jandhar grew despondent. He decided to leave the great southern city and search for his own answers in the wild. He kept his surgeons, scholars, and engineers in Ezcril, where they experimented and drained the royal treasury. In the markets and schools of the city, he felt he had lost his path. He needed to return to the source. So, he gathered a small guard and wandered south into the Dragongrounds.

He sat for days with his royal guard, watching the life and death cycle of the dragons. He walked east to Gelzvani and sat atop the long dead ruins of the dark elves. Blue dragons made roosts there. They chirped and cooed in lover’s circles before exploding spectacularly against the marble columns and granite palisades. These dark elven cities remained remarkably intact, with many of their treasures still hidden inside. He and his guards entered a few of the ruins and found handfuls of jewels, strange devices, and trinkets in week-long expeditions. He let his men keep whatever spoils they wanted to carry in their satchels. His focus was solely on his quest for the vessels of his vengeance—the potential discovery and grooming of adult-sized, flying fire-breathers.

He traveled west into the great chasm in the Dragongrounds, watching greens, reds, and purples play and pop, only to be joined by other excited dragonlings—completely unphased by the rapid deaths of their siblings. The reptiles lived fast and furiously. They reminded him of traveling with his father on the Raveaduin and of the wisdom Jofka passed down to him and his brother in the privacy of the river barge. Be bold. Take risks.

There were many moments spent in the mating grounds when he could have given up and chosen an easier path. He could have returned to Scythica and invaded Surdel with a large army of pikemen and risk failure against their knights, archers, and elven allies. Or he could have simply returned to his rightful place as king. But whenever he sunk to his lowest points, he always heard his father ask him what kind of star he wanted to be. And his answer always came out as strong as it had been on the barge many years before.

Forget Alnair and Almeisan. Better to be like the sun.

When it came to his retribution against Surdel, there would be no half measures. He would have his dragons, or he would die in the desert trying.

Like the dragons, he could not see himself living to old age. Like them, he cared not for sitting in a roost, growing fat and old. He wanted to launch himself into the fight. He wanted to be like his father—or even better. He felt closer to these airborne reptiles than to his own mother and brother. He wanted to see these creatures succeed and live to older age almost as much as he wanted them to burn down all of Surdel. Almost.

And so he crossed the chasm in the Dragongrounds, and he made his way to the ancient, abandoned elven city of Halispata. He entered the elven ruins and sat upon the tallest spires and balconies with his guards. They feasted on cacti and the carcasses of wolves, lizards, and even dragons—but only when the men were starving, as Jandhar saw the winged lizards as pets. There were no markets or settlements, and they lived hard on the land. Then, one day, he spotted smoke from a campfire outside of the dark elven ruins.

Curious as to which of his subjects would venture so close to the Crelloni lands, he led his guards down the stone paths. He found an impossibly old man near a brightly-burning fire. The man wielded a primitive hacksaw made of black glass, and he and his instruments were drenched in blood. As Jandhar came closer, he realized the fire was not made of wood but of the carcasses of medium-sized dragons. Some of them were over eight feet long.

“How did you do it?” Jandhar asked.

The old man grunted and held up the black saw.

“Smashed one black rock against another,” he said, as explanation of the blade.

His hands shook, and his hair dripped with dragon blood. Jandhar was so ecstatic to have found a real dragon-handler that he outran his guards. Panicked, the old man pointed the saw at him and pushed himself back across the granite steps of a ruined elven market.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Jandhar said. “I want to hire you. I want to learn from you.”

“Hire me?” the man asked, puzzled.

“Do you know who I am?”

The old man tilted his head and appeared to think about how he wanted to respond. “I’ve heard of a man… going around the markets… collecting dragons.”

“So, you’ve heard of me?”

“How could I not?” the man asked. “Everyone knows about Prince Jandhar—the king who would not be king. The man with such an interest in dragons. You could say I’m here because I’ve found a market for information in the Dragongrounds.”

Jandhar grew slightly irritated. If the old man knew who he was, he had probably also heard about Jandhar’s lack of patience in the markets—that he had flogged arrogant academics who had wasted his time and insulted him. He had hung merchants who sold him false eggs that they knew were not dragons. And even amongst the hundreds of dragons he had seen hatched and raised, none had grown as big as any one of the few this man seemed to have found or groomed to these lengths. This man had something Jandhar actually wanted, and there was no price he wouldn’t pay. All the man had to do was name his rate.

“You know who I am,” Jandhar said, trying not to sound too eager. “Who are you?”

“Which do you want to know?” the man asked. “My name or where I come from?”

“Both, if you’d be so kind. I wish to honor you, friend.”

“You do so with your presence,” the man said, offering flattery but neither his name nor origin.

He seemed to wait for the prince to do something. Jandhar looked at the carcass and the man instead. After appearing to sense that the prince wished him no harm, the man lowered his onyx blade and scooted back to his dragon carcass.

The man’s features and emotions were hard to discern through the blood and wrinkles. He must have spent most of his life in the sun. His skin was hard as aged leather, and his eyes were milky. Jandhar figured the man must be in his late sixties, but they had been a rough sixty years spent in the open desert. They eyed each other over the fire of a burning juvenile dragon.

“Where did you learn your craft?” Jandhar asked.

The old man cocked his head to the side. He looked at Jandhar queerly, and then set upon his previous work, sawing into the neck of the dragon. He lifted the upper jaw and pulled it back, exposing the inner neck with surprising strength and quickness. The man sniffed against his arm and attempted to clear his face with a sleeve, but he somehow managed to wipe even more blood onto the side of his face.

“Jarl Sven cursed these poor creatures,” the man said.

“Jarl Sven?” one of the guards asked, laughing.

“I heard it was Cronos himself,” another guard said.

“No,” the old man said, continuing to saw into the neck lining and stomach of his latest dissection. “It was Sven. Cronos is an aged god—a timeless creature, devoid of malice. Trusting to a fault, really. Sven is young… impetuous… he doesn’t understand his power or how to use it constructively. They say he did this by accident.”

“You speak of the gods as if you know them,” Jandhar said, smiling warmly—still hoping to strike a conversation with this man who seemed to know all that Jandhar truly wanted to know in the world.

“The gods have been gone a long while,” the man said, “asleep or dead. For thousands of years, we’ve toiled in the unremarkable. And yet here,” the man tapped at the exposed internal organs of the dragon, “we see the evidence of the divine.”

“I see a powerful creature,” Jandhar said, “but one that needs help.”

“They say Sven leapt across the Small Sea,” the old man said, “and smote the ground so hard that it burned straight through to the ground water, hundreds of feet beneath the desert.”

“You’re talking about the creation of the Zsvenkessian Oasis?” Jandhar asked.

“I’m talking about the punishment of a swarm of powerful creatures,” the man said. “They were offended by the water’s lack of heat and fire, and they attacked him. He spoke the words of creation and changed their species forever.”

“I’m not here to talk about legends,” Jandhar said dismissively. “I’m here to learn from you. Perhaps we can reverse this curse.”

The old man looked up at Jandhar. “Do you not see the folly of tampering with fate? Do you not understand the ebb and flow of destiny?”

Jandhar pointed at the sun. The old man covered his eyes and looked up.

“My father told me,” Jandhar said, “that destinies are like stars in the sky. Some fates are dim and obscured by the daylight. They have no real ambition. Others are so bright that they radiate through the heavens, even outshining the sun itself during the daytime.”

“They say you have an interest in dragons,” the man said. “Do you feel your bright destiny is tied to them?”

“I feel a kinship to them,” Jandhar said evasively.

“Because of their vigor and vitality?” the old man asked with obvious mirth.

Jandhar laughed richly. “You are quite the sprite yourself, old man. Perhaps I should aspire to be more like you.”

“Undoubtedly,” the man said. The unflappable man stared at him seriously.

Jandhar grew more somber too.

“I believe my empire could be more powerful with these creatures by my side. I cannot see my fate, but I can see their potential. If we could only harness their power, what wonders we could accomplish!”

The old man sighed heavily. He looked away from Jandhar, toward the west. The prince followed the old man’s gaze.

“So, the Crelloni are your people,” Jandhar said. “Are you worried that I would use these creatures against the Separatists? Is that why you hesitate? I swear that I would not. My father believed in peace with your people.”

“Your father did not believe in peace,” the old man said. “He believed in power and wielding it.”

“Now, listen here—”

“Do you want to know the secret to Sven’s curse or not?”

Jandhar’s mind went silent. Whatever protest he might have had for the memory of his father was squelched. He sat beside the fire and motioned for his guards to observe. Two stood guard, while the other two sat down and watched closely.

“You’ll teach me?” Jandhar asked.

“I will show you the way,” the man said, “but if you would want me to stay, then you must listen.”

Jandhar nodded and made a line with his finger across his lips. He leaned forward as if to hoard every word between his knees.

“The legends say,” the old man said, “that Jarl Sven became wroth with the Visanthi people. Many thousands of years ago, some offense was made, and he crossed the Small Sea on the back of his mighty raven. He leapt from its dark plumage and plunged his spear of white light into the desert, and death was everywhere. The people were smote and the cities crumbled. But Sven was not a normal man—”

“He’s a son of Cronos!” one of the guards said.

The old man nodded, grinning appreciatively.

“How could the son of the Creator be so callous?” Jandhar asked. “Why would a god choose sides between kingdoms?”

The old man frowned. “Legends exaggerate truths. Perhaps, Sven was a god, born from Cronos. Perhaps, he was never taught the limits of his power and wielded it haphazardly and accidentally.”

He held up a finger. “There is another legend told by my people—quite separate from the ones you’d hear here. This legend says that when Sven impacted the ground in Visanth, there was actually no groundwater under the oasis. The moisture was a reaction to a creature of life so violently impacting the un-life of the desert. When he hit the ground like a rock from the heavens, a festering wound of raw nature blossomed from the desert.”

The old man nodded fervently and wagged his finger, as if he had rediscovered a truth of the universe all over again.

“I like this version of the story,” the man said, “To me, it seems closer to the truth. What if this son of Cronos did not mean to destroy? What if the destruction was a side effect of the creation of life in a desert?”

“And so the curse of the dragon was what?” Jandhar asked.

“An accident,” the man said. “Legend says that Cronos is not dead—that he has gone under the earth, and that his son was born atop it. Imagine a god capable of anything but without a teacher to guide him. Imagine knowing the words of creation, and yet, never having an instructor. Every lesson self-taught and more often a curse than a blessing. They say that he never truly learned to speak because every time he formed a word, every friend turned to stone or worse.”

The old man pointed at the carcass of the dragon. “Imagine bringing forth a new body of water to satiate the masses and grow the population of Visanth by three-fold. Now, imagine the first creatures to greet this miracle burn him with fire. Would you curse them or bless them, Prince Jandhar?”

“There seems a lesson here,” Jandhar said. “Never look a gift horse in the mouth, perhaps? Never insult a god creating miracles?”

The old man chuckled. “Or perhaps, a legend is just a legend to entertain children. They say after he watched the thirty-foot-long dragons explode, the god Sven cried and ran back into the ocean.” The old man winked. “They say his trail of tears to the Small Sea made the Raveaduin.”

Jandhar laughed. “How can I take you seriously? Do you really believe any of this?”

“Of course, I do!” The old man said, smiling, “but what I believe is unimportant. The lessons that I learn from this fable are meaningless in your world. I am not a prince of Visanth… I am no leader of nations…”

The old man stabbed his knife into a large pink area in the dragon’s neck and cut an organ from it. He held the organ in his hand.

“This is a harmless organ, really,” he said. “By itself, it does nothing. It produces a liquid that responds to another made in this other organ. I’ve heard of a bombastic beetle that works in a similar manner—just as violently with steam but stable.”

He stabbed a fatty sac that was adjacent to the extracted one. He pointed to the other side of the throat and then a similar piece of flesh to the one he was holding.

“So, this is how the magic is made?” Jandhar asked. “This is how flames are grown.”

“I am naught but a butcher of beasts and men,” the man said. “I cut things… and it is my expertise to know how to kill and how to prepare. I watched you cook a dragon carcass along the Great Chasm in the Dragongrounds. You and your men are lucky to have survived that meal.”

“The creature had already exploded,” Jandhar said. “These sacks had ruptured.”

“Perhaps only one had and the juices were waiting to contact each other,” the man said, “and how would you know? You didn’t even know what was causing the fire and the bombast.”

Jandhar grew flustered and hot under the collar. The old man questioned his intelligence, and he was not a temperate prince. Still, he bit his tongue.

“Then teach us this curse,” Jandhar said. “Teach us what the butcher knows of the dragon.”

The old man looked at the prince longer than Jandhar expected. “Perhaps the prince knows me better than he leads on…”

The old man licked his lips and pointed at a flap of skin in the dragon’s neck that bordered the two organs.

“This is the weakness,” the man said. “This is where Sven’s curse weakened the most powerful creature in Nirendia.”

Jandhar reached down and stretched the membrane inside the dragon’s neck. It was thick around the edges of the sacs, and a duct ran along the linings of both organs. The channels met in the membrane. As he pulled, the skin tore at the center.

The old man shook the organ in his hand. “The membrane and the ducts were weakened by Sven. As the dragon gets older, the membranes grow weaker. The more the grooves and channels are used, the quicker the deterioration.”

“So, how do we stop the process?” Jandhar asked. “How do we reverse the curse’s effects?”

“There are two ways that I can see,” the man said. “If you want a dragon to live to old age, you can sedate it. If it never uses its glands, and it never opens its jaws, the organs might never meet. Alcohol or opium can be forced on it, keeping it drowsy. Feed it through a tube, and it may be possible for it to die of old age.”

Jandhar sighed deeply. He imagined being held in a bed, forced to drink to stupor, and never moving. The life seemed miserable. The old man’s solution was not only useless but abhorrent to his plans. He needed a dragon capable of unleashing its full power in battle and slaughter.

“What is the second way?” Jandhar asked patiently, trying not to reveal how insulting the first suggestion had been.

The old man licked his lips again. His flesh was so old that it seemed to mold into new shapes with each movement of his tongue. “Where I am from, people celebrate Jarl Sven with a festival of ravens and fires. It’s not uncommon for children to grow inebriated and fall into the fires, burning themselves quite severely. When the skin is young, it heals most scars well but not burns. Burns have to be removed.”

“That’s horrible,” Jandhar said.

“I’m not finished,” the man said. “We found long ago, that living skin could be cut from elsewhere and stitched into the place that was removed. The unburned patch that was cut heals better and can be taken from a place that will not be visible by day,” the old man pointed to his rear with a grin, “out of the privacy of one’s home. If kept clean and cool and rubbed with alcohol, the stitched skin can be strong and durable.”

“That’s barbaric,” Jandhar said, thinking of cutting children. “Perhaps you could just stop having fire festivals.”

The old man laughed. “For a man who thinks himself a hot, burning star, you sure seem reluctant to embrace the fire!”

Again Jandhar swallowed his pride at being made fun of. He kept quiet.

“You’re also missing the point,” the man said seriously.

He cut a square piece of flesh from the inner neck of the dragon and held it against the exposed flap that Jandhar had pulled from the carcass. The old man reached into a knapsack at his side and pulled a thread and needle from it. He sewed a solid stitch with a steadier hand than Jandhar expected.

“Why have you agreed to show me this now?” Jandhar asked. “After I’d all but begged you for information earlier?”

“You asked me what I’m doing here in the Dragongrounds,” the man said, “Well, perhaps I’ve been watching you, worrying over what you might be wanting from these poor, cursed creatures. Maybe I’m interested in seeing what you will do next—what kind of man you truly are. Are you the kind of man who will help our nations meet the trials of an uncertain future, or are you the kind of man who will just burn everything to the ground?”

“I think you overestimate what one man can do,” Jandhar said.

The old man poked at the dragon, thinking seriously.

“I don’t think I can ever overestimate what one person can do,” he said finally. “When you get to be as old as I am and have kept the kind of company I’ve kept, you find it far more dangerous to underestimate people—especially the young.”

“Are you saying you’re afraid of me?” Jandhar asked, trying to lighten the mood with laughter. “I guess old men truly are afraid of everything.”

The old man poked at the dragons and raised his eyebrows. Clearly, he was not scared of dragons.

“Old men fear everything because they have more to lose,” the man said.

“You have nothing to fear from me,” Jandhar said.

“If you’re trying to breed dragons,” the man said, “then the world may have reason to fear you.”

“I’ve already told you that you have nothing to fear from me.”

“Prince Jandhar, we’re not friends,” the man said. “We’re rival nations. Fear is what keeps our boundaries from collapsing.”

Jandhar nodded in understanding. He didn’t want to probe further into the man’s motives.

Never look a gift horse in the mouth, he thought.

Jandhar motioned to his guards who struggled to stand in their leather and chainmail armors. They fumbled with the unburned, chicken-sized creature for a moment and ordered each other to carry it back to Ezcril. The old man chuckled.

“It’s young,” he said. “The neck’s soft.”

The guards shrugged, not understanding his meaning.

In a flash of an eye, the old man’s onyx dagger sliced through the spine at the young dragon’s shoulder. The guard holding it fell to his backside with the dragon’s red blood draining across his chainmail.

“Gross!” the guard shrieked.

The old man laughed, and Jandhar embraced him. He patted the old man on the back. “Please, good butcher. Tell me your name, so that I might sing it to the heavens. You have no idea the burden you have lifted from my shoulders this day!”

The old man smiled slightly as he finally pushed away from the embrace.

“Where I’m from,” the old man said as he looked into the prince’s eyes from but inches away, “names are hard to come by. But you can call me Etcher Woodroe.”

Jandhar patted him on the shoulder. “You are wrong about me. We are friends! We are not rivals. You must come back with me to Ezcril. I’ll make you my chief surgeon—no, a merchant prince! A lord! You’ll be handsomely rewarded! I swear it!”

“I thank you for the offer,” Etcher said, “but I must return to my people.”

Jandhar clicked his tongue and grimaced. He looked over Etcher’s shoulder to the west, and he nodded in understanding. The Crelloni and the Visanth Empire were still at odds over the secession, many thousands of years ago over some forgotten offense. He had never understood the source of the rebellion. His father had told him that any time their ancestors had ventured into Crelloni, they found only more desert. The Crelloni would not fight them. They were ghosts of the sands.

“Maybe one day,” Jandhar said, “we’ll meet again.” He smiled widely. “You know where to find me. Just look for the brightness of the sun!”

The old man put a hand on the prince’s shoulder. “I pray that my eyes are closed that day.”

The two men nodded at each other, and Jandhar lamented that they left as something less than friends. The old man backed away slowly, bowing to him and his men in turn. Then, with a surprising burst of speed, he ran away toward the west, leaving the Visanth party with nothing more than a tall tale, a dragon head, and a bleeding, butchered corpse.
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The Dragon Prince Rises
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Jandhar hugged a bannister in an open-air viewing room. His short, black facial hair scraped against the polished wood as he looked around at the excited crowd of surgeons. These professionals weren’t here for him; they didn’t even acknowledge his presence. They were here for the operation.

This was the fifth attempt at a surgery to correct Sven’s curse in seven months since he had returned from his unusual encounter with Etcher Woodroe in the Dragongrounds. At first, Jandhar didn’t think he needed to see the old man again. He had given the Empire’s most accomplished academics the dragon head with the finely-stitched sac lining, and Jandhar had recited everything he could remember from the short meeting that Etcher and he had over the campfire.

However, despite the advice and example suture, the previous four surgeries had been absolute disasters. Hundreds and possibly even thousands of people—some of the finest surgeons in his empire—had died or suffered crippling injuries in sudden infernos in viewing rooms in Ezcril and Scythica. Jandhar had survived those events because he didn’t seek the limelight in the center of the room. These public viewings were a circus, and he had tried to avoid the attention of his enemies as he conducted his expensive research into the creation of a dragon army.

It was only after the second surgery that Jandhar put out a bounty on the old dragon handler in the desert. The explosion and fire from that botched operation had burned down four city blocks. Dozens of confirmed dead, many of them stampeded and crushed in the packed main arena. There were unknown hundreds missing from the men, women, and children who lined the streets trying to peek into the carnival tent. The sticky, flammable liquid clung to fabrics and wood like a jelly, but one that burned for hours. Combined with the high winds coming over the sandy dunes, it was a miracle that Ezcril still remained at all.

Despite the bounty, Jandhar had neither seen nor heard from Etcher again. Thankfully, the surgeons had learned lessons by now, though, and progress was slowly but steadily being made. The center of the hall was dominated by only three people—a senior lecturer from Ezcril’s main college and two of his assistants. The famous man droned on about the illustrious visitors and viewers, including Jandhar and several other attendees. The prince didn’t acknowledge the introduction, and he paid no attention to the bustling of people around him—sometimes even bumping against him.

And so it was that a man Jandhar had been hoping to meet again stood next to him for several minutes before the prince even recognized him.

“Your people are idiots,” the man said casually as he leaned over the same banister.

“Etcher Woodroe?” Jandhar asked in genuine surprise. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I had to see this for myself,” Etcher said, chewing a long, mint-covered reed they sold in the local markets in Ezcril. “People blowing themselves up to be famous? Visanthi nonsense!”

Jandhar chuckled, straightening his posture. He felt a bit strange trying to impress a wrinkled, old soldier from a rebel country while in the presence of so many self-important nobles.

“You do realize this is your fault in a way, right?”

“Yeah,” Etcher said as he sucked on the small reed, “I guess I do take a certain amount of pride in that.”

The two men watched the assistants pulling thick, flame-retardant gloves onto their teacher.

“He’s going to die,” Etcher noted.

“You have no faith,” Jandhar accused in jest.

“I have all the faith in the world,” Etcher said, “just not in your people.”

Jandhar smirked.

The surgeon made a grand gesture and then began an oratory to the crowd, who struck the banister with their hands in anticipation of a successful operation. Jandhar paid the man no mind. The person with all the knowledge he needed was standing beside him.

“You know,” Jandhar said, “you could save lives by telling me what I need to know. These men don’t have to die. If they knew what you knew, they could safely operate on these creatures. You’d be saving humans and dragons.”

Below, an assistant applied a cloth drenched in opium to the snout of the struggling brown dragon on the operating table. Its small wings flapped against the leather restraints, and it squawked in panic before the drug kicked in.

“I do feel sorry for the dragons,” Etcher said.

A small flame burped from the dragon’s beak before it closed its eyes.

The lead surgeon raised a small patch of skin and held it aloft for the assembled audience. “We’ve removed this from a sibling of the subject, and soaked the skin in a softening solution over the past three hours. We believe that the graft will have a better chance of taking, since it comes from a similar bloodline.”

“What makes you think this is going to work?” an old scholar asked as he leaned against the banister for a better look.

“He has no idea what he’s doing,” a younger man said. “It’s wild speculation!”

“I’m moving toward the door,” another man said, but as he shouldered his way through the crowd, he continued to look at the table.

“For such an advanced civilization,” Etcher said, “you’re remarkably backward.”

Jandhar grumbled but not loud enough to be noticed. “We do not claim to be the best surgeons in the world, but we do claim to be able listeners and learners. Perhaps you should help them.”

Etcher grunted.

The prince returned his gaze to the operating table. The surgeon had given the skin patch back to a student. The other assistant handed the famous man a shiny pair of scissors.

“We may want to head to the door as well,” Etcher said.

“Why?” Jandhar asked. “What’s wrong?”

Etcher didn’t answer. He started pushing through the crowd back toward the door. Jandhar followed.

“What did you see?” he asked.

“He’s removing the lining of the sac,” Etcher called back, “and replacing it with dead tissue from its murdered sibling.”

“And you’re saying that’s not going to work?”

The crowd gasped, and Jandhar turned toward the table to find the surgeon’s flame-retardant sleeve was on fire. He flapped his arms like a bird as a dark liquid spurted from the patient. The dragon twitched and clawed at the table. The opium appeared to be wearing off.

Jandhar pushed through his subjects and caught up to Etcher.

“Why are you doing this?” Etcher asked.

“I’m following you!” Jandhar said.

Etcher turned and stopped.

“Move or I’ll rap your skull,” a young man threatened Etcher.

The old man paid no attention. He stared into Jandhar’s eyes, and the young man who had threatened him moved impatiently to a better viewing spot.

“Why do you want adult dragons?” Etcher asked.

“We live in dangerous times,” Jandhar yelled over the agitated crowed. “Dangerous but full of possibilities!”

Etcher pointed back toward the center of the pavilion. Jandhar followed his finger to find the surgeon and one of his assistants were engulfed in flames. The dragon had exploded and coated them with propellant, and they were rolling on the table and floor to try to put themselves out.

“And you don’t think you’re contributing more to the dangerous part of the times?” Etcher asked.

“Surely, you understand the power we’re dealing with here,” Jandhar said. “They say Visanth once had dragon riders. They say a single man on a full-grown dragon could kill thousands of men.”

“So, you do want to use these creatures against your enemies?” Etcher asked, not trying to mask his contempt. “You want me to tell you how to kill my people?”

“Oh,” Jandhar said. “The Crelloni Separatists and our empire haven’t had a battle in centuries. I can assure you—”

“Your promises mean nothing to me,” Etcher said as he turned toward the portal to the outside world.

“I seek only to make Visanth strong,” Jandhar said, grabbing Etcher by a shawl that hung from the man’s shoulders. “My father is murdered. My empire is weakened. I do not complain. I do not demand reparations. The world is as it is, but that doesn’t mean I have to stay cowed in a corner—”

Etcher wrenched himself free of Jandhar’s grip and continued to walk toward the door.

“Do not judge me for reaching for greatness,” Jandhar yelled. “What would you not do for your people? First stanza of any war manual: 1) do not underestimate your enemy, 2) never allow yourself to be outmaneuvered in tactics or technology, 3) always use your environment to your advantage. Why do I want adult dragons? Visanth has the Dragongrounds. We have a means to produce full grown dragons—the stuff of legend. I want dragons because I do not underestimate my enemies. I want dragons because Visanth will not be outmaneuvered again, especially not in our own country. If someone wants to attack my family again, I want them to walk through fire and blood to get to us.”

Etcher turned to him. “Surdel is across a sea… The Crellonis are across a desert…”

“And yet,” Jandhar said, “my father is dead.”

Etcher bit his lip and pulled at his leathery cheeks and coarse beard.

“You know,” Etcher said, “sometimes you can be right for all the wrong reasons…”

“Is that a compliment?” Jandhar asked with a laugh.

“I believe there is a greater evil than man coming,” Etcher said, “and when it comes, it will come for Visanth too.”

“I didn’t know you were religious,” Jandhar said with as little mockery as possible, trying to keep the old man engaged. “Which deities do your people pray to? Snakes? Dragons?”

“Where I come from,” Etcher said, “there’s no option to be irreligious. The truth of the heavens is right in front of you. You can’t hide from it. It beats down on you like the sun on the sands.”

“The sun, then?” Jandhar asked humorously. The joke was lost.

Etcher blinked a few times and then looked at Jandhar intently.

“Perhaps it is not my place to stop you,” Etcher said. “Not now. They say an army moves beneath the earth to the north.”

“An underground army?” Jandhar asked.

“An army of undead and demons,” Etcher said.

For the briefest moment, Jandhar tried to imagine such a force, but the thought was too childish. He couldn’t believe a man who seemed to possess unique insight into surgery and history would believe in such nonsense. Still, he needed Etcher to stop the madness that had gone on for too long. There was yet another tent full of academics burning behind him.

“I will defend the Visanth Empire from any adversary,” Jandhar said. “You give me those dragons, and I’ll burn the whole underworld if I have to until the ghouls and ghosts know their place, wherever that is.”

Etcher looked at Jandhar queerly. He seemed to be sizing the prince up and taking his words far more seriously than he had any right to, since it was a completely empty promise by someone who didn’t believe in such demonic creatures. Etcher peeked over the prince’s shoulder at the men pounding the surgeon and his assistant with cloaks and blankets.

“You shouldn’t be weakening the lining of the throat walls,” Etcher said clinically. “I didn’t cut a piece out of the damned things and replace the segment with a brother’s organs. I grafted a soft piece of living tissue from inside the throat but somewhere far removed from the cursed area and moved it over the sacs.”

“OK!” Jandhar said, shaking Etcher’s hand. “Thank you!”

“That’s not the most important part,” Etcher said. “I didn’t just grab the closest few dragons I could find. You have to look for thick neck lining. It’s a time consuming and dangerous process, but the thicker that wall inside of its mouth, the more likely the stitches and graft will hold. And you have to keep them tame. They cannot agitate the wounds during the healing process. Opium. Alcohol. Something. Practice some damned patience and learning.”

“Got it,” Jandhar said breathlessly.

Etcher pulled his hand free, turned, and walked out of the building.

“Thank you!” Jandhar called.
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Jandhar bent low to inspect a burnt patch of ground beneath a jumble of bones, scales, and sticky flesh. He shook his head as he looked up to glare at a seven-foot, green dragon—his prized breeder Ameazima.

“That’s the fourth mate in a year,” he accused.

She squawked in protest as she paced along the wall of her spacious outdoor pen. Atop three of the largest pillows lounged her children. Jahgo had already outgrown his mother. His impressive black-and-yellow patterns drew Jandhar’s eyes. The three green siblings Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin purred and nipped at each other as they belly-crawled to the edge of their pillows to get closer to their adopted father Jandhar. They were almost as big as Ameazima now.

Jandhar poked at the still smoldering remains of Rwhkhadira with the end of a broom that had been laid against a stone column within his southern palace, where he kept his most prized possessions. The signs of the latest vicious courtship were all around him. This male had certainly tried to impress her. The recently planted palm trees were scorched all along the base roots, and there were scratch marks all along the charred bark. Deep divots were all along the hard earth where he had tried to coax Ameazima, but she had obviously gotten tired of his advances.

“He was a good mate,” Jandhar complained. “His neck lining was almost as thick as Qawiun.”

He pointed at Jahgo, the large black dragon, and her first son. He knew she understood. She had killed Jahgo’s father Qawiun just like this one. Disemboweled with her back claws and decapitated and mauled with her jaws and front talons.

She tapped her bladed feet menacingly or nervously, he couldn’t tell, as she squawked again in protest.

“I know you’re not a cow to be fattened and bred,” he explained, talking to her soothingly as if she were a daughter—a princess. “You are the Great Mother—the thick-lined beauty of my dreams and Surdel’s nightmares. You must take another mate. We need more of your strong sons—or maybe a daughter. Give me a daughter, and I’ll move you anywhere you want. I’ll build you your own palace!”

She tapped with her two sharp talons on her front legs and inspected masonry, as if she were bored.

Jandhar walked over to the pillows where the sons pretended to lounge but showed all the signs of anticipation of the Dragon Prince approaching. He smiled as their tails began to flail and beat against the back wall and pillows. Jahgo lifted his head to Jandhar’s level and yawned, impressively exposing his long, sharp teeth and rolling tongue.

“Hello, old friend,” Jandhar said as he stroked the softer yellow scales under the dragon’s chin and along his neck toward his belly.

The greens chirped and barked in protest. They fell over each other jockeying for position for the next neck rub. Nintil was slightly larger than the other two and always the most aggressive. He pushed Zosa off the pillows with the side of his head and toppled Venzin with his muscled arms.

“I’ll get to you in just a minute,” he said, but Nintil nudged him with his snout and chirped.

Clearly, a minute would be too long. Jandhar rubbed the top of the dragon’s head with his other hand but continued to stroke Jahgo, who looked up at him adoringly with his cat-like, orange-yellow eyes. Jahgo was the obvious alpha, not only in size but demeanor. The others jostled for whatever roles were left. Out of the lot, Nintil was the top contender for beta, but the truth was that Jandhar wanted at least another dragon as big as his black beauty. The greens were unlikely to even hit ten feet in length at their current rate, and Jahgo was already fifteen feet long.

Jandhar and his surgeons had spent months combing the markets and Dragongrounds, looking for what Etcher had described. It was in a market in Scythica that Jandhar finally came across the red-backed, green-bodied, feisty creature he named Ameazima. She had the first truly successful surgery, though it was not as well-done as the surgeons had gotten with Jahgo or the greens. Jahgo’s surgery had taken over six hours, but he took to the transferred skin graft better than any of his siblings. Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin required constant maintenance. Their neck lining just wasn’t as strong, and they moved about with so much energy to contend with their larger brother that their stitches were constantly coming out.

There was a string of a dozen failed couplings over the years for Ameazima. He had also tried to mate Jahgo with a few females that seemed to show promise, but each of these had died quite spectacularly—either mauled to death by the matriarch Ameazima or through some horrible happenstance brought about by Sven’s curse. Out of dozens of couplings and hundreds and maybe even thousands of inspected dragons, only four sons had been born. Still, they were four mighty sons—enough to hopefully bring Surdel to its knees.

His mother Sabarna had finally softened to his vision and ambition. She visited him for the first time at Ezcril after the triplets were grafted. After seeing their majestic wing spans and witnessing them consume walls and target dummies in fire, she had little choice. She stopped protesting the burden on the royal treasury. His brother Roshan took to walking the parapets and walls of the city of Ezcril, observing quietly, and undoubtedly reporting the progress of Jandhar’s superweapons back to their mother and generals in Scythica.

Jandhar looked up to the walls, half-expecting his brother to be standing there—watching him. But Roshan was back in the capital. He had a kingdom to run while Jandhar saw to his babies. He reached down to pet the other two green dragons and noticed Ameazima behaving peculiarly around one of the back columns.

He pulled his hand back and the three greens lodged noisy protests beneath him on their pillows. He walked to where Ameazima’s red-lined, green tail flicked. She spewed fresh fire around the base of the column and pawed at the earth.

“What have you got there?” he asked. He tried not to get his hopes up. Dragons were playful creatures and taken to games of digging and burning things, but there was a chance…

She curled around something behind the pillar, and he peeked around it to find her looking up at him, cuddling next to a beautiful, pure-white egg.

“You mated with him!” he exclaimed.

She chirped and snuggled against it before playfully rolling it and pushing it gingerly with her back claws.

“Oh, you are such a good girl!” he cooed to her. “Oh, I’m bringing you the finest steaks tonight. Whatever you want! Bless you, Great Mother!”

He picked the egg up and cradled it, peering down and wondering over what Ameazima and her unfortunate mate had created. Perhaps, a girl this time.

She rolled along the ground playfully, tapping her talons along the stones around the pillar and then rolling laterally as she extended her claws and tucked in her wings. The greens chirped up at their adopted father.

When he didn’t pay attention to them, they swarmed their mother instead as she continued to frolic in the dirt and grasses within the large courtyard. Jahgo appeared suddenly beside him, strolling slowly and confidently to a favored right-hand spot. He sniffed at the egg and then feigned disinterest, watching the play of the greens with their mother instead.

“You have a new brother or sister, Jahgo,” Jandhar said. “Maybe you’ll have yourself a sister as big as you to play with one day!”

Jahgo made a half-purr, half-grunt as he nuzzled softly against Jandhar’s right arm. His gaze stayed on the siblings.

“I’ve never seen a pure white dragon egg like this,” Jandhar said, “not even in the markets. Nintil and Zosa had a soft green shell. Venzin was red, like his mother’s, but hints of green. Yours was dark as night with yellow spots. A white egg should—”

A sudden, violent explosion rocked the palace, knocking Jandhar backwards as he clutched the egg to his chest. He slid along his back and side, the force and impact turning him away from the brood. He felt the egg that was still in his arms, panicked that he might have crushed it, but it was fine.

“Ugh,” he complained as the aches and pains assaulted his nerves, but then a pit of despair formed in his stomach. Someone had exploded. Not something. Someone—one of his children. He almost couldn’t roll over, and tears formed in his eyes. The all-too-familiar explosion had been right next to him. No matter who it was, this was going to be devastating.

His ears rang from the violent sound wave, and the noises around him were muted. He rolled over to find Jahgo sniffing and calling down to someone. A green wing fluttered and then another as the three smaller dragons cried out. They bobbed their heads repeatedly, a sign that Jandhar had always associated with nervousness or grief.

She was almost unrecognizable. The explosion had ripped her head from her body and flung much of her neck against the far wall. Her eyes twitched as she seemed to gasp for air, but Jandhar knew she felt nothing—that this death had been quick and she had felt no pain.

“Ameazima,” he whispered, tears falling down his face. “Great Mother…”

The sounds became fuller as the ringing subsided. The greens howled to the sky in mourning. Even Jahgo showed emotion as he paced around her body. The black dragon retrieved her head in his jaws and pawed her other remains over several minutes until they rested beside the pillar. The greens continued to nudge her and slam their backs and sides into her in an attempt to rouse her.

Jandhar cradled the white egg again as he returned to his feet. He shuffled slowly toward her.

“This was your mother, little one,” he whispered to the egg as he stared at the mangled corpse of the only female he’d ever loved. “Her name was Ameazima, but do not worry yourself.” He jostled the egg up-and-down as if it were a human baby. “We will give her a royal funeral. Everyone will come. Everyone will pay homage. You’ll see. She was a great lady—the Royal Mother. No one will forget her. Not ever.”
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Nearly a hundred thousand onlookers from Scythica and Malak crowded the mouth of the Raveaduin as her royal ship was rowed into the ocean. The servants were allowed to leave the barge after the current picked it up. Three war birlinns carried the hundreds of rowing servants back as Ameazima’s four surviving, adult sons stood behind Jandhar on the shore. Jahgo nestled his huge, black-scaled snout against Jandhar’s right shoulder as the prince carried the last egg like a newborn baby. Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin playfully fought for the chance to nestle his left shoulder.

He watched over the sons of Ameazima as if he had been their true father. He fed them lizards and butchered meat from cattle and goats each morning. He rolled with them in their pens. He read to them on a variety of topics. The published stories of his father Jofka’s exploits. The tales of Sven from the Scythica University library. Love poems from The Lonely Merchant of Kulandi. He had no idea if they understood what he said to them, but he spoke to them nonetheless. He was more affectionate with them than he had ever been with his mother or brother. The children of Ameazima were more than pets to him; they were his children.

He patted Nintil and Jahgo with his free hand and then brushed them away as he walked into the ocean. He waded into the surf up to his knees and waist.

“Ameazima!” he yelled. “Mother to the majestic, harbinger of fire and doom! I salute you, Great Royal Mother!”

He held the white egg high above.

“We will never forget the love you put into each of your children,” he shouted. “Know that I will cherish them as I would my own sons!”

He dipped the egg briefly into the water and then kissed it, before slowly backing out of the waves, careful not to let the rolling water topple him and cause him to lose her offspring into the ocean.

He turned toward Jahgo, and the black giant chirped and paced in excitement. Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin nipped at each other and bobbed their heads in anticipation.

“My sons,” he said, as he cradled the egg once more. He pointed toward the drifting barge. “Your mother requires your flames. Send her to the afterlife as only the true sons of the Royal Mother can… Light her ship. Burn her body.”

Jahgo’s powerful wings flapped, pushing Jandhar toward the water. The guards around him were pressed by the gales into the hundreds of onlookers who got too close. The green dragons also took flight, and a cloud of dust obscured everything behind them. Jandhar covered his eyes and turned toward the barge.

He watched as Jahgo skimmed the surface of the ocean. The alpha was the first to reach his mother’s ship. His powerful jet of liquids ignited, and he ascended as a result of the thrust of the ejected fluid. By the time he closed his mouth, Jahgo was thirty feet above the waves and banking for a second pass. Nintil and Venzin came at the boat from port and starboard, respectively, while Zosa followed the trail of flaming water left by Jahgo.

The crowd gasped as the dragons swooped three more times, leaving oily, lingering flames on the barge and the surface of the water.

“Come!” Jandhar commanded.

From hundreds of feet away, their massive, scaled heads turned as they screeched, chirped, and cooed. Jahgo swooped in front of the three greens, who fought with each other to be the second to return. As they landed between the guards and Jandhar, they snapped and nipped at each other.

Jandhar left the crowd in shocked silence, followed by his black dragon and three greens who jockeyed with each other for second best. Neither would ever gain that right. The white egg hatched three days later, and the first recorded albino dragon was born. A female named Jasmine.

Over three years, she grew so fast and so strong that even Jahgo acknowledged her with respect. The greens continued to bicker at each other, but Jahgo and Jasmine grew ever closer—often sharing the lead of the pack role and walking side-by-side when following Prince Jandhar. As they both approached twenty feet in length, Jandhar saddled them both and took turns taking flight on them in the skies above Scythica and Malak, looking out at the sea every chance he got. His eyes and mind sometimes tricked him with an image of a charred boat, reminding him of Ameazima. But he didn’t watch the waves of the Small Sea to remember the Royal Mother. He watched the blue waters because just beyond them lay Surdel. Just beyond that churning sea were the Eldenwalds and Theodore Crowe.
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Jandhar sat with his mother and brother in the royal palace in Scythica. He looked out at the huge, golden domes of the city through the balcony beside him. His mother droned on about the undead and demons that supposedly roamed Surdel. He hadn’t listened much. All he needed to hear had already been said. King Aethis had just given Visanth permission to cross the sea. Jandhar didn’t even have to build a true war fleet or recall the ships from the Great Ocean. The fools were just going to let him pass through their armadas in whatever ships Visanth could put together. Surdel was actually inviting him onto their shores with dragons.

“They must be mad,” Jandhar said, smiling to his brother. “They must be absolutely mad.”

“Have you not heard anything I’ve said?” his mother Sabarna asked. “There are demons and undead in Surdel. They are not mad; they are desperate.”

Jandhar nodded. His face was blank, but inside, he was screaming so triumphantly that he could practically hear the celebration trumpets blasting across the walls and towers of Scythica. He imagined the blue waters of the Small Sea and his father Jofka on the prow of his flagship, pointing toward Surdel.

“The way is clear to Surdel, then?” Jandhar asked.

“Brother,” Roshan said, “if you do this, you put the future of the Empire in jeopardy. The council is a sham, and you know it. You are the rightful king. Send someone else with your dragons if you must do this, but please do not risk yourself.”

Jandhar stood from his divan. He walked over to his brother, who rose to meet him.

“I do not speak to anger you,” Roshan said. “What you have done… breaking Sven’s curse… bringing dragons into this world as the true weapons they were always meant to be… I see what you see now. We can make more. We could use these creatures everywhere—not just in Surdel. What you have done… Can you wait five more years? We could burn the whole world with twenty of these.”

“I don’t need twenty,” Jandhar said, “and we don’t have another brood mother like Ameazima yet. You know I’ve tried.”

“I worry that—”

“I am not worried about Visanth,” Jandhar interrupted him, placing a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I leave Visanth in the best, most capable hands in the world.”

Roshan embraced him, and when he finally released Jandhar, there were tears in his eyes.

“You come back to us,” Roshan said.

His mother broke down, sobbing on her divan. Jandhar left his brother to squat beside her.

“You dumb, foolish men,” she said, wiping at her face with a thin, purple sleeve. “You follow your father to the grave.”

“Mother, I—” Jandhar said.

“Surdel fights demons and undead,” she said, “and all you can see is a man who held a knife to your throat. He warned you, and you defy him.”

“I defy them all!” Jandhar declared.

“You will lose everything,” she said, her lips quivering with anger and outrage. “All of your dragons will die there!”

“Mother, stop,” Jandhar begged her. “I’ll be fine.”

“No,” she said. “I’ve seen it. For years now, I’ve seen your death in my dreams.”

“Mother, that’s enough,” Roshan said.

“You die the same way he did,” she said. “He comes from behind you…”

Jandhar shook his head in defiance. “No! When I die, I’ll be raining fire down on our enemies.”

She laughed through her tears. She shook her head and put her hands on Jandhar’s shoulders.

“When you die,” she said, “we lose everything. Roshan loses his brother. I lose my son. Visanth loses its rightful king. You are the Lion of Visanth. You are the one your father promised to our people.”

Jandhar embraced his mother, and she cried on his shoulder. As he pulled away from her, he smiled at her. He pointed toward his brother.

“I’m not the Lion who was promised,” he said. “He’s the Lion. I’m the Dragon.”

Tears continued to flow down her cheeks.

“Wish me luck,” he said earnestly.

“I’ll wish you whatever I can,” she said, “but luck doesn’t stop the undead or demons.”

Roshan smiled as he embraced his brother once more.

“We’ll send you off with a hundred homed pigeons,” Roshan said, “You must send us news of everything you do. Every victory. Every defeat. We’ll have historians record your every move.”

Jandhar laughed. “I’ll make sure to give them something worth writing about.”

His mother held him for a long time. He eventually had to push her away.

“I love you both,” he said.

She sighed deeply. “I love you more than all the grains of sand in the desert and the drops of water in the ocean… Gods, you remind me of him. I see so much of Jofka in you. If you must go…” she groaned and caught her breath. “If you must follow in his footsteps… If you have to burn so brightly…” she cupped his chin, “then burn well… be the bright sun that casts a shadow of Visanth across all of Nirendia. If you truly believe your whole purpose in this life is vengeance… if that’s what you think you’re really here for, then burn it all to the ground. Leave nothing but Visanth standing. That whole damned kingdom is not worth one of you. Not even close. The scales can never be rebalanced.”

He smiled to her.

“I will,” he said, as he walked backwards away from them toward the door to the family room, “I’ll burn the Eldenwalds and their assassins into the dustbin of history, and then I’ll return home to take the crown. I promise. You’ll see.”





6

Landfall of the Dragon
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Jandhar waved to an admiral of the Surdel navy as they passed by a massive flagship in the Small Sea. The emissaries had secured passage from King Aethis himself. Jandhar knew that the free pass would last about as long as it took him to hit shore and unleash nightmares on Surdel. But while he was at sea, surrounded by ships with ballistae and flame throwers, there was no reason to not be cordial. He had 10,000 men and five dragons aboard his small, fast flotilla to think of.

“Godspeed!” the opposing admiral yelled. “I have word from my wife via pigeon… that the undead have swarmed down through Alefast! Before long, they’ll be at Fomsea. Godspeed to you, sir! May you find success!”

“Thank you, Admiral!” Jandhar said, smiling as he waved. “I’m sure we will! We’ll kill our enemies and drive them from this land!”

He grinned cordially, or at least, he hoped it came off that way. There was certainly no real warmth behind it. The admiral waved back, and Jandhar and his men lining the deck of the birlinn mimicked the commander’s actions. The Surdel men stared back at him and his sailors coldly.

“Smile, men,” Jandhar commanded to his sailors as he waved.

Jahgo nuzzled Jandhar’s right shoulder. The dragon’s massive black snout was wet, but his scales were rough and dry. Jandhar rubbed the alpha’s yellow-speckled chin and the smoother scales along his neck. Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin squawked and nipped at each other while Jasmine stooped along the far deck, watching the waves and looking back toward the men when someone was being especially rowdy and loud. She was the loner of the brood, acting more like an aloof cat than the three greens who constantly vied for Jandhar’s attention.

He left the portside of the boat and walked slowly toward the starboard, where Jasmine sat. She patted the ground with her claws in anticipation, turning toward him and lifting her head for a rub. He kissed the side of her face and rubbed her neck, just as he had done to Jahgo. She chirped excitedly.

“Calm down,” he said as her tail flicked against the wooden railing. He smiled at her and lifted her head as he rubbed. “Let me see.”

She opened her mouth for the routine inspection of her stitching along the canals where the fluids met. She was the last to receive her surgery, so hers was the most practiced of the five children of Ameazima. Jahgo required three surgeries to get his right. Poor Zosa had to have over a dozen. He and his green brothers constantly ripped their stitches during their playfulness—an unfortunate inheritance from their mother. Nintil had six corrective operations. Venzin had at least nine. Jasmine was a one-of-a-kind, calm white dragon with perfect stitching. She rarely needed maintenance.

She could hold a jet of flame for over three minutes, circling a target the entire time. The greens could last but a minute. Their stitching and constant need for corrective surgeries was too dangerous to push further. He had taught them to only release their caustic jets in bursts, but Jahgo and Jasmine were free to coat targets in sticky fire for days if they needed to—as long as they were well-fed and reexamined at night before bed.

He kissed Jasmine again between her eyes, and she closed them in a sign of affection. He patted her on the side of the jaw, and then let her return to her silent brooding of the ocean. The three greens fought each other to be the next to be inspected.

“Calm down,” he repeated. “I’ll get to each of you.”

Zosa nudged closest just as Nintil was about to get a rub. Prince Jandhar relented and pulled at the aggressive dragon’s gums first. Zosa bounced happily, his tail whipping against a few of the sailors on the portside. The men grumbled but moved out of the way. They knew better than to complain about the royal dragons. Jandhar would be far more likely to toss the sailors overboard than scold his dragons for having high spirits.

Zosa’s stitch work was bleeding slightly along his left channels. Jandhar ran his hand along the slick scar tissue until he had coated his fingers with crimson liquid to show the others.

“Look,” he chastised the three greens as he raised his bloody hand. “You have to calm down. You’re going to rip your stitches. Save your energy for the enemy.”

Nintil and Venzin protested and Zosa averted his eyes. By now, they understood their chastisement. They were just too excited to care.

“Sit tight,” Jandhar said, cleaning his hand against the red sash along his waist and wiping the rest against his blue, open vest. “We’ll get the surgeon to take a look at you.”

He rubbed Zosa’s head again, and the youngling cooed and chirped happily. “I just don’t want you to rip your stitching. If you push too hard, you’re going to die. Like Ameazima. Like your fathers. Do you understand? Do you understand how important the five of you are to me?”

Jahgo, Nintil, Venzin and Zosa all vied for his affection. They didn’t follow his language, but they felt his worry. Jasmine rubbed against his back and left side. He smiled.

“My great loves,” he said. “I know you will not let me down.”

He looked toward the bow of the ship and caught the shimmer of the great spires of the Surdel port city of Sevania. Even at a nautical mile, the light tower lorded over the blue ocean like a challenge. Jandhar felt certain he was up to it.

“I need to get changed,” Jandhar said, running his hand through his long, dark hair.

He walked past a tan-skinned captain named Talso, his personal assistant. “Make sure the surgeon sees to Zosa,” he commanded the middle-aged man.

Talso bowed before descending into the bow to fetch one of five of the finest surgeons in all of Visanth. They didn’t attend to sailors. They only looked after the children of Ameazima. His dragons were in the best of hands.

Jandhar nodded as he looked once more toward the Surdel coast. Then he turned and walked toward his large suite at the back of the flagship. Time to get ready.
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Jandhar’s wardrobe was minimal. His traveling closet carried only two types of outfits: a single, black formal thawb and a collection of loose-fitting fighter leathers and tunics. He could only imagine one scenario for the thawb—standing atop the walls of a submissive Kingarth. There was still work to do before he could relish that. For now, a dark shawl and leathers would have to do. He looked at himself in a tall glass mirror as he tucked his hair into the folds of his turban.

“For you, Father,” he promised, before turning towards the door.

He couldn’t contain his excitement as he burst through, slamming the door against the seaworn timbers. The three greens nipped and yelped with anticipation. Their master’s anxiety and bloodlust clearly sending them into a frenzy. Jahgo openly growled as he paced the deck looking for whoever had agitated the prince. Jasmine prowled around the greens, as if protecting the smaller dragons. She pushed them into a tight clump with her tail, like a lion wrangling in careless cubs.

The oars had been retrieved into the birlinn, and the ship rammed into the sands of the foreign beach. The slaves and pikemen on his ship had all ascended from the lower levels through the hull to the deck. They peeked through the bay doors, awaiting his commands.

He breathed the salty air in, moistening his lips with his tongue as the sea breeze invigorated him. Past the bow, the great city of Sevania rose above the palm trees. He could hear the shouts of cautious guards and the buzz of the metropolis. A battalion of at least 300 local knights gathered at the base of the city walls. The party was likely an official welcoming, but there was a primal part of him that hoped word from the King hadn’t arrived yet, and that these men came at him, ready for battle. The rest of the boats hadn’t unloaded, but he had five dragons. For all he knew, Theodore Crowe was hiding in the great city. Just a single act of hostility—or even the appearance of one, and he’d burn every beam and topple every stone to the ground.

“My people,” Jandhar said goadingly to his men, who returned his greeting with hoots and hollers. He smiled jovially and with great, mischievous mirth. “We have arrived at the promised land… Not the promised land of opportunity and commerce… Not the promised land of eternal rewards for a life well-lived and with the best of intentions…”

His men, many of whom were ‘reformed’ criminals and life-long murderers, jeered and punched each other in the arms as they exited the hull and joined the dragons and prince on the deck. These mercenaries lived to plunder.

“No, we have arrived at the promised land of vengeance!” Jandhar cried.

The men raised their pikes and short swords into the air and roared battle cries.

“Years ago,” Jandhar continued, “their assassins came into our country, into my father’s harem, and they murdered him there amongst his wives and concubines and soldiers…”

The sailors sneered and glared at the city’s pristine walls and the knights that formed there.

“This is not a time for good behavior,” Jandhar said, pacing before them. “Now is not an age of manners and civility. Any chance of that bled out of our country as my father died on his bed. These cretins around and before you…”

He pointed toward the city and paused, thinking of the unsuspecting people inside with murky, feature-less faces. People without importance who offended him simply by existing and siding with the enemy.

“These men and women who would call on us in their darkest hour,” he said, “are the same people who would stab us in the back when all of their undead and demons are banished. Who thinks they would forgive us and provide us safe passage back to our homes?”

“Not I!” a sailor said. Others joined in disbelief.

“More importantly,” Jandhar said, “who cares?”

The men laughed.

“We have fought the beasts of sands and oceans,” Jandhar said. “We have tamed dragons!”

He pointed to his scaled sons and daughters. They chirped and cooed at his attention, but as the men shouted, the dragons raised their heads and joined in fierce squawks and cries to the heavens.

“If these undead exist,” Jandhar said, “and if they get in the way of our march to Kingarth, then we’ll tame them or kill them too!”

The men cheered and the green dragons snapped as they stumbled against Jasmine’s tail.

“The time for talk is over,” Jandhar said.

The men cheered.

“The time for negotiations is done.”

Men began descending ladders onto the beach as he riled them up. Some jumped into the shallow ocean nearby. Landing boards fell to the earth.

“The time for fire is here!” Jandhar yelled. “You march north for Kingarth.” He pointed toward Sevania. “If that city over there so much as unleashes an arrow in your direction, you burn it to the ground!”

The green dragons Nintil, Venzin and Zosa could be contained no longer. They flapped their mighty wings and launched themselves over Jasmine, flying low over the heads of soldiers toward the city. She called out to them, but they were done with her surrogate mothering.

Jandhar laughed as his eager children bathed a nearby palm tree grove in flames, but then he remembered the danger of their neck stitches. He called to them in vain as they left earshot. He watched with a mixture of anxiety and wonder as they barreled over the battalion of armored knights on horseback. Oil and flames coated the men as they screamed in horror. His children had jumped the gun, overcome with excitement from his speech.

Jasmine and Jahgo followed Prince Jandhar briefly as he descended a plank before flapping their wings a few times to coast along the winds to the beach ahead of him. They paced along the ends of the planks, pushing soldiers around and forcing them to walk toward Sevania, which was now on fire. Nintil and Venzin grappled with archers along the battlements. Zosa let loose a stream of liquid that drained down the tallest towers, igniting cloth, men, and even stone. Figures fell from the towers, screeching until the thuds of their impacts on the ground below.

“I guess you did tell them to burn it to the ground,” a familiar voice said from the edge of a palm grove to the northwest.

The man sat cross-legged within the shade of the large palm leaves. In front of him was a bundle of cloth. As Jandhar came closer, the wind lifted the tattered cloth, revealing bones and loose skin underneath. This was the second time the prince had come across the man perturbing the dead—though the first time had been with dragons not men.

“It can’t be!” Jandhar exclaimed. “Etcher Woodroe?”

The old man nodded and raised a hammer from the sand as Jandhar approached.

“What are you—?”

As if in answer, Etcher pulled a foot-long stake from the sand and grass and held it over the shirt on the ground. He slammed the hammer down, and the clothes burst to life. A creature screamed from the sands, and Jandhar jumped back. Jahgo charged forward, sensing danger. He grabbed the undead fiend by the throat and shook it about in its powerful jaws, pulling a series of stakes from the ground that had held the creature to the ground. Etcher leapt and rolled backward with the grace of a disturbed cat.

The black dragon crunched the bones of the undead man as he chewed. He pounded the tattered-clothed man against a nearby rock until the undead man’s face and neck were crushed. The sound of the creature’s screams muted and grew wetter. Jahgo spat the undead creature out before pacing between Jahgo and Etcher. Despite its injuries, the undead groped toward the old man, the prince, or the dragon.

“What is the meaning of this?” Jandhar demanded as he stroked Jahgo’s soft throat to calm down his alpha.

“The undead are real,” Etcher said, pointing at the sputtering, injured creature. “I’ve been torturing it. Dissecting it. If it was going to talk before, it certainly won’t now. Your dragon has destroyed its face and vocal chords.”

Jandhar pointed at the burning city. “Is Sevania filled with them?”

“No,” Etcher said, “those are normal people you are killing. Undead roam all around the Mallory estate. I found this one staring at the sea not far from here. I pierced it in any manner of ways, but it kept lashing out.”

The creature twitched now but barely.

“I obviously hadn’t tried killing it with dragons,” Etcher said, wiping sweat from his brow. His face was just as weathered and impossibly old as Jandhar remembered it from years before.

Jandhar laughed, and Etcher smiled.

“You’re a long way from home.” Jandhar said. “Why are you here?”

“You’re here too. It seems I’m in good company.”

Jandhar chuckled. “Are there other Crelloni in the forest just ahead, waiting to ambush me?”

“There’s no Crelloni here,” Etcher said, shaking his head. “I came by myself.”

“To see the undead?”

“To ask you a question.”

“What’s that?” Jandhar asked, still amused. His men continued to file behind him toward the city and the smoldering ruins of knights and turrets.

“Why have you come to this place?” Etcher asked.

“I’m sure you’ve heard of the King’s invitation…” Jandhar said with a straight face.

Etcher turned briefly toward the burning city of Sevania.

“I’m not sure this is what Aethis had in mind,” Etcher said. “What are you really doing here?”

Jandhar knew he didn’t have to answer the old man, but he was so entertained by Etcher’s random appearance and the accidental but overwhelmingly successful attack by his green dragons on the city that he decided to play along anyway.

“I’m here to cleanse this land of the evil that plagues it…” Jandhar said cryptically.

He smiled to himself as he joined the line of men walking toward the ruined walls, castle and city. He didn’t stay to ask Etcher if the answer had sufficed. When he turned around, the old man had disappeared—likely joining the ranks of the thousands of men disembarking from other boats along the long beach. 10,000 men and five dragons. More than enough to burn the Kingdom of Surdel to the ground, before sweeping the entire royal Eldenwald family into the dustbin of history.
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The New Regent
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Lord General Godfrey Ross stood on the second step below the throne in Kingarth. Blood curdled around his boots as he stared at the body of the headless king resting on the ornate chair with the stained tiger furs. His lifeless queen sat against the wall where Princess Cassandra continued to stroke her mother’s hair. Prince Ragnar and Olaf Eldenwald braced themselves against the stones beside their mother in silent grieving.

Guards marched in, draped the king in a purple cloth, and carried him out of the room, back toward the rooms where Godfrey’s son had been kept. Godfrey’s mind was a fog. In its morass, shapes came and went. Memories of King Aethis and Queen Shea. Magnus. Frederick. Edward.

Edward’s son Jeremy Vossen leaned against a nearby marble pillar. The elder Vossen had been murdered in much the same way as the King, though less bloodily. Edward still slumped against the stone walls of the approach to the throne room, his neck blackened but his head still attached.

The King and the High Lord shared the same murderer—the same wretched thing: Godfrey’s reanimated son Frederick. In a few moments, the guards would return for the Queen and attempt to pry her from Cassandra’s arms. In days, the undead would arrive, and without strong leadership, Surdel was in danger.

Lesser men than Godfrey might have panicked. Men without a conscience might have let shame overcome them, abandoned their duties and leapt from the nearest window that overlooked the dead, elven city of Ul Tyrion. Godfrey was not a lesser man. The Kingdom of Surdel was without a King. The state of Vossen was without an appointed leader. Regardless of what his son had done when he had been resurrected, Godfrey could not let the nation sail into this crisis without a rudder. Order would need to be restored.

“King Ragnar,” Godfrey said without emotion.

Ragnar’s head perked at his first hailing as a monarch. His eyes widened, and his brother Olaf pushed against his shoulder so that the new king might not fall over.

Cassandra silently cried, but she also shook with what Godfrey knew to be suppressed rage. He had seen her kind of grief many times on the battlefield. Others might not understand it, but he did. There was a certain point with fiery people when they forgot fear and thought only of vengeance. With soldiers, he had cultivated it into a weapon, but with a princess, he wasn’t sure how to channel it. Cassandra rocked her mother as she stroked Shea’s head.

“When your father was young,” Godfrey said to Ragnar, “just about your age, in fact, his father died too. Being not of age, he asked another to become the Lord Regent—to help guide the new king along his path to power. Being the Lord General at that time, I assumed the duties of Regent until he came of age. Your father asked me to support him and show him the way of kings…”

Godfrey let the suggestion hang for a moment. Ragnar nodded but did not mouth the words.

“Would you accept my aid as Regent,” Godfrey asked, “until the time of your eighteenth birthday, as your father did?”

Ragnar looked to his brother Olaf and his sister Cassandra. They each nodded slowly, but Cassandra looked at Godfrey with no small amount of accusation in her eyes. Or maybe Godfrey just thought it should be there. Had he been in her position, he might have thought the worse of him, as she probably did. Her father and mother dead and by his son Frederick’s hand. There were less obvious cautionary tales told to children at twilight.

King Ragnar cleared his throat as he grasped at the magnitude of his situation. He processed what to say for a long moment before he spoke calmly and firmly—a spitting image of his father in tone and command.

“Lord General,” Ragnar said, “our enemies are at our gates… Not just man or orc… but ghouls… demons walk our hallways, murdering our elders and noblest men… violating our sanctity and taking from us that which we hold dear… In these dangerous and uncertain times, when madness and chaos infect our great kingdom like a leprosy, a new king needs guidance. Our kingdom needs a protector. I, King Ragnar, need a man I can trust… to show me how to be a strong leader. I need a man who my family, indeed my own father, trusted with his life. Will you take up the mantle of Regent once more until I come of age? Will you serve me and the royal family of Eldenwald as Regent?”

The young king spoke so well that Godfrey had almost forgotten that he was actually the one who had suggested the action. But after quick reflection, Godfrey realized that he shouldn’t be so surprised that Ragnar handled pressure well. Ragnar had accompanied Crown Prince Magnus on multiple southern defenses against the orcish hordes. He had already seen death and dismemberment dozens of times. He held himself better and with more poise than his younger brother Olaf or older sister Cassandra, whose anger seemed to boil up inside of her until it almost ran over.

“With all my heart,” Godfrey said, “and with my last breath, I will serve and defend Surdel. If the King requests me to be of service to him and the realm, then I will do it. I gratefully accept the title and duties of Regent.”

“Thank you, Lord Regent,” King Ragnar said.

“My sincere apologies, My King, for what I must now do,” Godfrey said. “There is no time to truly mourn your father and mother. As you have said, there are enemies at our gates. We are assailed by a supernatural force, and we must act quickly or all of Surdel may be lost. Our foes will not rest and allow us time to regroup. Indeed, this scene of mayhem is undoubtedly meant to weaken our resolve and dull our preparation and response. With your permission, I will do what must be done.”

Ragnar nodded. Olaf and Cassandra did too.

“Lord Jeremy Vossen,” Godfrey commanded, “please rise and approach the throne.”

Jeremy looked up in confusion. Godfrey drew his sword from the sheath at his hip. He pointed the blade toward the base of the stairs from his position atop the dais. He motioned for Jeremy to move where the blood had dried.

Jeremy stumbled over his feet as he lurched forward.

“On your knees,” Godfrey said quietly but with command.

The young man knelt and held his head down. He kept his eyes open, almost as if he expected a chastisement instead of an anointment.

“The Kingdom laments its great losses,” Godfrey said. “Not long ago, a great son and a prince…”

He paused as he remembered his own son, but of course, he really meant Magnus.

“Now, a king and queen and also a high lord.”

Jeremy lifted his head in bewilderment, as he began to realize what was going on. His eyes held outrage. He appeared to want to fight what was coming, now that he understood the high lordship ceremony was upon him.

“A new king rises,” Godfrey said, “but enemies are all around us. The kingdom will fall without a strong southern bastion. The state of Mallory was only recently made solid. Now, the state of Vossen must also be fortified with a strong leader. The succession for the House of Vossen must take place and it must be done immediately. Lord Jeremy Vossen is the heir to this seat of power in the South, but a rightful heir to the full power of House Vossen is not the Vossen family’s right to give but the King’s. As Regent to King Ragnar, I act on his behalf. Lord Jeremy…”

Jeremy’s lip quivered as he made himself more rigid. Godfrey pressed on.

“Do you swear fealty to Ragnar, your king, and to his family for as long as you shall live?”

“Yes, Regent,” Jeremy said.

“Do you swear to protect all lands of Surdel as though they were your own?”

“Yes, Regent.”

“Do you swear to protect all people of Surdel as though they were your own?”

“Yes, Regent.”

“Do you pledge to fulfill your obligations as High Lord? If required, will you sacrifice everything you have, love, and hold dear for the sake of the realm?”

“Yes, Regent.”

“Then let it be known that on this day,” Godfrey said, “in the year 1501 of the Tranquility Era… no… year 1 of the… Magic Era, that Jeremy of the Vossen Clan is hereby pronounced High Lord Vossen. He shall inherit Vossen Keep and see to its repairs. He shall defend our southern reaches from any aggression, whether orc, human, elf or any other.”

“Hear, hear,” Ragnar said.

“Hear, hear,” Olaf and Cassandra mumbled.

“Rise, High Lord Vossen,” Godfrey commanded.

Jeremy stood with his shoulders hunched slightly. He looked like a pugilist in a final-round decision, all his energy spent and waiting for a judge to indicate the victor.

“As High Lord,” Jeremy said, “I must admit that the Southern lands might be lost. Not just my lands. The entire South may already fall under the power of darkness.”

Godfrey coughed and rested uneasily on his heels, which were caked in Aethis’ blood. He could not stop whatever Jeremy might want to say. He just hoped the damage would be minimal. If the young lord were to refuse the title and responsibilities, his younger brother or sister would be next in line. He didn’t know a fitting regent versed in the customs and politics of the southwestern lands. The entire south may indeed be lost.

“I have seen the enemy,” Jeremy said. “I have watched it work. I have seen it bring back the dead. I’ve seen them raise a person I’ve known and even loved as a true friend. I have seen the hatred in that man’s eyes—a man I thought I knew. But he was turned from us by evil.”

Godfrey couldn’t speak. To even name the victim or the assailant was too much. He prayed Jeremy would stop short.

“This is not a battle we’re prepared for,” Jeremy said. “I’m aware of the Regent’s plans, and they are well-formed and undoubtedly right and correct—for any normal cadre of knights and archers facing men. But we face an army of undead and worse. The lesser evils—the undead—I know we can kill them. We can dice them into small pieces that squirm harmlessly within the grasses. We can put them to the flame. They are not whom I fear and worry over in the southern lands. No, I speak of those forces even more supernatural—those that cannot simply be minced and burned.”

“The demons,” Cassandra said boldly from behind Godfrey.

The Regent turned to her. Her lips were pressed hard together, and he could hear her grinding her teeth.

“The demons,” Jeremy agreed with a wince and a pause. “I accept this commission, this High Lordship, but unless we find a way to defeat these new creatures, my lands are lost. No… Surdel is lost. Every effort must be made to learn what it is we are fighting, and every reinforcement and talented man, woman, and child must be brought to bear.”

Godfrey nodded. He almost sat down atop the still bloody throne as he staggered from his ruminations, but he caught himself before the thought had become action. He gulped hard.

“In case I am being unclear,” the new High Lord said, “I mean that we should reinstate any assets we have—no matter how taboo or—”

“Agreed,” Godfrey said, knowing who and what Jeremy was referring to.

Godfrey turned toward King Ragnar.

“Long ago,” Godfrey said, “your ancestor Jalak the Wise made a pronouncement. He outlawed a group of people, stripped them of their lands, and declared them traitors. With your permission, King Ragnar, I would seek a reprieve of this banishment so that they might help us in this hour of direst need.”

“I know of whom you speak,” Ragnar said, “and I know the steadfastness of my house on this matter. I have heard my father speak of the betrayal of the paladins. We have all been taught their lack of loyalty. We have been taught that they follow and work in concert with these demons.”

Godfrey placed a hand atop the throne. He looked down at the body of King Aethis.

“I loved this man,” Godfrey said, “and I would never speak ill of him or his words or actions. I would only ask you a question, Great King. The paladins are the stuff of legend. No one truly knows if their powers are real or imagined, but we know the stories—and we’ve heard these stories despite the threat of death should they be told in any way that might be misconstrued as holding their charge in positive light. But within these legends, they say that these men part the darkness with light. They say they can kill the unnatural and the damned. They say the paladins can kill demons.”

“You said you would ask me a question,” Ragnar said sagely.

Godfrey gulped hard and proceeded carefully. Not because he had to, but because he knew that if the plan backfired, he could lose his head for it. Ragnar was not squeamish or a cowed toddler. He was a war-tested man who had seen his fair share of battle and executions.

Godfrey licked his lips and sighed gruffly.

“Do you think,” he said, “that your father would be dead right now if a paladin had been by his side? Do you think a demon would have attacked your father so openly if he had been so protected?”

Ragnar’s face displayed a stream of emotions. Surprise, momentary outrage, and then a sort of understanding and grief. He looked to his brother Olaf, who shook his head slowly and earnestly. Cassandra was unreadable.

“I don’t know,” Ragnar said.

“We will never know,” Godfrey said. “The only thing we know is that a single demon came into this room, massacred the royal guard, beheaded the king, murdered a high lord, and then walked right out of the castle.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

Godfrey didn’t need the young king’s permission. He just wanted him to know why he was going to do what he felt he had to do to protect the young king and the realm.

“And we also know,” Godfrey continued, “that a single demon ripped a great prince and knight in half and slaughtered dozens of your knights across the fields at Mallory Keep. You saw this on the killing fields. We know that that same demon clawed his way through stone walls to kill High Lord Janus Mallory.”

Ragnar nodded.

“And we know who,” Godfrey said, “out of a thousand hardened knights, was the only man who chased the demon down and shattered it with a luminous hammer.”

Ragnar nodded. He had been there. He had seen his brother die. He had watched the demon bust through the outer walls of the tallest, most-well-defended keep in all of Surdel, and he had watched the paladin’s bold charge.

“They say his name is Cedric Arrington,” Ragnar said. “I heard the Royal Guard whisper it on the field. I hear it whispered still in my very hallways.”

Godfrey acknowledged the name of the leader of the paladins. He and Jeremy had followed him all the way to Hell’s Edge, where they had kidnapped the Necromancer and caused this irreparable damage to Surdel by forcing Ashton to resurrect Frederick. Godfrey mentioned nothing of these facts.

“You have witnessed the power of the paladins,” Godfrey said. “They are not mere stories spread amongst barmaids and traveling swindlers. The paladins are the only force in Nirendia that we know of that can kill demons.”

Ragnar nodded with his brother Olaf. Cassandra stared into the pale face of her mother.

“The paladins should be reinstated,” Cassandra agreed, “but they are not the only force that can kill demons.”

“Who else is there?” King Ragnar asked.

“Our libraries tell of another group,” the princess said, “the dark elves. They fight beneath the earth, keeping the demons at bay.”

“The dark elves are our allies,” Godfrey said, “and we will surely call on them.”

“The elves are on the brink of annihilation,” she said. “We can call on them, but they have been losing their fight for millennia. The paladins too are small in number and near extinction. Surdel needs a new force if it is to survive.”

Godfrey looked at her with genuine curiosity and maybe even hope. He waited for her to finish her thought. Jeremy walked beside the throne, completely oblivious of the trail of royal blood he tracked through. Her brothers stared at her too.

“Regent,” she said, “with your permission, I would ask that the royal library be opened to me. No more restricted sections. No more banned books and scrolls. I have found some small, ancient knowledge there, in tomes long removed illegally by someone else from the forbidden section. I need full access. I’m sure there are more.”

“You think our salvation lies in a book?” Ragnar asked.

“I don’t know for sure,” she said, “but I have found mention of books left to us by the elves. Long ago, they tried to share knowledge with us, and because we shunned magic, we stowed these gifts deep within the archives to be forgotten and lost.”

“There is wisdom in you, Princess Cassandra,” Godfrey said, “and I believe you are correct. We cannot rely solely on the thousands of elves who hold their line in the darkness below Uxmal. And the paladins are too few to be our saviors. The armies arrayed against us are numerous and their power too great to fight alone. We need new powers of our own.”

“So you will open the library to me?” Cassandra asked.

Godfrey motioned to his aide Gerard Bastille, who stood stoically and silently against the door to the Lord General’s tower. “Give word to the guards that the princess and a staff of her choosing have full access to all floors and chambers of the royal library. Not only will the guards give her access, but they must help her find what she is looking for. Any and all aid will be rendered to Princess Cassandra, whenever she demands it.”

Gerard saluted sharply, opened the door, and then left.

Godfrey descended the stairs toward Cassandra. He reached out to her and helped her gently lay her mother down to the floor.

“We do not have time to grieve,” Godfrey said. “Not now. You have a job to do. The fate of the kingdom may rely on you finding the elven knowledge that you’ve heard of. We’re depending on you. Go.”

“But—” she protested, reaching toward her mother.

“There is no time,” Godfrey said firmly, “and if you do not find what we need, there may never be time in the future. Our fate is in your hands, Princess. Go with haste.”

She straightened her curly red hair with her hands to calm herself. She pushed herself forward and stood confidently before him.

“I’ll find it,” she promised him and then turned to her brother Ragnar. “I will not let our kingdom fall!”
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Of Blood and Cleansing Fire
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Julian Mallory ran his fingers down his face, wiping the thick, warm blood from his eyes. He kept his lids closed as he shuffled through soft lumps and jagged bones sticking out from scattered entrails and limbs on the ground. The smell of the fresh blood was so intoxicating that he sometimes fell over and giggled as his sister Jayna caught him in her arms.

Had he been by himself, without her by his side, he probably wouldn’t have embraced his plight in quite the same way. But with her, he didn’t care who thought he was evil. He didn’t worry if he’d gone too far. He wrapped himself in the depravity of his thirst like an alcoholic with a drunken friend. She made him worse, and he loved her all the more for it.

“Careful, love,” she said. “Perhaps we should retreat back to our estate for a while. I think we’ve terrorized this city long enough.”

She turned him away from the gates of Shirun, and he chuckled. He looked back over his shoulder at the city. For the past two weeks, he and Jayna, freshly created vampires, had crawled up the walls and into the city. They snuck into the homes of rich and poor alike, eviscerating and maiming the inhabitants and sucking them dry of their precious organs and liquids. They gleefully laughed as they left each home and broke into another, clearing whole neighborhoods in a night.

By the third night, people began waiting outside of their houses, frozen in fear. He bypassed these wretched creatures and stared at them ominously to further cement their dread. The next day, more people stood outside, possibly gossiping with other doomed citizens that he and his sister wouldn’t hurt people who stayed in the streets. This was, of course, a fantasy. There had simply been too many people to kill in too short a time, and terror gave him a different kind of high than killing and consuming.

Julian and Jayna allowed the rumors to foment for a few more days, and at night, the streets became packed with men, women and children, shivering in their night clothes. Jayna teased the men with her long nails, and Julian sniffed at the necks of the women and children. They continued the game for another night, and then on the seventh day, when the streets were so crowded that they could no longer squeeze between people, they gave up the charade. They moved like hurricanes amongst the crowd, shredding limbs from torsos indiscriminately and lapping up the fresh carnage. The ensuing stampede crushed hundreds against stone walls and wooden buildings. Julian spent the next two days cleaning up the scene and draining every last drop from the hopelessly maimed with his lover.

For the past week, they hadn’t needed to crawl over the walls and into the city. They simply stood in the field in front of Shirun and waited. The people came to them, crying and begging the Blood Lords for mercy, and it came—in a way. He relieved them of their fear and terror. Their entrails and bones waited on the ground for the dogs and the vultures. These poor creatures, these terrorized denizens of Shirun, were finally at peace.

He felt a tug at his mind. Demon Lord Orcus called him toward Perketh. Julian had resisted the urge for three days. The intoxication of the blood orgy distracted him enough, but the call had grown more determined and demanding.

Julian figured he knew why Orcus wanted him. The remnants of the Necromancer’s army remained obstinate and resisted Julian’s master’s demands for subservience. If Orcus wanted him there, that meant the demon lord’s patience had finally run its course. Orcus had tried to fight the rebellious ghouls with his own undead and even offered them a prominent place in his army. But they refused him like Julian had refused to heed his master’s call while he terrorized Shirun. Perhaps their resolve and defiance had strengthened the same feelings within him. There was some small, rebellious part of himself that screamed for autonomy and freedom.

But he could hold out no longer. He felt the disease within his body pulling him toward his master, and he dreaded the call—for fighting the undead held no reward for him. They had no blood—at least, nothing appetizing. Julian loathed their smell. He hated the taste of their rotten flesh in his mouth and the way the stench lingered on his own skin and clothing for days. He avoided the undead on purpose. He was not so invested in understanding their betrayal as his master was.

He wondered if Jayna felt Orcus’ calls the same way he did. He wondered if her playful attempts at turning him back toward home were actually responses to this different creature, who held her heart in a more primal manner.

He finally succumbed to the fierce beckoning. He watched the surprise in the people’s faces as the two vampires left Shirun. The humans had been so desperate—so ready to die—only to find him and Jayna retreating from the field, leaving them with mutilated friends and loved ones. The people had wanted the fear to end, but they had obviously never dreamed that they could escape with their lives. He didn’t know what to feel as the realization that those who remained might actually survive for the day. Maybe pity. They wouldn’t stay alive for long. He’d be back and hungrier than ever.

He and his lover flew through forests and across houses at an unholy speed. They skirted Perketh a few minutes later, proceeding farther north. He felt the danger before he saw the lightning strikes, but the warnings were nothing compared to his master’s irritation. The link Orcus and he shared was filled with purest loathing.

Julian watched a hammer falling to the ground as if in slow motion. He saw the beads of sweat glistening through the man’s visor and smelled his pungent body odor from a thousand feet away. A couple dozen other delicious paladins pounded the ground in a crescendo of strikes and echoes of holy Light. Julian’s feet slid to a stop, and he admired them as they toiled away so slowly and with such vigor. The paladins obliterated dozens of his master’s minions per minute.

Orcus leaned into his staff, disappointment deeply etched into his face. He turned to Julian as Jayna finally caught up.

“You two certainly took your time,” Orcus said. “I hope you’re proud of yourselves.”

“I was held up in Shirun.”

Jayna giggled as Orcus turned back toward the paladins.

“While you were bathing in the blood of peasants, gorging yourselves on nobodies,” Orcus said, “our real enemies have been smiting our forces for a week. The paladins are unlike anything I’ve seen from her before. The last war… it’s been so long since she’s had this kind of fight in her… this planet must hold something she truly wants.”

“Is this what the Necromancer gives them?” Julian asked.

Orcus seemed to contemplate the question as he watched a woman touch her swords together, forming a bubble of arcing holy Light that consumed a dozen large, undead minions. The green flame in their eyes died out like a flame smothered in water, and they fell to the ground.

“I’m terribly vexed from all sides,” Orcus said. “Her general moves with her behind the mountain to the north. My true rival moves underground to the northeast, waiting for who knows what, before he decimates the elves. I should be dominating this world in both of their absences, but here before us, these humans wield a power they should not possess—”

“We are here now,” Julian said, embracing Jayna by the shoulder.

“And then there are those forces that truly perplex me,” Orcus said, biting at his lower lip. “The free-willed undead to the south continue to hold out against my calls. Could they resist Demogorgon’s gaze as my own undead do? Farther south, your human subjects are consumed by fire from beasts beyond the ocean.”

“I’m told he is impeded by—” Julian said.

“When I turned you,” Orcus said, menace and disdain dripping from his black gums, “I told you that a foreign prince had arrived to the south with dragons. What impediment, exactly, do you think a flying dragon has? Time? Old age? A bit of wind?”

Julian nodded in recognition that his argument was unsound. He prostrated himself. He knew his people were dying to the fires, but he feared returning there. When Orcus had turned him, Julian demanded that his own people in the Mallory State be safe from the Lord of the Undead. It was only after the disease set in that he realized the cruel truth: his hunger meant that no person was safe while he was around, not even the very people he had bargained to protect. It was one thing to consume the subjects of Vossen; it was another to betray the memory of his own father and ancestors. But Julian knew that these last morals and ideals would crumble over time. Nothing could stop the hunger, and he knew that when his last vestige of will broke, Orcus would stand over him, laughing.

“My Lord,” Julian said, “let us make amends to you here. Let us attack these paladins and drive them before you on spikes.”

Orcus grunted and turned back to the spectacle of the light show. He paced before them, watching half-a-dozen more undead stumble into the deadly storm.

“I’ve never seen anything like these men,” he admitted. “I’ve seen deathknights. I’ve seen darkness and fire. I witnessed her when she went full dark after the death of Maddox a lifetime ago, but these men… I do not know their limits. I do not know how closely they approach her fury and power, but if you get too close, you and your beloved may die in the attempt.”

“I thought you said you were the Lord of the Undead,” Jayna said, a wicked grin beneath her red hair. “Just bring us back.”

“There are states of death and destruction that are beyond my repair,” Orcus said.

Jayna ignored his warning and rushed forward. She knocked undead aside as she dodged the spiny fingers of lightning with her superhuman speed. Julian ran after her, his own quickness and stamina dwarfing hers. She closed the gap to the paladin line in seconds. She ducked between lines of holy energy and rammed a man so hard that he flipped over his compatriots. Her claws dug into the shoulder pads of a nearby paladin as he swung at her, forcing him to topple over instead.

She was on top of him in an instant, but Julian felt the coming danger like a premonition. He watched the female paladin touch her swords together and marveled at the raw power growing from the point of contact. The wave of Light touched Jayna before he could reach her, and her body recoiled against it like a hammer against rubber.

She flew over his head, and he grabbed her just as the boundary of the sphere of holy Light hit him. His skin seared off, and he cried in pain along with Jayna as they bounced off trees and scattered undead. He held onto her, and her skin stuck to his fingernails. They impacted the ground and rolled for several yards, Jayna yelling all the way. As they came to rest, she stopped screaming, as if she might have passed out.

“Are you OK?” he asked.

She screamed in gut-wrenching agony. Her skin crisped and hung from her body. He pulled her to him as he pressed her flesh back to her face.

“I’ve got you,” he said, “but we have to consume to recover. You have to regain your strength.”

His master bent down and stared at Julian from inches away as Jayna squirmed.

“Wounds like hers require immediate healing,” Orcus said, his eyes full of judgment. “Her abilities are weak in comparison to yours. She’ll need something with impressive vitality to replenish herself. I hear there are massive beasts to the south. Reptilian creatures twenty-five-feet-long from snout to tail. Their hearts are probably as big as your torso—perfect for regenerating muscle and flesh. Perhaps you’ll finally go there now. Perhaps you have a reason other than my direct orders.”

Julian nodded. Orcus had won. Julian would meet the Dragon Prince. He just hoped he might postpone entering his family grounds for as long as possible. “We’ll go now.”

Orcus smiled and nodded in agreement. “Bring me one.”

“A heart?” Julian asked. “Do you also heal by consuming?”

“No. This is just taking too long. Bring me a dragon.”
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The Other General
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The Necromancer Ashton Jeraldson had never been this far north. Every town seemed to have shale roofs, even the farms appeared rich, and everyone looked at him like he was a vagabond.

Not that they were wrong. He belonged nowhere. He was no longer a blacksmith’s apprentice in Perketh. He hadn’t seen Clayton or anyone from his hometown in the better part of a year. Ashton had lost his undead army long ago. He hadn’t seen the paladin Cedric Arrington or the dark elven prince Jayden in so long that he found it difficult to remember their faces. He was a wanderer traveling with the strangest and most untrustworthy of cohorts. His only companions now were the demon lord Mekadesh and the reanimated corpse of Frederick Ross, the most famous tournament champion in Surdel history.

To top off his drifter persona, most of his clothes—a well-worn leather jerkin and breeches—had been stolen off a clothesline by his durun companion during their flight from the capital and the terrible deeds committed in the throne room. The only thing he still carried on him that he had owned in Perketh was a brown cloak that he wrapped around himself to keep the frigid afternoon at bay.

Ashton watched the swirling black energy leaking from the joints of the shining armor of Frederick Ross. Since the murder of King Aethis Eldenwald, his party had moved east from Kingarth and through Estwick, hugging the contours and veins of the great mountain Godun that rose from the center of Surdel. Mekadesh said little, and Frederick said nothing at all.

The day was gray and overcast. Rain dripped down his wool cloak and hood, draining from his face and blond hair to the slick stones below on one of the well-maintained roads. Water overflowed the nearby creeks into the green grasses of hills and meadows. Faces peered out at him from the finely painted houses, many looking at the woman in regal clothing walking ahead of him. She was golden-haired now, a mirage of the dark creature that she turned into in his dreams and waking nightmares.

Ashton alternated between periods of self-loathing and determination. He knew Mekadesh was not quite what she seemed, but he couldn’t tell if she was aiding the people of Surdel at all or only helping herself. He wanted to think that everything he had been through had a purpose—that he wasn’t just a man who could raise the dead or a demon, if he was careless or hoodwinked as he had been with Frederick. If he’d known the foul blackness that resided in the man’s soul, Ashton would never have agreed to it.

He kept thinking of the apocalypse that Mekadesh had warned him about during his imprisonment in Kingarth. The advance of demon lord Orcus. The impending doom of Demogorgon, the so-called Prince of Demons. He wondered if either of them was actually worse than this “Holy One” sometimes seemed to be.

Ashton stopped at a strange sound mixed within the drizzle. A small, tinkling laugh rudely interrupted his melancholy.

“Oh, this is wonderful,” she said. “They’ve actually done it.”

“Done what?” Ashton asked.

“They’ve stopped him in his tracks,” she said, turning to him. “Just a handful of them have stalled a demon lord. Oh, he’s so angry. Imagine how powerful they’ll be when you join them!”

“Who?” he asked.

“The paladins,” she said, smiling widely. “Mankind’s only weapon against the worst of the horde.”

“Do you mean that they’re fighting Demogorgon?”

She hissed and waved him off. She shook her head. “Don’t ruin this moment for me. I’ve worked too hard… sacrificed too much… Speaking his name will only agitate him—possibly start his march beneath the world again.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, completely unaware that this mythical demon lord could hear through solid earth. “I thought you said Demogorgon was the worst of them.”

He thought of all the lessons his mother had instilled in him—politeness, kindness, duty, and manners. He looked up, expecting to see her face in the ominous clouds above him. He knew she’d be disappointed in him—maybe not as disappointed as she had been with his father Karl. Ashton promised to make it up to her memory somehow. Something good had to come from this.

The ground shook slightly, and Mekadesh’s eyes grew wide.

“What was that?” Ashton asked in panic. “Is that him? Did he hear me?”

“Stop speaking of him,” she ordered.

“You’ve been going on and on about this other demon lord,” he said. “How am I not supposed to be worried about him? You’ve said he turns enemy armies to him. You said I’ll be the only hope we have against him. Right? That Orcus is the lesser of two evils coming for us.”

“Orcus is still a powerful evil,” she said. “Let me worry about the trials of the future. You focus your attention on the demon lord we’re already fighting.”

The ground shook again. She looked toward the south.

“Not now,” she said. “Not when we’re so close!”

“Close to what?”

“The paladins,” she said. “They need you. They are powerful with the Eye under our control, but they cannot fight forever. They’re only human; they have to sleep. But Orcus does not slumber, and neither do the undead.”

“Where are they?” Ashton asked.

“South of Godun,” she said.

“Then shouldn’t we be going the other way?”

“Just the three of us through the undead armies and the demon lord, you mean?” she asked. “Too risky. No, we’ll work our way around the mountain and then head south.”

“There are no passes to the east,” Ashton said. “There are just cliffs and then Crayton Lake.”

“In the mountain, there are caves—”

The earth shook so violently that a small chasm opened up near a vein of the mountain.

“You old fool!” she screamed. “If he finds you, you’re done for!”

“If he finds who?” Ashton asked.

“I have to go,” she said, still not acknowledging the Necromancer and instead looking at the mountain. “Keep heading east until you hit Edinsbro and wait for me there. I’ll order the paladins to retreat northward toward us. They won’t be able to fight their way backward through the mountains. It’s too dangerous. Orcus and his general will not give them quarter…”

“Where are you going?”

“I have to go take care of something,” she said, looking at him and then Frederick. “Protect him or I’ll make sure you fall through the Abyss permanently this time.”

She vanished, leaving a small, black scorch mark on the ground. Ashton kicked at it.

“Where’d she go?” he asked Frederick.

The creature growled low and menacing, before shaking its head. It moved to the south side of the road and folded its arms. It seemed to be about as happy with the mission as he was.

He shivered there in the cool rain for a moment. He had no interest in going east or obeying her orders. He didn’t care to find some mysterious mountain caves on the freezing steppes of Mount Godun. He fidgeted at the pouch hanging from his neck, and the warmth surprised him against his chest and hands.

He took out the yellow stone, and it pulsated with something more than heat. It felt like interest and maybe even obedience—like a strong eagerness to please. He thought of Mekadesh’s old general Maddox, who had grafted the gem into his eye socket. He didn’t know what it was capable of, but if his predecessor had found it useful enough to carve out his own orb and replace it, then maybe it was worth further investigation.

He brought the gem to his eye and looked at his knight companion. The demon’s swirls were green, black and purple. He felt the anger come through the Eye. Desperation. Self-loathing. The creature looked at him, and Ashton saw the famous knight’s face through the plate armor and heard a nickname whispered through the lines in the Eye. It was a suggestion, almost like the Eye was telling him “Try this. Maybe it will help the creature bond with you.”

“There you are, Freddie,” Ashton said as he held the Eye to his own.

The creature turned and walked away. Ashton felt the self-loathing increase.

He looked at the ground where the small scorch mark was. Another small tremor vibrated his feet as he looked at the black spot, but it wasn’t dark anymore. It was bright yellow, and it went down and farther still, deep within the earth. The Eye was leading him somewhere.

“She went down,” he said. He looked up to see if Freddie might come back, but the demon crossed its arms and stared toward the east. “What is she doing down there?”

He watched another tremor shake the yellow line. He felt like he could follow it down, through the ground as she had done, but he didn’t know how.

Freddie grabbed him by the hand and pulled him eastward. Ashton fought against the creature’s strong grip. Then he remembered what the demon was capable of—how it had attacked the guards in the throne room and the old man in the hallway. He sighed in relief as he realized the creature’s hands were back in their plate gloves, but there was something else at work here. Looking at his own hands through the Eye, they shone with a soft brown luminescence that fought against the darkness in the creature.

“What has she done to me?” he asked.

The creature continued to pull him. He resisted.

“Wait!” Ashton commanded. “Stop!”

The creature halted and raised its visor. Freddie looked at Ashton queerly and curiously.

“Take your glove off.”

The creature seemed confused. It shook its head.

Ashton grabbed the creature’s glove and pulled hard. The knight held onto the glove and yanked free. It didn’t realize its own strength though and ended up ripping its plated gauntlet off anyway.

As it reached down to pick it up, Ashton grabbed it by the armor on its wrist, his skin inches from the creature’s skin. The creature recoiled as its skin hissed at Ashton’s near touch, but he held onto the struggling thing by its plate—just to validate. His own skin appeared to be a weapon against this thing now. The demon in Freddie stopped fighting against him, despite obvious pain, and marveled at the Necromancer.

It nodded at him and smiled for the first time.

“You like that, huh?” Ashton asked, bemused.

The creature shook its head. Then it spoke with that same strange voice and tone that the demon he raised at Mallory Keep did. “Just… unexpected. Unlike the Void…”

“You speak?”

But the demon didn’t resume its conversation. It pulled itself from Ashton’s grip and walked east.

“Fine,” Ashton said in spite, “don’t speak! You just remind me of the terrible destruction I’ve wrought on Surdel, anyway.”

The creature grumbled. Its grumpy demeanor brought remembrances of his friend Clayton but with a better, functioning jaw and clearer voice.

After a time on the road, they came across a man and his wife huddled beneath a makeshift tent at a crossroads. The couple were merchants, but from the looks of them, not particularly successful ones. Their tent wasn’t big enough to protect their full cart. So, they pressed against a wooden wheel, holding each other to stop themselves from shivering. The man let go of his wife as the salesman inside of him came alive.

“Greetings to you!” the husband said cheerfully. “A fine day we’ve been blessed with here.”

“Praise Sven!” his wife said.

“Praise Sven!” Ashton said. “You get caught in the rain? Where are you headed?”

“As far from the capital as we can,” the man said. “They say the undead are pounding at the gates.”

“Save us, Jarl Sven!” she said, a touch of hysteria lingering in her voice.

“Calm down, dear,” the man said soothingly, patting her on the shoulder.

“I thought Sven was a southern thing,” Ashton said.

“Aye,” the man said. “My wife and I are from the south. Near Corinth.”

“He sleeps beneath the dark fields,” she said. “One day, when the world needs him again, he will rise! And Olga will be beside him…”

“Olga?” Ashton asked. “Is that your name?”

The man laughed, playfully poking his wife in the shoulder. “Pay her no mind. She’s a bit unsettled by the rumors of the undead. My wife’s not Olga. Olga’s the Raven.”

“A most holy bird,” she insisted. “Her talons burn white hot through the darkness… She reaps the damned like a scythe.”

“You think Sven will save us from the demons?” Ashton said,

“Demons?!” she shrieked. “Are there demons now?”

She buried her head into her husband’s chest.

“Thanks for that, friend,” the husband said sarcastically.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” Ashton said, pointing at himself and then at his armored guard. “We head eastward too, away from the undead. Who knows what stories are fact or fiction anymore? If you say Jarl Sven is coming back to smite the ghouls, well, then I say Praise Jarl Sven too! Surdel could use all the help it can get!”

The husband nodded.

“My name is Ashton. Ashton Jeraldson. I’m from Perketh, not too far from Corinth. We’re practically neighbors!”

The man pushed his wife gently away as Ashton approached and reached out a hand in the rain.

“My name is Theodore,” the man said, “and this is my wife Fransa.”

“Fransa’s a beautiful name,” Ashton said, trying to be polite to the agitated woman.

“It’s a common name in Corinth,” the man said, “as is Theodore, but both are a bit odd up here in the north. Of course, we find their names just as strange.”

“Jeraldson isn’t a common name,” Fransa said, “It’s an offensive one. Who’re you to take such a name?”

“Offensive?” Ashton asked.

“Would you stop it?!” Theodore chastised his wife.

“Let these men move along,” she said. “This one has a forbidden name, and the other looks darker than the clouds above us!”

“Woman!” Theodore warned. “Can’t you see he is accompanied by a knight! Surely, he is an important man! Stop trying to run away potential customers! I swear you will be the death of me!”

She grumbled and leaned heavily against the cart as if she might try to push it away.

“Forgive my wife,” Theodore said. “Corinth is a town of oral histories and tall tales. Our childhoods were filled with raven totems outside of every door and legends of Sven coming to punish the kids who didn’t do their chores or obey their parents. She’s speaking nonsense. Please pay her no mind.”

Ashton approached the tent, holding the pouch at his neck. The man licked his lips as he eyed the purse, probably assuming it was filled with coin.

“We have clothing,” the man said. “Some small trinkets. An ivory carving from Nortown…”

The man reached into the cart and produced a small figurine of a tall house made of bone.

“And look at this,” the man grabbed a wooden sculpture of a woman.

Ashton grabbed the offered figurine. It was not a human but an elf with a bow. The detail was so fine that his fingers could feel the freckles on the girl’s nose.

“They say it’s carved from a fae in Felsari,” Theodore said. “Can you believe that? A sacred tree! Must be a famous elf!”

“We’ll sell that one cheap,” Fransa said.

“We will not!” her husband insisted.

“When the gods return,” she said, “when they see what foulness has taken over this world, they’ll purge the cursed and the damned. The fae trees are sacred to the elves. Sacred to Cronos! Anyone who holds that will surely be taken to the underworld. Sven will devour them whole!”

“You are going to be the death of me!” the man accused again. “Don’t listen to her,” he pleaded. “These are good wares.”

“Fine craftsmanship,” Ashton said, empathizing with the man. The sculpture was exquisite. He wondered if an elf had carved it. Perhaps this was what a thousand-year-old craftsman might do.

He continued to play with his pouch as the man removed a waxed tarp to expose more of his goods. There were small bundles of clothing for grown men and women. A few dresses for a small girl. A dull blade and assortment of clubs, and then an assortment of belts and leather strips.

“Perhaps your friend could use a weapon,” the man said, pointing to the blade.

The demon in Freddie’s armor shut his visor and folded his arms.

“Perhaps not,” Theodore said, chuckling idly. “I meant no offense.”

“The offense is ours,” Ashton said. “I’m a blacksmith apprentice. If my friend needs a weapon, I can make it for him. So, he’s a bit picky.”

“Of course,” the man said, smiling earnestly. “Of course! It’s been some time since I met a blacksmith. Perhaps we could make a trade.”

Ashton rifled through the clothes and the figurines. Metal and onyx. Basalt and quartz. A dozen wooden trinkets. His fingers stopped on a brown, leather eyepatch. He gripped the pouch around his neck. He looked to the south, remembering Mekadesh’s disappearance and the army that waited for him down there. He had sacrificed a lot to get this gem—this Eye. The thing was precious.

He lifted the patch to his face and held it against his eye.

“It suits you,” the man complimented him.

The wife looked at him queerly. “You’re not blinded. Why would you want something like that?”

“You never know when…” the man said, but he stopped partway through. Implying that Ashton might look like a man who might lose an eye soon probably didn’t figure into Theodore’s concept of salesmanship.

Ashton laughed lightly. “Yeah… you never know.”

“A copper coin?” Theodore asked.

Ashton nodded in agreement. “A copper coin. A fair trade.”

“Two copper will get you a figurine.”

“Any figurine?” Ashton asked.

The wife thrust the statue of the elven archer into Ashton’s hand.

“No!” Theodore said. “Woman!”

“It’s cursed!” The woman insisted.

“Like me,” Ashton said, winking at the man, who sighed in relief that Ashton might be taking this lightly.

“Yes,” the woman said. “Like a Jeraldson.”

She spat on the ground.

Theodore’s shoulders sank, and he looked up at the tent. He leaned against the cart and was surprised by Ashton’s hand. The merchant looked down in bewilderment at the copper in his fingers.

“The eyepatch and the elven archer,” Ashton said firmly.

“The eyepatch and the elven archer,” the man agreed with a warm smile, but Ashton sensed the pain in the man’s face at getting rid of the figurine so cheaply.

Fransa looked at Ashton and then at the demon. “We don’t have room in the tent.”

“Fransa,” Theodore said, “the man’s a paying customer. You, however, can stand in the rain for all I care!”

“It’s OK,” Ashton said, motioning down the road. “My friend and I have to leave anyway. We’re on our way east. You two may want to do the same, all things considered.”

Theodore nodded as he pushed his hands into the armpits of his tunic. “Perhaps you’re right.”

Ashton walked into the rain with Freddie. The merchant’s voice carried to them for several hundred yards as he scolded his wife. Ashton turned to look at them a few times. He put on the eyepatch and placed the figurine in a pocket in his cloak. He held his satchel until he felt he was safe. When the man’s voice was no longer audible, he opened the pouch, removed the Eye, and slipped it under the leather flap that hugged his face.

The Eye felt warm against his skin. He squinted against it at first, as he viewed the world around him in a yellow haze that seemed to ignore the leathery patch. Another tremor shook the ground, and he looked down at the veins of shock that extended deep into the earth.

“Can you see them?” Ashton asked, turning toward Freddie and pointing at the lines that the Eye showed him.

The creature had apparently been staring at him. Ashton felt a bit uncomfortable at being the focus of a demon, but the swirls within the creature were different. Less green. More black tones and purple. He felt the creature was more at peace and maybe a bit curious. The green had felt more like envy and despair. These colors felt more like the Abyss. Numb. Endless. Distant.

He could deal with distant. Just so long as the creature didn’t attack another old man, leaving him beside the road in the arms of his son like Freddie had done at the castle. Ashton hoped that he never reached such levels of depravity as this cretin. After seeing demon cruelty at Mallory Keep and Kingarth, Ashton vowed he’d never trust one or command one again. He didn’t know what Mekadesh saw in such creatures. Not that he wanted to understand her. The whole lot of them could burn in the underworld for all he cared. He would tolerate them for as long as they served his purpose—for as long as they helped him save Surdel and Nirendia.
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Deep Love
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Mekadesh appeared on a soft floor of moss in a deep, dark place. She took off her shoes and crinkled her toes into the plushy mat of green. The familiar, massive cavern had been hewed into the rock over 10,000 years ago by the creature in the center of the large room. The pouting thing had been chained to an enormous bed made of oak trees, lichen, and ferns ever since. The creature was a god and over forty-feet tall, but laying down on the bed, he looked pathetic and vulnerable.

She giggled as he rattled his chains, producing another tremor in the world above. Small critters scurried along the cave floor. A few deer bounded away, looking at Mekadesh timidly.

“Poor little creator,” she said.

Cronos groaned as he turned toward her.

“Devil woman!” he accused. “You tempted me with the words of creation, and left me down here for another year with nothing but a handful of my creations and endless time.”

“I’ve been busy,” Mekadesh said, smiling as she walked casually toward him.

“I’ve been busy,” he mocked.

“Has someone been lonely?” she teased back with pouting lips.

She removed her cape and fancy shirt, exposing a tight-fitting undershirt and corset. She crossed her legs as she walked and smiled as his eyes followed her. In the darkness, she saw him stirring, not that that was difficult. A forty-foot-tall god had a proportional member, but his was only half as long as some of the gods she had been with. She was not intimidated.

He grunted and chuckled, all mockery ebbing from his strong voice.

“It’s been too long,” he complained.

“I know,” she said placatingly. “I know.”

She allowed herself to grow larger, bursting her clothes slowly as she became ten-foot tall. Then twenty and thirty. She stopped there. Most males appreciated a smaller female and gods were no different. Their egos were fragile.

Cronos slammed his hand against the wall and fresh, luminescent mushrooms sprouted from his fingertips. He wanted to see her better. She rubbed on herself as she approached and flipped her blonde hair as she reached the bed. She crawled toward him, very slowly. In his excitement, vines began to grow from the moss, attempting to lash her down. She playfully broke the green tendrils with a free hand as she reached his feet and legs.

“Sorry,” he said, “you know I get excited when you do that…”

She kissed his inner thigh. “I know… I know…”

“You can’t keep me here forever,” he protested weakly, without any real meaning or threat in it.

“You’re chained to this bed for a good reason,” she said. “I’ve given you all the room you need…”

She kissed his genitals and then brushed against his member from her nose to her breasts. He stirred even more, his body as rigid as fae tree bark.

“I’m not afraid of a demon lord,” he said defiantly.

She looked up at him and grinned wickedly, pressing her naked body against him and beginning to stroke him with her skin. She ran her fingers through her hair, which turned black. Her lips reddened as her body embraced those darker elements of the Void and the durun which had consumed her body and thoughts for many millions of years—those parts of her that almost led to the extermination of everything the original Creators had done.

“Lights on,” he said, referring to her game of moving between the Holy One or The Queen of the Durun. “Lights on!”

She turned more toward the darkness to tease him with the shadowy durun.

“Your forefathers,” she said, pulling herself up his body until the hairs of her mound tickled his chest, “also weren’t afraid of demon lords. They stood at over a thousand-feet tall. They lorded over creation, thinking they were invincible. And yet, Demogorgon, my creation, came into their garden, and he turned them into his subjects. He watched them tear each other apart. Their skin floated into the air, burning like embers and drifting across the cosmos. One landed here, and that is how you were born.”

“And you really think holding me down here is going to protect me,” he said, as he watched her large, perky breasts swaying as she rocked against his chest.

“Letting you walk the surface will just double his efforts,” she said. “Nothing attracts a demon lord like a titan. For Orcus, you’re a challenge. For Demogorgon, you’re a recruit.”

He tried to reach out to touch her, but she tightened the chains to stop him short. He growled in frustration. “Devil woman, let me free!”

“Cronos,” she said, moaning softly as she bent lower to kiss him, still rubbing herself against his chest.

He stopped resisting the chains.

“Think of your world,” she said. “Think of your creations… Think of your son… Do you really want to be controlled by the Prince of Demons? Do you really want to destroy everything you’ve made with your bare hands?”

“Turn it off,” he repeated in meek protest. “No Darkness. You know I love you in your natural form.”

She moaned as she ran her fingers through her hair and over her face, returning her visage and blonde hair. Her lips became pinker. Her hands continued downward, and she watched him stare at her as her nipple piercings disappeared. He watched her slowly bring her hands downward, even changing the hair on her mound.

“Thank you,” he said, pushing himself from the bed of moss and trees and arching his back trying to kiss her.

She moved her legs and hips downward, guiding his significant member inside of her. She bit her bottom lip and ran her fingers down his luxurious chest hair, thick as a bear, as she slid down him, inch-by-inch.

He grunted and fought against his chains again to touch her with his hands, but he couldn’t. She rocked against him, lifting herself up and down and staring into his eyes. He stopped resisting and began to work with her.

“That’s it,” she said, “give yourself to me… If you release, I will bring you back to life… just as always…”

He sighed and closed his eyes, and they continued making love in the chamber for hours. She kept her promise. She did not stop until his eyes flitted and he finally sated, almost a full day later. It was no small feat exhausting a god. Had he been a little bit smarter, and a little less of a reminder of her beginnings, she might have found him a suitable long-term mate and husband. But he was just an Ember of the Creators. He would never truly satisfy her. Too pliant. Too easy. Too doomed.
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The Invasion is Diverted
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Prince Jandhar pet his alpha dragon Jahgo as they watched the three overeager green dragons burn a small village south of the town of Dona. His white dragon Jasmine prowled behind the prince like a jungle cat. Jandhar grabbed Jahgo’s jaw firmly, and the black dragon obediently opened his mouth. The prince inspected the wet skin of his throat for any tears in the stitches along the neck lining, but the binding held.

“You can join them if you want,” Jandhar said.

But the black dragon just rubbed his head against the prince’s shoulder. Jandhar smiled as Jasmine crawled up to him on all fours, her wings tucked behind her. He laughed at her submissive posture, so enthusiastic to be inspected like her older brother Jahgo.

“I’m sure your stitches are fine too,” he said. “Just come back afterward, and I’ll check on you. I promise.”

She didn’t leap into the air either. They just huddled next to the prince and watched Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin rain destruction down on homes, gardens and the screaming denizens of Surdel. Jasmine huffed involuntarily sometimes as she watched her green brothers exhale flames. The 10,000 pikemen of the Visanthi army pillaged nearby farms but stayed away from the destruction of the dragons.

“Even your dragons know that this is a waste of time,” a familiar voice said from behind him.

“I don’t know why I keep you around, Etcher,” Jandhar said, his hands firmly behind his back. “If you’d rather be back home with the Separatists, I can have you on a boat tonight.”

“My place is here,” Etcher said, “for now.”

Jandhar turned to look at the old man with the leathery skin. Etcher wore a brown hood and cloak with a non-descript green tunic. He looked like a pauper, but he walked like a wary man of importance. The self-taught surgeon had been vital to Jandhar’s brood coming into adulthood. Jandhar would tolerate almost any transgression from him.

“There’s a war going on here,” Jandhar said. “We come to liberate the Surdeli people from evil.”

Etcher walked up to Jasmine and casually pet her, as if she wasn’t a twenty-foot dragon with teeth as long as his hand.

“Just past these villages is the town of Dona,” Etcher said.

“I’ve studied their maps for years,” Jandhar said. “I know every town as if it were my own.”

“You know where it is on the map,” Etcher said, “but do you know its history?”

“Of the Red Army?” Jandhar asked. “I’m familiar with the massacres in Dona and Perketh to the north.”

“And you know of the razing and resurrection of these towns?” Etcher asked. “Of the Necromancer? And the demon lord who besieges Perketh’s citizens now?”

“They say Sven leapt across the Small Sea,” Jandhar said with a wink and a smile, repeating the story Etcher had told him when they first met, “and smote the ground so hard that it burned straight through to the ground water, hundreds of feet beneath the desert. They say he created the Oasis. That he was a god who walked amongst men.”

Etcher nodded. The corners of his mouth were upturned with the beginnings of a grin, but it was obviously only for show.

“You’re disappointed?” Jandhar asked.

“I think all of Surdel is disappointed,” Etcher said. “Here they are without their king, without the source of your wrath, and yet they will suffer doubly and triply so.”

“I was sad to hear of Aethis’ death,” Jandhar lied.

“I’m sure you were,” Etcher said. “From the east, they fall to the orcs. From the northwest, they die to undead and demons. And from the south? A handsome prince and his pets.”

“So, you think I’m handsome?” Jandhar asked, hoping to get a smile, but seeing none. He relented. “If I were to hold some small grudge with the people of Surdel, it would be deserved.”

“Your wrath is targeted at the wrong people.”

“What do you know of my wrath?”

“I’ve heard stories,” Etcher said.

“We’re all aware that you’ve heard stories,” Jandhar said sarcastically, growing tired of being chided and guilted by an old man from a rebel territory that rightfully belonged to his family.

“I’ve heard stories,” Etcher continued relentlessly, “of a boy who walked into his father’s harem. And as his father lay dying…”

“Tread carefully,” Jandhar warned him.

“What do you think the father said to the son, in my story?” Etcher asked, looking up at the prince. “No, forget that. What do you think that father would say now, looking out over these innocent people being burned to death by three dragons trying to appease their master?”

Jandhar tried not to feel shame. There was a part of him that knew that his father had pillaged towns and hamlets just like this one along the shores of the Small Sea. There was another part of him that knew that burning these villages was not what he came to Surdel to do. These people were just in the way. It wasn’t his fault that they weren’t armed.

Surdel was supposed to have famous cavalry. The Eldenwalds were supposed to be fierce protectors. And yet, the Visanth invading army had met no real resistance.

“OK, Etcher,” Jandhar said. “Tell me what this father said to his son in the harem.”

“They say this father burned in the heavens like a magnificent star,” Etcher said. “They say he inspired all of those around him. Even years after his death, his light served as a beacon to the masses. They say even his enemies mourned his loss, for he was a great man. There are so many stories of what the man said to his son, but I will admit that I don’t know what he said. Perhaps, he said nothing. Perhaps the son found his father already dead. I only know the story told amongst my own people—the one that has resonated with me to this day.”

Jandhar turned toward Etcher, waiting for whatever insult the Separatists might tell their progeny. He knew his father hadn’t said a word. Jofka’s throat had been slit. He had gurgled and sputtered. He did not die like a lion, thrashing about and killing his assassin. He died on his back, with fear in his eyes that his son would die to the same assassin who lingered in the purple room with the blood-soaked carpets.

“In my story,” Etcher said, “in the version I want to believe, the father told the son to be a light unto all people. He told his son, a great prince, to not cower behind dragons. He told him to fight the real enemies of Visanth. To show the world the true power of the Empire.”

“This story feels very specific,” Jandhar said sarcastically.

“The best stories are direct,” Etcher replied seriously, though a smile fought against the corners of his mouth. “It’s the best way to get through to children.”

Jandhar couldn’t help but laugh at the implication. He chortled so hard that it frightened and disturbed Jahgo. The dragon brushed them both aside with his tail as he darted away on his four legs. He looked back at them, agitated and huffing. Small amounts of volatile liquid spat from his mouth, and he squinted at them as he returned to Jandhar’s hands.

“You say there are undead to the north,” Jandhar said.

“And orcs to the east,” Etcher replied with a nod.

Jandhar patted Jahgo on the head. “You don’t seem very interested in this village, do you boy? Did you want to fly with me to the north for a bit. See what we can see?”

Jahgo grew excited. He bounded around the grass, circling. Jasmine whined and whimpered, not wanting to be left out.

“I can only ride one of you,” he said. “I’ll ride you later. I promise.”

She pouted and squawked in protest.

“But you can come along.”

She spun in circles a few times, flapping her white wings. He marveled at her black tips as she sat on her haunches, waiting for him and Jahgo to launch. With dragons, like most animals, it was important to have a positive mood—otherwise, the creatures would adopt the foul temperament of their owner. If he kept his conversation light, the dragons would remain optimistic and even-headed. So, despite the irritation of Etcher’s directness, he made light of the situation.

“Captain Talso,” Jandhar called. “Tell the generals that I am leaving for a midday stroll.”

“A midday stroll?” The captain asked.

“Yes,” the prince replied, mounting Jahgo without a saddle. “Just around the yard a bit.”

Jandhar leaned back on his dragon and looked at Etcher. He motioned with his head toward Jasmine, who followed his eyes to the man. She bowed her head slightly and growled low.

“I think I’ll stay here this time,” Etcher said. “You go on without me.”

Jandhar chuckled. “I’ll be sure to give you a full report.”

“I look forward to it,” Etcher said, nodding.

The prince dug his heels into Jahgo’s dark flanks, and a heavy downdraft blew Etcher aside.

“Jahgo’s sincere apologies,” Jandhar said, smiling as he watched the old man stumble backward.

Jasmine’s wings beat quickly. She launched herself into the air and caught up to her larger brother. Jahgo heard the panicked squawk of Nintil, followed by similar squeals from the brothers. They stopped burning a longhouse, and beat their wings frantically in pursuit.

The dragons flew low across prairies and over trees to Dona. Many of the houses were still burned there from the Red Army’s rampage, but the citizens were rebuilding. He wondered if anyone here were the undead that he had read about in reports—the people that the Necromancer had resurrected. People screamed as the five large shadows passed over them and ran into nearby rickety buildings.

“Up,” Jandhar commanded as he lifted Jandhar’s head by the scales on the side of his neck.

The black dragon complied and ascended into the blue sky. Jasmine squawked once and Nintil and Zosa fell in behind her. She glided effortlessly, while the smaller brothers spent considerable effort keeping up with Jahgo.

“They say the orcs attack from the east,” Jandhar yelled in Jahgo’s ear. “We’ll head north to Corinth and then east to Suri. I’ve read that the orcs come through Hell’s Edge. If they’ve made another incursion, we’ll find them there.”

He found the lush green of Surdel quite beautiful. It was a stark contrast to the flights he and his brood had made over Visanth. His homeland was all deserts outside of the coast and the Oasis. There was more life here in a square hectare than in a hundred such parcels in his home land.

Jahgo passed south of Corinth, and then east to Hell’s Edge. The town was alight, but the orcs were gone. Judging by the destruction of the nearby forests, where acres of deciduous trees had been trampled, the perpetrators seemed to have headed north toward Suri and Sherb.

He didn’t follow their trail. From his years of studying maps of Surdel, he knew that path eventually led to Croft Keep. The people of Surdel would rally there like they rallied at Mallory Keep to the south. He turned Jahgo westward, passing north of Corinth this time. He looked at the shadows of his babies as they crossed the trees and fields.

And then there was a huge shadow, and Jahgo veered hard to the south as if to avoid it. Each dragon looked up, expecting to see something bigger than they were coming down on them. Jandhar pushed Jahgo’s head forward by the scales on his neck, and his oldest, biggest child obeyed. They descended together as a flock, and touched down in a large field with a humongous dark impression of a bird in the center of it.

The green dragons squawked their displeasure at being so near the unnatural darkness. Prince Jandhar dropped from Jahgo and walked across the two-hundred-foot gap between his dragons and the edge of the darkness.

“What is this?” he whispered, as he kicked at the dirt. A layer of charred earth flew into the air, and the blades of grass cracked and dispersed into the air, covering the gray and white wrappings of his tunic.

Jahgo followed but timidly, kneeling just outside of the burnt weeds and flowers. Jasmine, Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin followed the alpha on their bellies, only taking steps when he took them. Jandhar turned to them.

“You really are spooked by this thing, aren’t you?” Jandhar asked. “Looks to me like a local superstition of some sort. It’s just burned grass, my pets. It looks fresh to me. A raven or a crow. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

Jandhar strode back to Jahgo, whose tail wagged excitedly in anticipation of another flight. The prince hopped atop the dragon and pulled hard on his neck scales. Jahgo reacted immediately with a huge burst of warm air lifting them twenty feet into the air and then ascending with haste. Behind him, he heard the squawks and quibbling of the greens. Jasmine glided effortlessly into a position to the right and just behind the wings of Jahgo.

Jandhar admired her grace and beauty, and she looked back at him with devotion. He only stopped watching her when he heard the tell-tale sounds of battle. Fists against wood. Steel against steel. An army was attacking the smoldering town of Perketh. People were fighting in the streets. Battle cries echoed up to him, hundreds of feet above.

“Down,” he commanded Jahgo as he pushed his neck forward.

He couldn’t tell civilian from attacker. Each side looked human, but one side was well-equipped with plate. He guessed the heavier-armored side were locals and the attackers were potentially the “undead” he had heard about from his lieutenants and spy network.

He turned north away from Perketh, planning to circle around, but then he saw them. A horde, more than an army. They moved across the fields in staggered, jerky movements. They ran like their legs didn’t work correctly, and as he descended closer, he saw the unnatural green light in their eyes.

“Fire,” he commanded.

Jahgo roared mightily and then opened his maw. A stream of liquid followed by flames shot out, consuming the creatures as they stumbled. The unnatural beasts screamed in horror as Jasmine, Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin joined in the destruction. Dozens of undead perished in the first salvo. Jandhar circled around to catch the stragglers. They ran like human matches but didn’t drop to the ground quickly like the people of Sevania.

The greens broke from the pack and began engulfing a nearby forest with flames. The sticky liquid in their spit covered the bark and lit the trees. Within seconds, crackling fires were spreading. Huge trees toppled onto the kindling on the ground, and the wind picked up, racing the flames to the northeast.

The retreat of the undead became a full-sprint rout that proceeded north toward Alefast. Then a larger group broke from the pack and ran north and east toward the huge mountain. The greens squawked and cried as they were left behind by Jahgo and Jasmine in the main pursuit. The alpha and beta beat their wings in earnest, without their normal gliding to conserve strength. They were fully focused on the battle for the first time since they had landed on shore.

Jandhar looked up at the mountain and saw a strange light display at its base, ahead of where the undead were mostly running. At first, he thought it was glare from the sun, but then he realized the sun was still directly overhead and not behind the mountain. A white fire glowed there, and then a great bubble of light came into view. Lightning licked at the air, not from the clouds, but from the ground.

He pulled hard on Jahgo’s scales, and the dragon halted and flapped its wings. There were armored men at the base of the mountain lifting hammers, swords and spears and slamming them into the ground. And with each smash, the strange light came back anew. Some of the combatants stopped their pummeling to stare at the man on the dragon.

The green dragons became distracted in the rear by the movement of the fleeing undead. They poured flame and destruction upon the grotesque creatures reinforcing the ones fighting against these holy men and women. He found the scene very inspiring, forgetting his vengeance for a moment.

“These must be the paladins that I’ve heard of,” Jandhar said. “I guess Etcher’s stories are real… the undead… the holy warriors….”

Down on the ground, a large man with a long, black beard and staff locked eyes with him. The bearded man struck the ground with his instrument twice, leaving black marks in the grass. Jandhar watched in horror as the man morphed into a twenty-foot creature with a goat’s head. A well-dressed man argued with the goat-headed man until the large creature pointed its staff at Jandhar and commanded loudly, “I said I want one!”

The well-dressed man squatted briefly and a burned creature he was holding rolled out of his hands. The pair moved unnaturally fast, crossing the distance quicker than an arrow. Jandhar pulled hard on Jahgo’s scales.

“Up!” he yelled, recognizing the danger of this unknown force. “Up!”

Jasmine pulled up with Jahgo as the man and the burned creature leapt into the sky, aimed at them like a ballista shaft. Jahgo dodged the man in the tattered noble’s clothing and chased after him with a stream of flame as he fell back toward Perketh. Jasmine dodged the burned creature, whose flowing red hair and figure seemed to imply that of a woman. The white dragon kicked the charred thing with her rear talons, sending the screaming woman to the hard earth below. Jasmine let loose a stream of hot, searing liquid that caked the darkened woman’s torso. Jasmine chased the woman across a field, searing her even more, but the woman was so unnaturally fast that Jasmine eventually pulled up to rejoin the alpha dragon.

Jandhar had forgotten the nobleman until he heard a horrible shriek from the south. He knew the voice.

“Nintil!” Jandhar screamed.

He pulled hard on Jahgo’s left side to bank toward the sound. He could see Zosa and Venzin layering the ground in fiery liquid around a dark shape that bounded along the earth like a flea on a dog’s back. As he and Jahgo came closer, he realized there were two twitching shapes below his flying green dragons. One was Nintil, flopping around and screaming in pain. The other was one of its wings which flapped separately along the ground and spurted blood all over the grass.

The man who had attacked his dragon screamed in defiance as Zosa and Venzin continued to harass him and he leapt from tree to rock and mound of earth.

“Up!” Jandhar shouted. “Zosa! Venzin! Up!”

The two greens obeyed but protested and screeched as they circled their agonized, one-winged brother on the ground.

“Pick him up,” Jandhar commanded Jahgo.

With a free hand, he pointed at his beta. “Jasmine, burn that man! But stay safe! Stay up!”

Jasmine sprayed the edge of the forest with fire, and the man leapt toward her on the field but then stopped. A scream echoed across the prairie, from the direction the red-haired woman had bounded.

“Jayna!” the man yelled.

Jahgo picked up Nintil, who had gone limp on the ground. Jasmine swooped down to pick up his wing and followed closely behind. Zosa and Venzin swooped between Jahgo’s claws, nudging at Nintil’s head, but he was unresponsive. Bright red blood streamed down his back and off his legs. The droplets splattered against Jasmine, peppering her white skin with crimson splotches and freckles that streaked down her body as he bled out.

“Retreat,” Jandhar commanded weakly, taking in the loss of one of his adopted sons. “Back to the south, toward Dona. Let us regroup with our troops and surgeons.”

“My name is Julian Mallory,” the unnatural man screamed from edge of the forest, where he cradled the charred woman who Jasmine had attacked. “By birthright, I am a high lord of Surdel! But you will know me as the Blood Lord! I’m coming for you, Dragon Prince! I’ll bleed you out and swallow your organs while you watch me do it! You hear me, coward? I’m coming for you!”

Jandhar logged the name in the recesses of his mind, but in that moment, the Blood Lord Julian Mallory was the least of his concerns. It took two hours to return back to camp. By that time, Nintil was gone. The two greens nudged at him throughout the night, crying in mourning. Jasmine slept with her front claws draped over him, preventing any surgeons from approaching the dead dragon or even Jasmine to check on her glands.

Jahgo and Jandhar watched from the entrance to his command tent. He gave short orders to Captain Talso and his generals. Build a barge for Nintil, just as they had for his mother. Light it off the nearest shore of the Small Sea. March north after the funeral. Kill the well-dressed man and the goat-headed freak. Theodore Crowe and the rest of the Eldenwalds could wait.
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“Save her!” Julian screamed at Orcus.

Half of Jayna’s torso was still smoldering in the green grass. The fire from the big white dragon had eaten through her shoulder and half her organs.

“It’s OK, baby,” he told his betrothed. “Lord Orcus will save you.”

Orcus looked down at her, still in his goat-skull form. He didn’t move. He just held his long, skulled staff at an angle. Behind him, the paladins smote the ground, destroying hundreds of undead that continued to assault them. A bubble of light formed again and again, along with the arcs of lightning that accompanied the determined striking. Julian paid them no attention. His focus was completely on his lover.

“You saved her before,” Julian said, running his fingers through her singed hair.

Her face had been horribly burnt from the paladin attack earlier, but the dragon’s breath drenched her in a sticky substance that continued to burn long after the attack. His own burns had already healed. His skin pushed the flammable liquid out until it congealed and wiped away.

“She’s not healing fast enough,” Julian said. “Can you speed it up?”

“The disease is doing what it can,” Orcus said. “These creatures are powerful. That’s why I want one. I’d take the whole lot, if I could.”

“To hell with your dragons!” Julian said. “This is your fault!”

“My fault?” Orcus asked. “I gave you both the disease, but you didn’t leave her many men from your escort, did you? She only had so much time to train her disease—to feed it. You got greedy, so she was weak.”

“I didn’t know,” Julian yelled. “You didn’t tell me what I—How could I have known she would need so much blood to be as strong?”

“Make your peace,” Orcus said coldly. “She teeters on the edge of the Abyss.”

“No!” Julian cried.

He cradled her, kissing her crisped bangs and the burnt skin on her forehead. His tears mingled with the mucus coursing down his face and chin and saliva from his open mouth. His sobs were silent. He looked up at Orcus.

“Can you bring her back?” Julian asked.

“As a demon?” Orcus asked.

“As whatever,” Julian said.

“Not until we defeat Demogorgon and make claim to the portal below us.”

Jayna hissed, and Julian almost rejoiced that he would hear her voice again, until he realized that it wasn’t a hiss done in anger. The last bit of air was leaving her damaged lungs.

“No!” Julian cried. “No, no, no, no-no, no!”

Julian laid her gently to the ground and looked up at the arcs of lightning behind Orcus. He stomped toward the paladins, screaming. He ran at the bubble created by the Arrington woman, bouncing off it and scalding his hands over and over again.

“You’re all going to die!” Julian promised through gritted teeth, spittle dripping down his chin.

“They’ll die,” Orcus said, putting a hand on his shoulder and pulling him back, “but first, I need you to get me one of those dragons. There are two other armies approaching from the east. Armies filled with blood and organs. Use your magnificent talents. Win me this field. Help me defeat Demogorgon, and I’ll bring your dark love back to you.”





12

The People Mobilize


[image: ]



The blacksmith apprentice and recently resurrected Clayton Achates wrestled with a green-eyed undead minion of Orcus in the heart of Perketh. Nearby, Master Nathan swung his hammer, shattering the skull of a large, undead bear and sending fragments of destroyed creature skidding between Clayton’s legs. He grunted an approval to his master and kicked the man he’d been wrestling with in the chest, toppling him backward. Clayton was on the man in seconds, bashing his head in with his bare hands.

As he crushed the last brittle fragments, a humongous dark shadow passed over him once, then twice, and a third and fourth time in quick succession. He heard squawking and screeching above him and looked up, as did Master Nathan. The aproned blacksmith strode over, deftly holding his hammer. Undead scurried between buildings and out of the city, shrieking at the sky.

Overhead, a large black dragon carried a smaller one in its talons while two others swooped around them. The squawking group headed south.

“Are those dragons?” Nathan asked. “Is that the Dragon Prince?”

Clayton grunted and shrugged. The skin and tendons along his jaw were healing. Everyone was experiencing something similar in Perketh. Wounds were closing. He wasn’t stuffing himself with flowers anymore. Despite the attacks, some people were even smiling. Hope seemed infectious.

Across the square in Perketh, the undead controlled by Orcus sprinted and scurried north, leaving the town battered and smoldering in places but mostly intact. The first reprieve the town had in months. Orcus had been trying to conquer or convert them since he had emerged from Godun.

“Are they coming back?” Nathan asked.

Clayton held his jaw and forced himself to talk. “Don’t know.”

He picked up a massive hammer that Nate had initially made in preparation for the arrival of the King’s Guard who might try to snuff out the unnatural men and women of Perketh. He eyed the fleeing enemy undead who had been attacking the town for weeks. A scrawny one came bounding through the square, its eyes ablaze and panicked. It had dropped a club to move faster, and seemed to not recognize Nathan or Clayton as threats until the last moment. It veered left as Clayton spun in a half-circle with an upward swing. The head came clean off and rolled to a stop near City Hall where it spun on its cranium for several seconds.

The lights went out and it stopped shrieking.

The town had taken severe losses in the assault. Mayor Seth Collins hadn’t been seen since the beginning of the hostilities with Orcus. Some of the town council had been murdered—again and likely for good this time. Hundreds of Orcus’ minions had been destroyed with fire and Nathan’s steel weapons. They hadn’t had time to do a proper reckoning of the losses to Perketh’s citizenry though. It could be even worse than it looked.

Howland Davidson emerged from an alley beside City Hall.

“Sarah?” he called to his wife.

“I’m fine,” she shouted back through a window. “We’re all fine.”

Howland brained an undead with his axe as it skirted the building. He brought the axe back to his shoulder and nodded in acknowledgement to Nathan and Clayton.

“Tell them it’s all right to come out,” Nathan said, pointing at City Hall, which was housing a hundred or more residents in the basement, all of whom had been raised by Ashton Jeraldson after the Red Army came through.

“We don’t know that,” Clayton said, still holding his jaw and leaning his hammer near the smelter in the center of town. “This could all be a trick.”

“Even if it is,” Nathan said. “Couldn’t hurt to let the people out for a short time and rebuild some of the defenses.”

“Or maybe just get some rest,” Howland agreed.

“Has anyone seen Seth?” Nathan asked.

“Not me,” Howland replied.

Clayton shook his head.

“I wonder where Ashton is,” he said, remembering his best friend and savior.

“Aye,” Nathan agreed. “We could use some reinforcements right now. The next assault may be even bigger. We need to recoup and repair.”

Clayton nodded as he surveyed the town’s damage.

“Repair,” Clayton said through his fingers, “but attack.”

“Attack?” Nathan asked. “Clayton, I’m not even sure we have enough people to defend Perketh when the bastards come back.”

Clayton walked slowly out of the square, north toward the retreating undead. He watched three scampering men disappear between buildings, making their way toward Alefast or Xhonia. Women and children filed out of City Hall.

“Maybe they’ll come back,” Clayton said, his jaw starting to hurt with the effort, “or maybe they’re going to attack some other town.”

Clayton turned to address a crowd that had started to gather in the square. Nearly a hundred people were here already.

“What if they’re going to kill Ashton?” Clayton asked. “What if we’re standing here, guarding our town, while the rest of Surdel burns?”

“We can’t be everywhere at once,” Howland said. “Besides, we’re not soldiers. If we can kill these things, then the King’s Guard should certainly have no trouble with them. Give the King time. He’ll come for us.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Nathan said.

Clayton nodded, joining his master at his side. “Who knows where the King’s Guard are and what they would do if they got here? They’re just as likely to attack us as being unnatural as defend us as loyal subjects. Perhaps, this Demon Lord Orcus that his minions have talked about has killed King Aethis or maybe Kingarth’s under siege. We could sit here waiting for the next attack, or we could bring the fight to them!”

“Look,” Nathan said. “I’m as ready to fight as the next person, but I agree with Howland. This is not the time to bring the fight to an enemy we don’t even know the strength of. Besides, we have women and children here. There are only a few dozen men here with any strength—”

“And we’ve held off an army,” Clayton said. “We’re not normal men. Howland was stabbed with an axe weeks ago—”

“All healed up!” Howland said, pointing at his chest. “I feel better now than I did when I was alive! Strong as a horse and mean as a bear!”

Howland gave a loud cheer, and his wife Sarah hugged him tightly.

Clayton pointed at his jaw and gave a thumbs up to the crowd. “Ashton brought me back from a gruesome death. You all remember it.”

He pointed down the King’s Road where he had been dragged. “I came back, just like those green-eyed bastards, but unlike them, I’m healing. I’m getting better. My wounds are closing. I still smell, but like a surgeon’s ward. I don’t even have to stuff myself with flowers anymore.”

“I don’t know about that,” Nathan said, backing away from Clayton playfully. “You’re quite ripe, if you ask me.”

“The point is,” Clayton said, frowning at his master but continuing. “We’re not like Orcus’s creatures, and we’re not like the King’s Guard. We’re something different now, and the man who brought us back and gave us this power, he’s out there somewhere, fighting for all of us. I can feel it. I know Ashton! He won’t stop. He’d come back to us if he could, but he’s in trouble.”

“What do you propose we do?” Nathan asked. “We have a few dozen axes and hammers. There are some swords tucked away in the basement of City Hall. I could make some more shields and some armor, I suppose. I think we’re short some percussion weapons for armored men, though.”

“Yes!” Clayton said. “That’s a start!”

“But I don’t think we have the people to carry what we already have made,” Nathan said, “Not unless you want to arm the women and children.”

“Why not?” Clayton asked. “Do you think the King’s Guard or Orcus are going to leave us alone? Do you think they’ll treat our children differently if they’re unarmed? We should at least give them a fighting chance!”

“I can fight!” Sarah declared.

“Even with my wife and all of my children,” Howland said, “we don’t have enough to fight off the King’s men and the undead.”

“Then I’ll find more people like us,” Clayton said, “People who can fight and heal!”

“You can raise others from the dead like Ashton?” Nathan asked.

“No,” Clayton said, looking toward Dona, “but I know where to find some.”
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A Cold Draft in the Library
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Princess Cassandra busied herself with a stack of old scrolls and metal implements, ancient gifts from the dark elves. Godfrey had been true to his word, and she had been escorted into the forbidden section of the Kingarth Library by the president of Kingarth College himself. Five scholars from the War College had been assigned to her, but she really just wanted to be left alone and given time to read and think, so she sent them away as soon as they arrived on pointless tasks for nearly a month. The men were tenacious, though, and never gave her more than a few hours reprieve from their questions.

She heard one of their footsteps approaching and slammed down a quill. She turned toward the man in agitation, and he slowed from his near-sprint to a meandering stumble.

“Do you mean to tell me, Christian,” she said, “that you managed to find me a scroll that details the Necromancer’s origins?”

“Yes,” he said. He then shook his head. “I mean, no. I guess not—not quite like you just demanded…” He shrugged and showed his teeth in an awkward smile. “Maybe?”

She growled audibly at him.

“Well, you see,” he blabbered, “you told me to find out where he got his powers, and so I looked through the ancient sections, like you told me to—”

“Right,” she interrupted him, “like I told you to…”

“I found this scroll,” he said, holding up one of a handful of parchments stowed under his arm, “8,000 years old but in remarkably good shape… It’s been restored before… covered in yellow candle wax—a thin sheet of it, really. Very expertly done…”

He flicked the scroll, and a corner tore off and floated to the floor. He watched in horror and winced when the tiny piece of paper touched the marble tiles.

“Oh, dear,” he said.

She stared at him with pure malice. He stood there like a deer on the King’s Road, though himself locked between abject fear and humiliation. She broke eye contact for a moment, realizing she was being unreasonable, and ran her fingers through her matted shock of crimson hair. She looked at the man’s feet and made a wheel motion with her hand to force him to continue.

“I wonder if he might be from a royal line,” he said.

“A royal line?” she asked. “The Eldenwalds are a well-established stock going back over 12,000 years, to a time when the dark elves ruled the land and Nomintaur was nothing more than an acorn in the forest.”

He licked his lips at the bait but didn’t take it. Usually, the scholars would argue with her, giving her more reasons to scold them for taking everything so literally. This one was learning.

“Yes, I understand that,” Christian Somerset said, stumbling over his thoughts like white rapids in a river. “I’m not talking about them. I mean, not that you aren’t royalty—of course—but, it’s just that there was a time… shortly after the fall of Balahambria, maybe 10,000 years ago… when the Eldenwalds were diminished. There was another line that ruled Surdel, well the country wasn’t called that at the time, but they ruled over the land for a while. There are scrolls that say this.”

“There was no other line,” she said, exasperated. “We all know the histories. The Eldenwalds have an unbroken line of leadership.”

“But there was a time when—”

“There was no such time,” she insisted.

“I found this scroll,” he said. “It’s more of a fable, really. Back then, the histories weren’t told like they are now. You—you were allowed to embellish to make the story more outlandish, or maybe just more interesting. More worth telling, I guess. They were more like fairy tales. Outside of this library, the stories were all oral, and the lessons, they had to be made simple and memorable for the peasants, the bards, and the like.”

“I want you to go back into that room,” she commanded, “and I want you to find me something I can use.”

“Please, Princess Cassandra!” the man pleaded. “This scroll says the original capital was not in Kingarth. It says the original capital was torn down. This scroll talks about Jarl Sven.”

“What does a fairy tale of a twenty-foot-man who rode on a giant raven have to do with a boy who can raise undead?”

“I don’t think he’s raising undead,” Christian said. “They say the people he brings back are loyal, not just to him but to you. That they might even get better—heal, regenerate. There are those spreading rumors that this may even be a wholesome magic—a gift from the gods. The dark elves say that demons only destroy, so the undead that the demons raise do not get better and they certainly don’t return to their homes to rebuild or raise crops.”

She had a quick flashback of the demon in the throne room and of her father’s head tumbling along the stones. She remembered the Necromancer’s panicked look as he stood behind the demon that approached her and her dying mother. He had sorrowful eyes, almost begging her to forgive him.

She waved the nightmare away.

“No, he raises demons,” she said. “I’ve seen one myself.”

“Listen to this,” Christian said. “I’m paraphrasing here. Jarl Sven, son of God, Bounder of Seas and Smiter of the Damned. His fists were life, but his tongue was death. He came to the house of King Vaston Eldenwald, wishing to pay him tribute—”

“Unless this story tells me how to defeat the demons or the Necromancer, I do not want to hear—”

Christian rushed onward through the waxed scroll.

“The King gave him offense, and the Jarl brought down his castle and sang him a dark song. The forest entangled the line of kings and pulled it down into the moist bog, where the worms did feast.”

She had never heard this story. She made a disgusted face.

“And in the forests south of Godun, the ruins of Vaston dwelt for twenty years and the maidens wept and the vine of Eldenwald grew barren. And so it was, upon his return from Visanth, the Jarl did weep as he came upon the vines in the stone work. Wrapped was his head to quiet his tongue, so he paid respect with his hands. He pulled Vaston up and renewed him and the King did re-establish the line and command the Kingdom. Flourish it did for a hundred years.”

“Are you trying to say my many times removed grandfather was an undead?”

“No,” Christian said. “I mean, I don’t think so. It says he was renewed. Like he was made whole, like Cronos might do—creating life where it hadn’t been previously.”

“You’re trying my patience,” she said. “I need weapons in this war. If not against the Necromancer, then against the demons. I’m looking for fire and ice and light and—”

“Next stanza,” Christian continued, “twenty sons did he sire before he slept in the shadow of the fields. So does the ancient line continue.”

“I get it,” she said. “My great, great, great grandfather was brought back to life, and he had many children.”

“The scroll is written in a style that doesn’t change perspectives,” Christian said. “The scroll isn’t about King Vaston. The scroll is about Jarl Sven.”

“What does this have to do with the Necromancer?”

“Ashton Jeraldson was born in Perketh,” Christian continued patiently, “southwest of the old castle.”

“And what?” she asked. “He’s one of the twenty sons of Vaston? Are you saying that he’s an Eldenwald?”

“The scroll isn’t about—” Christian produced another scroll. “Look at this. It’s not that old, certainly not by comparison. 5,000 years. It’s entitled Genealogical Roots of Names.”

“I’m going to have you taken outside and—”

“Modern Jerald, derives from two bases. Gerald from the north, Jerl from the south. Jerl from Jurl, which in turn comes from Jarl. The names are of no consequence in the north, but in the south, especially those deepest parts of the woods, the name is considered offensive and community-shunned. See the story of Vaston.”

She perked up. “How did you come across these?”

“I found Genealogical Roots of Names, and then I followed the reference. I’ve been rifling through the ancient section for two weeks looking for the story of Vaston. I’m only trying to find what you’ve asked for.”

She gnawed at her lip, realizing that she might have been wasting their time more than her own.

“Sounds like a wild goose chase,” she said, looking up at him and pursing her lips in her best attempt at humor.

He chuckled and crossed his arms, crinkling the old parchment in his arm pits.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “If you wanted me to look for fire and ice and light, you should have told me that.”

She leaned back in her chair until it reached the desk. “I’m… Well, now that you mention it… I guess I could use a hand in looking for weapons. Fire and ice and light and all that…”

She picked up a nearby scroll and waved him to come over in confidence, hoping he would simply overlook the fact that she had been actively pushing him away for weeks, ignoring him and the other scholars, and humiliating them every day. He obeyed as if she were an old friend and pulled up a chair.

She brushed aside a stack of modern books and pointed at the scroll and then the two pieces of metal on the desk.

“The elves gave us these two rods,” she said. “They claimed they were gifts from the heavens. You’re familiar with Selenor the Seer?”

He nodded.

“Eleven thousand years ago,” she said. “These two items were given to the Eldenwalds. They said the fuel had been burned out, but that at one time, the pair used to connect two worlds. An ice world and our underworld.”

She held the metal rods up. “It says they’re in sync with each other. It says to get them to work, one has to be placed somewhere extremely hot or somewhere cold, and then the other one becomes a weapon.”

“Like a fireplace or something?” he asked.

“I don’t think so,” she said, “like the center of a planet like ours. The elves said this pair had been connected to one that was destroyed.”

“Does it say we’re supposed to take one to the center of Nirendia?” he asked. “Is that what we’re supposed to do?”

She shrugged her shoulders but looked over the ancient text again, just to be sure. The wording was descriptive, not prescriptive, though, and had apparently been copied from the original elven certificate of authenticity—which had been incinerated to make room for other items.

“I’m surprised they let these survive the magic purges,” Christian said.

“They didn’t,” she said. “Not really. I found this other scroll,” she said, holding up a crinkled one on the table, “that gives a date that both cylinders were destroyed and the scholar’s name who carried it out. Lord Jeremiah Crayton.”

“Please try not to punish his descendants for Jeremiah’s betrayal of the crown,” Christian said jokingly. “The Somersets are vassals of the Craytons. They put me through schooling. They are a very good, trustworthy house.”

She shook the metal rods and the bindings tinkled together. “I think we’ll do our best to forgive him, given the circumstances.”

“Thanks! Good idea,” he joked good-naturedly. “Well, I don’t know about hot, and I have no idea if there’s a cave that would lead us to the center of the planet, but the coldest place I’ve ever been is the Chejit Glacier, north of Edinsbro and Nydale. It’s as deadly a place as any in the world.”

“How far away is that?” she asked. “I’ve never been too far from the castle.”

“Maybe three days by horse exchange,” he said, talking about the courier exchanges on the King’s Road to Edinsbro. “Could be a couple weeks on foot… and then the coldest part of the glacier is up the mountain.”

“How long does that take?”

“It took my father and me the better part of a summer,” he replied. “And it’s fall now. The winter winds have already started up there.”

“Is there something else more accessible? Somewhere I can try this out?”

“Godun, maybe,” he said.

“The place with all the undead and this demon lord Orcus running around?” she asked sarcastically.

He nodded. “You didn’t say give you easy answers. You asked me where you can find somewhere cold enough to be used as a weapon. That glacier is as cold as it gets. People die there from exposure in the summer. The mountains just north of here are temperate by comparison. If you want something cold all year round, something you can use as a weapon at any time, well… I’d say it’s the Chejit Glacier.”

She gathered up the five scrolls she had found that described this gift from the dark elves and stuffed them into a rucksack and the rods into the deep pockets of her brown, common leather pants. Her father may have disapproved of her “tomboy” phase, but that had never stopped him from supplying her with more boyish garments from the lower districts.

“When’s the last time you visited the glacier?” she asked.

“Maybe twenty years ago,” he said, “when I was fifteen.” He looked at her seriously. “I’m afraid I’m no longer that young or stupid.”

“Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself,” she said. “I’m sure you’re still plenty stupid.”

“I’ll alert Regent Ross that we’re leaving,” he said.

“Are you kidding?” she asked. “He’d never let us leave.”

He grumbled.

“There’s an undead army out there,” he said, “and you’re going to go on an excursion to a glacier with nothing but a middle-aged scholar?”

“Of course not!” she said. “I’m going to bring my royal guard and a generous purse from the treasury. A lady can’t save the entire kingdom all by herself. That’d be crazy! Some of you men will have to help in those small, meager ways that you’re good at.”

“I’ll grab some scrolls,” he said dryly.

“You’re going to be carrying a lot more than that,” she assured him with a smile. “Come on, Christian! Don’t be so glum. We’re going on an adventure!”





14

The Blood Chief Follows the Wind
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The orc chief Bloodhand huffed and beat his chest in defiance at the archers along the battlements of Croft Keep. He only had 1,000 berserkers with him. Not enough to storm yet—which the shaman Wovtet kept reminding him of. The battering rams had made it through the mountains, though. Scouts said the siege weapons were already through Hell’s Edge and Sherb. He’d need them to break down the castle doors, if he could figure out how to cross the moat. The humans huddled like cowards behind their walls. Every death to humans was a miserable death.

He needed the reinforcements from Oldrakh, but he hadn’t heard from them. They hadn’t arrived over the northern passes that bordered the wood elven realm. He had been counting on them to tear down the forests and bring the trunks to cross the castle moat. He hoped they were pillaging some towns along the way and were just delayed. His berserkers were growing restless and bored, and he didn’t want to have to kill a few of them to keep the peace.

He didn’t fear the worst—that the entire northern division had been lost; fear would be unbecoming of a war chief. He’d find another way to take down the Keep. Or he wouldn’t. The Great Light would only judge him for his courage, not his failures. There was no fail if he tried. He knew that in his heart. If there was a challenge, it had to be met—no matter the odds. If it wasn’t met, someone else deserved to be chief. Such was the law of nature. But he had been Chief for as long as he could remember—not that he could remember much.

When the rams arrived, no matter the numbers, they would storm the gate. If they succeeded, he would find the commander and rip him to shreds. If the leader’s children lived here, he would kill them too. If they could be killed, then the Great Light demanded it. Honor would be served.

He called over his middle son Gorsgogg and his eldest son Ogdorn. Gorsgogg was green and mighty like his father; only smaller and still growing. Ogdorn was the same seven-foot frame as his father but brown like his mother and with a great, shaggy brown beard, unlike the blond hair of his father. Bloodhand motioned for the shaman Wovtet to come over. As the three great orcs approached, he looked at his crimson fist, a gift of the Great Light at his birth: the mark of chief for life—a position challenged every year or two but never lost.

“Father,” Ogdorn said in acknowledgement.

“You lead charge,” Bloodhand commanded.

Ogdorn nodded once.

“Second,” Bloodhand said, placing his hand firmly on his middle son’s shoulder. He squeezed hard and patted him harder. “If Og fall, Gorsgogg there.”

Ogdorn licked the two small tusks that protruded from his bottom lips. “Yes, Chief.”

The shaman Wovtet swayed in place. He wet his finger and lifted it into the air.

“Strange air,” the shaman said. “Wind comes from the east.”

“Reinforce?” Bloodhand asked, hoping that the shaman had heard from the Great Light that the Oldrakh forces were still on their way.

Wovtet shook his head. “Sweet air. Wrong air. Elves…” He sniffed his finger. “Wood.”

Bloodhand clapped and rubbed his palms against each other. The berserkers would not be idle for much longer. “Good! Good death!”

Ogdorn banged his chest with a fist, and Gorsgogg circled the shaman and howled at the sun.

Wovtet waved off the younger son. He pushed aside Ogdorn as well. The old man had hidden strength beneath ancient muscles. The shaman held up three fingers. Bloodhand struggled to count them, but Wovtet had been blessed by the Great Light. He had patience and perseverance. Bloodhand knew he had neither of those traits, which was fine.

The shaman grabbed Bloodhand by the shoulders and pushed him backward toward the west. Bloodhand fought against him, as he should. No chief can be pushed around without resistance. Nature demands fight and spirit, but when he had resisted enough, he found himself in place staring at his middle son, whose back faced east.

“Wood,” Wovtet said firmly, indicating the wood elves coming from the east. “Wood.”

“Good death!” Gorsgogg replied with excitement.

Wovtet nodded vigorously. He then moved Ogdorn to the south.

“Big wind,” the shaman Wovtet said. “Sand. Fire.”

“Sandfire?” Bloodhand asked, confused.

“Creature,” Wovtet said, “very strange.”

He made a swooping motion with his hands like a bird. Bloodhand struggled to follow.

“Sandbird?” Bloodhand asked.

Wovtet shook his head vigorously. “Firebird.” He continued to make the motions of a bird flapping, and then his fingers opened like a mouth and the shaman made a hiss and whoosh of a river. He pushed his hands out toward Bloodhand. “Firebird.”

Bloodhand nodded as if he understood, but his eyes grew wide. “Good death.”

“Burn death,” Wovtet corrected him. “Bad death.”

“Big?” Bloodhand asked. “Fire? Big flame bird?”

“Long,” Wovtet said.

He opened his hand to indicate all fingers. It was the only large number Bloodhand could comprehend, being so marked by the Great Light with brute strength and dullness. It was five. It was always five. Anything less and he had trouble, unless there were no fingers or one. All orcs but shamans were similarly afflicted with dullness. The Great Light’s bargain. Strength and lust, for brains.

Five always meant five orc lengths. Not Bloodhand lengths. Those were unusual. Six feet. Medium orcs. The Sandfires were north of twenty-five feet long—not that an orc would ever understand a number that high.

Bloodhand began to walk over to embrace his oldest son, who represented the wind from the south, but Wovtet pushed back against his chest with a strong hand.

“More wind,” Wovtet said patiently. He pushed Bloodhand back into place, and the chief struggled mightily for a few feet until enough resistance had been given.

Wovtet pointed with his hand over Bloodhand’s shoulder, back toward the west. As Bloodhand fought to face the direction Wovtet pointed, the shaman patiently fought him until the chief stopped resisting.

“Foul wind,” Wovtet said, laying a palm on the chief’s chest.

His youngest son Gorsgogg giggled. “Fsorda!”

Ogdorn also laughed at the joke, and Bloodhand pointed at him. He loved the boy, but he would not be ridiculed by his sons.

Wovtet slapped away at Bloodhand’s arm, and Bloodhand huffed in defiance.

“Big wind,” Wovtet said seriously.

He pointed at the east, toward Gorsgogg, and raised his hand from the ground to Bloodhand’s knees. He sniffed at the air and said “Wood.” He then raised a hand to the bottom of Bloodhand’s chest. The chief flexed his abdomen and struck his muscles with his fist to show their firmness. Wovtet made a motion with his head toward Ogdorn and said “Firebird.” He struck the leader’s chest again at the same height with the side of his hand to affirm what he said.

Bloodhand nodded. He pointed toward the east and said “Good death. Wood.” He pointed toward the south. “Good death. Sandfire.” He then pointed toward the Keep to the north. “Bad death. Human. Fsorda.”

His sons giggled and he laughed with them. Wovtet grabbed him by the jaw, shaking his head. He waved off the north. The shaman clearly said it wasn’t an option. He turned the chief toward the west. Bloodhand began to fight it, but he gave up faster than usual, too curious to resist.

The shaman raised his hand to the top of the chief’s head.

“Foul wind,” he said and then pointed toward the west with his chin. “Best death. Strong challenge. Great Light demands. You lead.”

And that settled that. The orcs would be heading west. The Great Light demanded it.
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The Court of Nomintaur
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The wood elf Nessamela knelt before King Calenanna. Around him were a host of wood elves who dangled from trees and eyed her with interest. She kept her head down and assumed they watched her with disdain. These were nobles, from excellent families, and she was from a hunting clan—about as low as you can be in the wood elven class tree.

She had cleaned herself up. No blood from deer or orcs. She even dressed in more ceremonial green leathers to show her respect. She wanted the King to approve her request. She wanted it so badly that she could taste the orcish blood on her lips.

The lithe, long-limbed blond king sat on a chair of twisted fae, stroking the owl that had arrived from Croft Keep. It hooted softly, closing its eyes in pleasure with each pat of the royal hand. With his free hand, the King stroked his beard and only casually looked at her—as if she weren’t waiting on his reply. He looked just as quickly and nonchalantly at his wife Vanitari. Calenanna, which meant “Green Gift” in the old tongues, was ancient. He had ascended the throne tens of thousands of years ago, without any real challenge.

This seemed unnatural to Captain Liritmear. Nothing in nature ascended without challenge forever. The elves needed to be tempered by battle, especially if the prophecies concerning the demon lords and orcs were to be believed. A king without war could only know peace, and peace made men fat and weak.

The King’s legendary, ancient brother Aredhel had been a magnificent man, and there were carvings inside of the sacred fae trees that depicted his greatest feats. Wrestling matches with whole families of adult bears. An arrow shot over 1,000 yards that pierced the eye of a mad human king. The stuff of legend, but he had left the Nomintaur Forest over 10,000 years ago—never to be seen or heard from again. If the undead were attacking Croft Keep from the west and the orcs were besieging it from the south, then there was no time to contemplate the beauty of an owl—as the King was doing now.

“Calm yourself young one,” the King said, apparently sensing her agitation and focusing on her and not the hundreds of elves hanging from or leaning against the massive, twisting, and gnarled fae roots. “Have you not seen plenty of death in your short 500 years? Must you be so eager to see our own people die to orcs and the unnaturally reborn?”

She postured herself more demurely, hanging her head slightly lower and awaiting his command.

“Forgive me, Oh Great One,” she said. “I fear what might happen should we arrive too late to reinforce the humans. Should the men fall, the damned would no doubt infest our forests as they do the western woods.”

She motioned with her chin toward his children: the princes Haloisi and Mavar and the sorceress princess Ista.

“We must protect our people,” she said, “our princes and princesses.”

“You leave our forest to protect our princes and princesses?” Calenanna asked coolly. “Funny… I thought you might want to leave to protect another prince.”

She looked up to find him smiling down at her, still stroking the brown-speckled owl. To him, the grin may not have been mocking, but to her, it was like a dagger through her heart. She let out a hiss, and she hoped it was low enough that no one else heard.

“Careful,” Belegcam said from behind her right shoulder.

“Shut up,” she told him, followed by a short, low growl.

“If we want to protect these forests,” the King continued mercilessly, “then all of our people must be fruitful. Our children take so long to take root in the womb. Daily practice, for however long it takes. Not so different from your hobbies in the forest with the deer and on the plains to the south with the orcs. Everyday. Practice. We are practitioners of nature. Do you not wish to take part in the fruits of the next generation?”

He smiled good-naturedly.

“Are you asking me to be a housewife?” Nessamela asked through clenched teeth.

A giggle tittered amongst the young girls in the forest. Nessamela didn’t give them the satisfaction of her acknowledging their jibes.

“Never,” the King said, “but as woman a strong as you? How long would we remain strong, if we denied those natural processes that pass down strong traits to offspring? We need more children like you—from you. That’s how the forest works. When you come back from this expedition to save the humans, one last time, might you consider taking on a mate?”

She thought of her humiliation once more, back when she had been a doe-eyed youngling. That beautiful face. The white hair. Those damned red eyes watching her, pitying her.

King Calenanna tapped his slippered foot lightly against the fae root. To an outsider, it may have sounded like a soft rustling, but from Calenanna, it might as well have been thunder. That act was frustration. It was completely unlike him. She panicked and looked up at him. All eyes in the court were on her, eagerly watching her every move.

When she locked eyes with him, his brow was furrowed, but after she looked up, his face relaxed to the serenity he usually had. She gulped hard. She knew who everyone wanted her to be with. Belegcam. He had asked her to be his mate many times over the past 400 years. She had rebuffed him each time with some new excuse—anything to lessen the blow that she didn’t want him like that. Maybe when he finally beat her in a tournament. Maybe when he killed more orcs than she did. Maybe some other time.

She steeled her jaw. Tears began to form at the corners of her eyes. She knew she could not rebuff a direct order from Calenanna. She looked to the dark-haired, beautiful Queen Vanitari who sat demurely with crossed legs in an outcrop of the fae roots to his right. The Queen stared back at Nessamela but was entirely unreadable.

“If you, oh Great One,” Nessamela said carefully.

She bowed her head lower and pushed her hands out, grasping the grass as if she expected lashes to strike her back. She choked on a cough.

“Order me to be a strong mare for our people, then—”

Queen Vanitari chuckled and covered her mouth, but Calenanna stood up so quickly that the messenger owl flapped and hopped to a low-hanging branch, protesting its treatment. She could have sworn she heard the king cursing in a low voice. A murmur went through the crowd as Nessamela struggled to look up at him. She could not help but be defiant, and the giggle of the Queen made her reaction even worse. This was not the first time she had been mocked by royalty. It just had never happened by wood elves—not to her face.

She froze, not in fear but in anger. She did not like being ridiculed—not at all. Had she brought her arrows, she might have drawn them. Thankfully, she had not.

“Whatever you’re doing,” Belegcam whispered strongly. “Whatever you’re thinking… stop it.”

Her nose and cheeks began to twitch as she struggled again to look up from her low position.

“Relax,” Belegcam said.

She turned toward her lieutenant, breaking protocol for someone making a request to the King.

“Tell me to relax or stop one more time,” she said. “I dare you.”

She turned back to the King, who was now staring at his wife Vanitari, who was still laughing but more heartily.

“My King,” Nessamela said, “I apologize for any offense I may have caused. In my eagerness to lead my battalion, our strongest soldiers, against the undead and the orcs, I have spoken out of turn and—”

The King waved her off.

“It’s not that, my child,” the King said. He tilted his head at his wife. “Would you stop that?”

The Queen swallowed hard. She looked at the King with obvious effort, and then like a stone statue, she turned toward Nessamela. Vanitari sat motionless, legs crossed, and once more with complete lack of emotion. Her hair was in an updo. Her dress a light blue. To the King’s left were his oldest son, the strong-jawed Haloisi, then the agile poet Mavar. Princess Ista moved between her father and Haloisi and leaned against the fae throne.

Nessamela finally realized that in her haste to request immediate forces and leave the forest, she had neglected to truly survey her surroundings. This was supposed to be a war council. There was no reason for all of these noble elves to be here. She thought they had been anxious and dressed in normal finery. But they were not dressed like a war council. They wore simple, understated gold-trims—which may have been normal in human capitals or maybe in the dark elven courts that she had never seen. But these were wood elves—people of the trees and nature. The message from Croft Keep really had interrupted something, and so had Nessamela, obviously charging once more into a place she was unexpected.

“Captain Liritmear,” Calenanna said, to the chuckles of nobles.

No one had ever heard him acknowledge her folk name. She stopped breathing.

“Champion of every archery tournament of the past 250 years,” he said. “Longer, if we would have changed our rules and let you enter sooner. Leader of my finest battalion of archers, our sacred troop, for almost as many years. You are an inspiration to our youth and an example to us all. You have shown us what the future looks like—what we lost when my brother left the forest.”

She inhaled sharply but didn’t exhale. Her eyes moved from one hanging elf to another in the fae roots and limbs.

“Many years ago,” Calenanna continued, “my daughter came to me with a request. Instead of forest magic, she wished to learn archery.”

Laughter tittered amongst the leaves from the nobles.

“At the time, I refused her,” he said. “It was unbecoming of my daughters, I thought. She had a gift for healing and for speaking to the fae, and after all that we’ve lost—my sons and daughters—to orcs and time. Her request I could not agree to, though I am a doting father and I would do anything in my power to—”

He looked to his wife, but she remained stone cold. Nessamela might have found humor in the exchange some other time, but this was perhaps the most ineloquent, unmeasured speech she had ever seen from the King. Princess Ista squeezed her father’s shoulder.

“When my sons both came to me with a separate but very related request,” the King stumbled on, “I did not hesitate, as I had before with Ista. Where she had admired you, I had seen a different path, but for this—”

Queen Vanitari cleared her throat, and the King’s blond eyebrows raised. He opened his palms and bowed his head with a smile.

“If you so please,” he beckoned.

The Queen tilted her head and continued to stare at Nessamela.

“The King wishes to know,” she said, “which of his two royal sons you will marry and bear children with.”

There were gasps everywhere, but none as loud as the one from Belegcam behind her. Her face flushed, and she felt her cheeks growing hotter.

“The Crimson Poet reddens once more!” the Queen said with obvious mirth but still maintaining the stoic face that her husband had ordered her to.

“My King and Queen,” Nessamela stammered, “and my princes, I am but a daughter of hunters. I am not worthy of—”

Two little girls darted in between the fae trees. They giggled as they ran between their noble parents’ legs and under the fae limbs near the highborn families. It was only when a mother caught her daughter and held her firmly beneath that Nessamela saw the red paint on the little girls’ faces. Nessamela’s face became wet along the sides of her nose, but she didn’t wipe the tears away. She was in shock. The child was painted to resemble her after her blood ritual. She wondered if this was a new trend or one that she had missed all these years, thinking only of her shame and killing orcs.

“We are a backward people to many,” the King said. “We live in woods and shun the cities. We practice those ancient arts and customs that no longer make sense to the people outside of the fae. But if you ask me… the dark elves are the backward ones. For where they see classes and nobility, we see only nature. Where they shun and humiliate those outside of their caste, we embrace what keeps us apart as that which may bring us together.”

Belegcam’s warm hand on her back steadied her.

“You are worthy of this,” he said, though his voice broke.

She didn’t turn to look at him or thank him. She wouldn’t dare. She knew how much it stung to be rejected—only too well. She knew his soul was shattered and that it would never heal.

“When you return,” Prince Haloisi said, his voice as strong as his jaw, “come find me in the forests. We will hunt for a day and night. Let me join you in your killing field and splash myself, as you do. Let me be your knife, as near to you as a whisper, so that we might share in nature’s blessing.”

His brother Mavar pushed Haloisi aside.

“When you return,” Mavar said, his long, braided dark lock of hair flowing down his fine silk doublet, “come find me in the trees, and we will flee like leopards into the night. Through the branches and into darkness, where not even the stars can spy on us.” His voice became low, in a false whisper. “And when you’ve tired of the chase, and only then, will we entangle with fae and—”

“That’s quite enough!” Queen Vanitari exclaimed.

The two boys pushed at each other.

“A strong mare?” King Calenanna asked, his eyes wide and hands on his hips. “For me to order?”

He shook his head. “It is you who has put me in this position!”

“She can be the stallion,” Mavar insisted. “She can mount me anytime she—”

“I said that’s enough!” Vanitari insisted as Haloisi punched his brother in the chest twice.

Nessamela stood up and brushed the grass from her knees and busied herself with her hair, pulling it into a bun to avoid having to say anything. She avoided eye contact with the two princes, but she was deeply and profoundly pleased. She felt like her cheeks had gone from bright red to dark purple, and she was smiling so widely that teeth showed.

“When you return from this mission,” the Queen said, “you will choose a husband.”

Nessamela smiled and nodded quickly to Vanitari. She didn’t answer, not with words, but she projected it with a confidence that rolled across the tree canopy and into the heavens. A single thought went through her mind.

A stallion doesn’t have to choose.

She looked at each prince and winked, once with each eye. Mavar giggled as she turned around. She paused for the briefest moment as she saw Belegcam. He leaned back limply with his knees touching the ground. She felt he might topple if she breathed on him the wrong way.

“Come,” she said, putting her hand on his shoulder.

He came back to life but still distracted and confused. “Right… Orcs.”

“We prepare for battle,” she said. “Get the men and women ready. We leave immediately.”

He inhaled and nodded. He sucked his bottom lip in and looked up at her briefly, as a wave of giggles spread amongst the nobles.

“Yes, my captain,” he said. “Right away.”
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The Dragon Burns Hotter
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The Dragon Prince Jandhar Rasalased stared into the ocean outside of Dona. A thousand feet out, one of his troop transport ships had been converted into a funeral barge. Nintil rested atop it, and the handful of sailors who had manned it into the ocean had disembarked onto a small boat. They rowed hard, knowing what was coming.

His favorite dragon Jahgo nudged his shoulder. He rewarded the black-and-yellow creature with a head rub with one hand. In the other, he held a pigeon homed to Scythica where his mother and brother were. He had already dictated a message to them. It spoke of the death of one of his dragons. It described the encounter with the goat-headed creature. It reassured them of his good health and the plan to attack the force again with his dragons and army of 10,000 pikemen, archers, and engineers.

“You don’t have to attack them alone,” Etcher Woodroe said. “Send a message to Kingarth. You have pigeons homed there. The new Regent will surely help you.”

Jandhar’s face began to twitch as he watched the dragon floating out of sight on the barge. He couldn’t distinguish the green body of his scaled son Nintil.

“You do not know the Surdel people,” Jandhar said softly.

“I think I understand—”

“You are Crelloni,” Jandhar said. “These people… they’ve caused all this. Maybe they even embrace the chaos and destruction.”

“Orcus is not Surdeli,” Etcher said. “I’ve talked to some of the local people. They say he’s a demon lord. That’s why you saw him grow. He leads the undead. He’s their lord.”

“Have you noticed there are no demons in Visanth?” Jandhar asked. “Does that not tell you something?”

“Listen to me,” Etcher said, “there are two demon lords and maybe a handful of demons roaming the surface of this world right now, but there will be more if we do not help the Kingdom of Surdel and the dark elves—”

“The dark elves!” Jandhar scoffed, spitting on the ground.

Jahgo grew restless behind his shoulder, pacing and swiping his tail in agitation at the prince’s building anger. He knew Jandhar better than the prince knew himself.

“A thousand years ago,” Jandhar said, “a dark elven army marched across Visanth toward the Small Sea. They say it marched for Scythica. They say the dark elves thought themselves better than The Empire—that it was an invading force meant to snuff out my forefathers. The dark elves don’t think that anymore. They’re all dead now.”

Etcher grew very silent. He stared out at the Small Sea. “They tell a very different story south of Corellin.”

“I bet they do,” Jandhar said, kicking at the dirt. “It seems like the Crelloni have a lot of tall tales and fables, but here’s the true story. That elven army was destroyed, and my ancestors moved from elven city-to-city, annihilating every last one of them. You want to know why the Visanth Empire doesn’t have a demon and undead army roaming around it? We took care of that problem long ago. No dark elves; no demons.”

He spat on the ground again. “Problem solved.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Etcher said. “Perhaps if the dark elves would have been purged here also—a long, long time ago—then no demons or undead might be in Surdel. We’ll never know. The fact is… they’re here now, and the Kingdom of Surdel would help you annihilate them and this undead army.”

Jandhar did not acknowledge the statement. He continued to stroke his dragon Jahgo. Etcher sat down, crossed his legs, and appeared to meditate.

Jandhar looked to his left in irritation then searched behind him for his surgeons.

“Captain Talso!” he called. “Talso!”

The young, tanned man pushed his way through the crowd and looked over the twitching tail of the black dragon. “Yes, My Lord?”

“Have the surgeons take a look at my dragons. We must not lose another one to carelessness and neglect.”

“Yes, sir!”

Talso merged back into the crowd. His cries for surgeons carried back to Jandhar. The prince nodded to himself, checking off a mental list of things he needed to do. Check the dragons. Burn the ship. Mourn ever so briefly. Order the men to move north, burn everything in sight, and leave nothing for the demons. Find the well-dressed creature that killed Nintil and execute him. Kill Orcus. Kill Theodore Crowe. Kill the Regent. Kill the Eldenwalds. Kill anyone who resisted him and pacify this region for Visanth. Return to the Empire. Make more dragons. Burn a memory of his father into every nation along the Small Sea and into the Great Ocean. Burn bright like his father told him to.

“So, is that really why you’re here in Surdel?” Etcher asked.

Jandhar’s eyes grew wide. For a moment, he thought he might have mumbled his internal checklist.

“Are you here to kill every dark elf?” Etcher asked. “Continue the purges of your family? Punish them for their role in conjuring this demon lord?”

Jandhar released the homing pigeon and watched it flap west and then south.

“I will help purge this kingdom of evil,” he said cryptically. “I will rid it of the disease that has taken root here.”

He thought about the Eldenwalds and the assassin they had sent across the Small Sea. He wasn’t really speaking of the undead, Orcus, or the elves.

“The demons and undead are a symptom of the greed and sloth of this nation,” Jandhar said. “Our ambassador tells us the Eldenwalds are a family who mocks their allies and rejects their council. These same dark elves you seem to care for told King Aethis and his ancestors of these demon lords, and the Kingdom of Surdel didn’t take them seriously. Not once until it was too late. This cancer beneath the earth was neglected and left to rot like trash in the streets. Left there to fester and befoul the air until some future descendent or foreign aid came to fix their problems. And that’s why I’m here. With fire, I will cleanse the air and earth and rid this nation of its disease. That’s what the Empire does. Fix things. Make things right again.”

Etcher turned back to the Small Sea.

Jandhar adjusted his black headscarf and covered his mouth and nose, so only his eyes showed. Then he closed his eyelids, clearing his mind of the pettiness and the politics to focus on the next task—the solemn funeral of his adopted son.

Etcher cleared his throat and spoke through the scarf. “They tell a very different story south of Corellin.”

Jandhar bit his lip and rounded on the old man to give him a piece of his mind just as Talso returned with three surgeons.

“We’re here,” the lead surgeon said, pushing himself between Jahgo and Jandhar to inspect the dragon.

Jahgo blinked lazily, accepting the inspection as he always had—just another daily routine.

Jandhar forgot his dispute with Etcher, but the old man had no intention of letting it go.

“This nation suffers,” Etcher said. “The Red Army decimated the south, killing men, women, and children.”

“They say the Necromancer raised them all,” Jandhar said.

“Some,” Etcher said. “Not all and not all the same. The people still suffer. I fear you would have them suffer more.”

“That’s enough,” Jandhar said, waving off the surgeons but also Etcher’s pestering.

The surgeon with his head in the mouth of Jahgo jerked backward and gave a reactionary thumbs-up. The two other surgeons reacted similarly with Jasmine and Zosa. Venzin, who had not been inspected yet, bobbed his head in anticipation. He nipped at Zosa, and both of the greens dug their claws into the dirt like kittens on fine rugs.

“Fly, my children!” Jandhar said.

He waved the dragons onward toward the west and the boat that held Nintil. With a powerful gale, Jahgo lifted off and Jasmine closed in behind him. The two greens shrieked and squawked, flapping hard to keep up. Within seconds, the black dragon’s flames streaked across the ocean. The oil slick spread around the barge, and the greens dove over and over while the white dragon Jasmine mirrored the sustained assaults of the alpha.

“Ameazima!” Jandhar shouted. “Mother to sons and daughters, harbingers of fire and doom! I salute you again, Royal Mother! We gather here to mourn for your son Nintil. He died as you would have wished him to—not young in a nest somewhere, exploding as he breathed his first night air, but incinerating the damned and the undead with righteous fire. He fought alongside me and his brothers and sister. I know you are up there, Great Mother! I know you have been watching your sons and daughter from up there above the clouds, from your own stars in the heavens. Know that Nintil has made us all proud! Know that his bright star will join yours in the heavens! Know that we will avenge him!”

The gathered men cheered heartily, raising pikes, bows, and their voices. They stomped their feet, shaking the ground with 20,000 sandals.

“Gather your men!” Jandhar commanded. “Rejoin your regiments! We march north! Burn everything and kill the undead! Avenge Nintil!”

The men cheered as they ran north and assembled themselves into rigid marching formations. Jandhar waved his hands to the army of assistants, who began disassembling tents and organizing supplies into carts. Etcher watched them wordlessly. He didn’t speak to Jandhar again that day or the next, which was fine with the prince. He appreciated and revered the old man for what he had taught him. His dragons would have died before their first molting without Etcher. But now was not the time for counsel. Now was the time for vengeance.
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The New Paladins
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The paladin Cedric Arrington panted as he leaned against a rocky vein of Mount Godun. His family and friends, his fellow paladins, had been surrounded by the undead for weeks. They hadn’t really slept. At best, they’d had two to three hours of reprieve. They hadn’t eaten anything but grass and twigs, and their strength was waning.

Allison’s swords had been the key to their survival. When she slept, he and Henry Claymore took over for her. They held the blades together to produce the bubble of holy light, but the bigger the protective shell that they needed, the more resistance that came from the swords. Holding the Twin Sisters together took all of his strength, and he found it harder and harder to maintain his grip. His muscles ached and cramped. His eyelids were as heavy as anvils. As the weeks wore on, the sphere retracted more quickly and disappeared for longer periods of time because they were only men and women, and they were so very tired. The undead never relented. The clashes happened every few minutes now.

And every day, Orcus stared at Cedric from just 100 feet beyond the thicket. He leaned against his staff, glaring at them through black, sunken eye sockets. He had not exerted himself once. He let the hundreds and thousands of undead assault the shield instead.

His general Julian Mallory howled and hissed at the paladins and frequently attacked the expanding and contracting shell. Sometimes, he climbed up the holy barrier, growling at the inhabitants from behind and atop the lightning. He threatened death on the paladins for burning his sister with their holy magic. She had apparently died some time later because Cedric hadn’t seen her since the dragons came.

Cedric certainly didn’t lament the loss of the Mallory sibling. Any victory was appreciated, no matter how small. However, he did recognize the danger from the effect it had on Julian Mallory. The man was livid and dangerous. When the Blood Lord leapt onto the shield, his hands and feet melted as he scrambled across the surface, but he acted unharmed.

Cedric was sure that the High Lord did it just to show his regenerative capabilities. The appendages grew back within seconds, and Julian paced along the tree line, growling and spitting at the paladins for still being there—for defying him and his demon lord. He was so fast that a false image of him sometimes appeared at the pivot locations of his patrol, a trick of Cedric’s eye in not being able to track the creature. The image often smiled at him for a second or two as his brain caught up to the speed of this demon spawn.

Cedric knew his family and friends couldn’t keep this up forever. When they had heard the bell toll, they had grown brazen with their new empowerment. Their defiance here at Godun kept Orcus and much of his evil force in check. Cedric knew that simply keeping this threat occupied was ensuring that much of eastern Surdel was safer. However, that knowledge was small consolation. If Henry, Allison, or Cedric fell asleep together, the whole of the paladins would be lost, and only the dark elves would remain to fight the demons that were coming.

Orcus and Julian reminded them of this fact daily through the bubble.

“It’s only a matter of time,” Orcus said. “You’re doomed. Give up on this ridiculous endeavor. You owe her nothing. Join me, and we will fight the true enemy of your world. Demogorgon. He will rise from the ashes of the Etyrian Empire. He will burn your world and leave nothing but ash and death. The dark elves… will soon be gone. Do not let the paladins disappear as well.”

The dark elven prince Jayden had left their group two weeks ago. He traveled east, back to his homeland in Uxmal. He promised to beg his mother for reinforcements, but Cedric knew this was unlikely. Jayden too was convinced that Demogorgon was on the move in the underworld. There was only one place left in Surdel for the Prince of Demons to surface—the dark elven capital city, where a few thousand dark elves remained. The last bastion of resistance of a race that once had millions across Surdel and Visanth, and the very same location that Jayden was trying to steal troops from.

Even Cedric knew what answer Queen Jayla would give if she cared about her own people.

“No,” he answered Orcus.

Cedric stopped pressing the blades together for a moment and shook his friend and fellow Council member Henry Claymore.

“Henry,” he said as the man’s plate shoulders rattled against each other.

“What?” Henry mumbled. “I just ended my shift. It can’t possibly have been four hours yet.”

“It’s not,” Cedric said as he rammed the blades together, burning a dozen undead who tried to take advantage of the momentarily relapsed bubble.

“Let me sleep,” Henry begged, closing his eyes again as he nestled against the rocky mountainside.

Cedric kicked Henry’s greaves and cursed as he struggled to hold the Twin Sisters together.

“We have to go,” Cedric said.

“Go where?”

“East,” Cedric screamed over the rush of the shield.

“What’s East?”

“Sleep,” Cedric yelled. “Food. We cannot win here. We have to break out of this stalemate.”

Henry looked past Cedric at the hundreds of fiery green eyes staring at him from the darkness in the trees.

“We need to find the Holy One,” Cedric said. “She’s given us these powers, but she hasn’t given us the numbers to make a difference!”

Henry nodded and pushed against the shoulders of the slumbering Allison, her son Sylas, and daughter Sarah. The young man rolled onto his side, still clad in his initiation armor. He hadn’t been anointed, but they weren’t fighting demons yet. His armor protected him from the claws, rusted pikes, and swords of the undead.

Of course, Cedric worried for all paladins, but he feared for his children most of all. Months ago, he would have done anything to stop them from being initiated into the Order of the Holy One. Now, their initiation ceremonies couldn’t happen quickly enough.

Henry roused Constantine and Corbin Shelby. Allen Bigsby blinked wearily before using his hammer as a crutch to raise himself from the ground.

“It’s time to leave,” Cedric shouted.

“Where are we going, dad?” Sylas yelled.

“As far as we need to go,” Cedric replied over the roar of the holy shield.

“Croft Keep?” Henry asked.

“If they’d let us in,” Cedric said. “Perhaps farther north: Velia, Suway, or Nydale.”

“Are we retreating?” Sylas asked, obviously disappointed. “Are we leaving the southern states to their fate?”

“Fate is not something to be altered by a small group of men surrounded by demons and undead,” he replied. “We need reinforcements. We need to rest and recuperate or the southern states will truly be lost.”

“The dark elves—” Sylas started.

“The dark elves are not coming,” Cedric said. “If we wait here for Prince Jayden, we’re dead. We must go. Perhaps we will join the dark elves and help with their fight against Demogorgon. My brothers and sisters, Orcus will fall, but first, we must be restored. This place—this desolate land of wood and stone—is not where we die. This is not where Orcus claims us! Trust in me…” He thought of her for a moment, flabbergasted at the woman he now truly put his faith in. “Trust in the Holy One!”

Sylas nodded. Allison put her arms around her son and Sarah. Then, she put her helmet back on.

“We go east!” Allison shouted. “Everyone grab your things.”

Across the barrier, Orcus perked up. He no longer leaned against his staff. He looked to the south and then back at the paladins. The undead stopped attacking the bubble and seemed distracted by the same thing that had grabbed the attention of their demon lord.

“Something’s happening,” Cedric said.

Red light glowed on the horizon.

“Sun’s coming up,” Henry said.

Cedric shook his head as sweat poured down his face. His efforts to hold the shield were faltering. He was exhausted.

“That’s south,” Cedric said. “Those are flames. The forest is on fire.”

The men and women in the paladin group pressed themselves against the mountain and moved within the bubble to the east. Cedric struggled to walk with his colleagues as he held the blades. He wished he could bind the blades together, so he wouldn’t have to work so hard to keep the bubble formed, but everything they had tried had failed. Wood, leather and branches lit and smoldered. Metal melted eventually and was in short supply anyway. Bindings around the handles just wouldn’t hold. Too much torque and repulsive force caused the swords to eventually point in opposing directions, attached at the handles and no longer touching blade-on-blade. The group had almost perished thrice in the attempts to get such a contraption working.

The undead began to shriek and Orcus and Julian barked orders before the vampire ran into the woods to the south. A few minutes later, a ruckus sounded from the east and trees began to crash down in the path the paladins had hoped to take. A mighty roar echoed across the valley as a wave of massive green and brown-skinned warriors bounded across the fields and mossy forests with axes and hammers raised high. They crashed into the stunned undead.

“For Great Light!” one of the barbaric attackers screamed into the fiery eyes of an undead soldier.

“Orcs?” Cedric asked in amazement.

He stopped pressing the blades together and marveled as a seven-foot orc with a red hand sliced an undead man in twain with a great axe. The creature yelled in triumph and then turned toward Cedric with crazed, blood-frenzied eyes.

“Protect yourself!” Cedric yelled.

Allison opened her hands to indicate that she wanted her swords back. He threw the Twin Sisters to her, and she dropped his hammer so that he might retrieve it.

“Come and get it, you bastards!” she screamed.

She didn’t bring the blades together. Instead, she leapt between Sylas and Sarah and ran a sword into a yellow-skinned orc with dark black hair. The creature gaped at the Light-filled blade as the lightning arced from its wounds.

Cedric slammed his warhammer into the ground, and the earth erupted in white-hot flames in an arc before him. The orc with the red hand gaped at him in astonishment. Henry Claymore cleaved an orcish man’s arm off and shouted in defiance. The undead routed and retreated as the arcs of lightning grew more frenzied with the anger of the exhausted paladins.

The orcish leader held up his hands and shouted a command to his men, who all formed a line behind him. The line bulged into a large mob, each peeking over the others to view the paladins. The leader huffed and barked more commands, and then a muscular orc with a staff made of wood and skulls stepped forward.

“Great Light?” the chief asked the muscular old orc.

The shaman nodded and pointed toward the undead and the huge demon lord with the goat-skull for a head. “Foul wind,” he said. He pointed at Cedric. “Great Light favors.”

The chief nodded and huffed.

Cedric watched the bulk of the undead retreat. They ran south, away from the paladins and orcs. Orcus remained with only a few dozen undead henchman around him. These were not weak like the others. They seemed ancient and more grizzled—like undead lieutenants. Orcus swung his staff and struck the ground three times, and the orc leader pounded his chest as if getting ready for a challenge.

A blinding light beside Cedric interrupted the displays of dominance, and both sides recoiled. As the light faded, a blonde-haired woman appeared. Light pink lips. Blue eyes. As beautiful as the first time Cedric laid eyes on her at his initiation half a lifetime ago.

Mekadesh had arrived. The Holy One was here at last.

“Great Light!” the orcish leader screamed triumphantly.

“Holy One!” the orcish shaman said. “Great Light!”

The paladins too cheered her arrival.

Mekadesh eyed Orcus with malice. She hissed like a snake as she strafed before the orcs. She beckoned to the shaman, but her eyes never left the demon lord.

“Hello, Mother!” Orcus called mockingly. “Great Queen of the Night. It’s been so long since we last met. I’ve missed you as any true son should.”

She reached toward the shaman, and he obediently walked toward her. As he came within arm’s reach, she grabbed his staff and yanked it free of his hands. He yelped as he dropped to his knees in prostration.

With a loud voice, she addressed him.

“Do you promise me your eternal soul in this conflict with the demon lords?” she asked, still glaring at Orcus.

“Yes, Great Light!” the shaman promised.

“Do you promise to bring your sons to me, in the same way you have been brought to me? Do you promise to never dissuade them from taking this path to me?”

“You’re inducting him into the Order?” Cedric asked with alarm.

She nodded.

“Yes, Great Light!” the shaman said.

“I pledge!” the orc chief pleaded with earnestness. “I promise!”

She reached out toward him, and he handed her his massive axe without hesitation. She held it, despite its obvious weight, as if it were a toothpick. The rest of the orcs knelt before her, each swearing fealty.

An arc of lightning shot from the head of the staff and the axe that she held.

“Go my son,” she yelled to Orcus. “Try to take your dragons, for those too will die before me!”

Orcus snarled at her as he slammed his large black staff into the ground with each step he made toward the south, away from her.

“You have some reinforcements,” Orcus called to her. “That’s nice. These creatures you’ve gathered are but mortals. They will fall, just as the deer and the antelopes do. Before long, they will beg me for death—just like your precious Maddox did. Where is your new general? Does he beg for death yet?”

“The Necromancer will find you soon enough,” she promised.

“We shall see about that,” Orcus said as he disappeared into the trees.

Cedric fell to his knees as the demon lord vanished without a fight or a further word. This same evil creature had stood there, watching Cedric and his men for weeks behind an army of relentless undead. And yet, she showed up, and he was gone. Cedric looked up at Mekadesh, gratitude flushing his cheeks and brow, and she smiled down at him.

“You’ve fought well,” she said.

“We’ve done nothing,” Cedric said apologetically. “We’ve merely stalled them. They are countless—like a swarm of bees.”

“You have killed many,” Mekadesh said. “With only a few dozen men, women, and children, you have held off an army.”

Cedric sighed and let all the air leave his lungs. Allison placed a comforting hand on his pauldrons.

“We all need food and rest,” Allison said, “and our children are still uninitiated.”

“In due time,” Mekadesh said, “but not here. It’s too dangerous.”

“You think he’s coming back?” Cedric asked.

“Something more dangerous and unpredictable is coming,” The Holy One said. “Vengeance. Anger. Pain. It lashes out at the land like a wounded animal. Orcus is deadly but calm and measured. He has a plan. What comes this way is not a plan. It is chaos. I am a creature of chaos, so I have nothing to fear, but you’re not. You all must go to continue to serve me and your world, and so, you must leave this place for now.”

Allison nodded and leaned back into Cedric’s arms.

Mekadesh whispered in a language that Cedric didn’t understand. She held up a hand, and a loaf of bread appeared. She passed it to Cedric, who broke off pieces of it and shared it with each person in their party.

“Eat, but then you must go east,” Mekadesh said quickly. “Ashton needs you.”

“But the people of the southern lands fight the undead alone!” Henry Claymore said.

“If they want to live, they must flee also,” she said. “There’s nothing in Southern Surdel that will save them from the demon lords. Ashton searches for a weapon that will. You must join him.”

“And you say it’s to the east?” Cedric asked. “Where is it, so we might cross his path sooner?”

“Only the Eye can see the truth now,” she said, “I only know that it is buried within the earth. It leaks the water of creation. Search for water with no source. A lake where it shouldn’t be. That’s where you’ll find the Hand of Maddox. Now, we must go!”

“We must rest or our muscles will fail us,” Allison said. “We haven’t slept for days. We haven’t eaten anything but mushrooms, grass, and bark for weeks.”

Mekadesh nodded in understanding. “You’ve fought well,” she repeated. “Perhaps, it’s time for others to carry the load for a while.”

She threw the glowing axe to the orc chief, and then motioned him toward Allison.

The orc nodded in understanding, but Cedric was confused.

“Bloodhand,” the orc said, thumping himself on his chest as he marveled at his glowing axe.

He nodded to Cedric as he passed him and then picked up Cedric’s startled wife and tossed her over his shoulder.

“This is—!” Cedric protested, but Mekadesh put a finger over her lips and shushed him.

One after another, the orcs walked over to the paladins and hoisted the holy warriors one-at-a-time over their shoulders. They marched east with their burdens without further orders or complaints.

“You’ve fought well,” Mekadesh said once again. “Do not worry further. You’re in my hands now. Rest. We’ll speak more on the way to Edinsbro.”

“I can walk,” Cedric protested as a young, broad-shouldered orc offered to pick him up.

“Ogdorn,” the seven-foot orc said, slamming his brown chest with a massive fist. “Chief son. Much honor mine.”

Mekadesh nodded to Cedric, who grunted as he allowed the huge creature to lift him like a sack of potatoes. Cedric’s armor jostled as the orc bounded over the fields and through the trees, fast as a deer. He had always been a light sleeper—the smallest jostle or cry from a child in the night would wake him immediately. But something strange happened as he watched his men and women hoisted atop the backs of heavily-muscled orcs behind this one called Ogdorn. Cedric’s eyelids fluttered and then closed.

A warmth emanated through him, almost certainly from the red-blooded, great muscular man beneath him. The jostles became nothing more than the tinkling of bells in his ears. The danger of the past three weeks melted into the safety of the present and the hope of the future. And Cedric slept the whole day through.
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Apprentice blacksmith Clayton Achates rode into Dona on an unusual mount—one of only three horses of its kind that had been available in Perketh. When his hometown had been put to the sword, the Red Army had killed man, woman, child, and even animals that had been tied down or kept in pens. This horse was one of the few at the inn to be murdered while tied to the posts outside the stable. Like the people in Perketh and Dona, the horse had been resurrected by Clayton’s friend Ashton when he reanimated every recently dead thing in town.

He could have taken a normal mount to Dona—dozens of such creatures had returned after the fire—but he hoped the sight of a resurrected horse might make the reanimated people here feel even more kinship to him and warmer to his cause. The survival of Perketh and the remnants of Ashton’s Army required him to use every possible advantage to persuade the people of Dona to join him and work as a unified people, whether against a king intent on killing him because he had been labeled unnatural or demons with hordes of undead who simply wanted to destroy the world.

Before he left his hometown, Clayton had taken the best armor Nathan had available in the stockpile—at least, the best armor that would fit his huge frame. He wore a full visor with bevor and gorget in the close helm style of the King’s Guard. His shoulders were broad in polished pauldrons—the kind fitted for protection in close combat rather than jousting from horseback. He bedecked himself in gauntlets, greaves, front and back breastplate. Even his new horse Crassus had been armored with plating along his flanks, side, and head. To anyone who looked at the horse and rider, they looked regal—someone to be followed and respected.

Clayton held a tall pennant with an icon designed by Molly Frankens, a signmaker of Perketh. Children had taken the design and made twenty of the flags to be erected along the newly built wall around their city. The emblem showed a cloaked man held aloft by ten open palms. Molly wanted to call the symbol The Rebirth of Perketh. Clayton liked the concept as it was certainly close to his heart, but he internally named the work something else: The Call of Ashton Jeraldson. Still, Molly was probably onto something. Reborn sounded better than undead. He refused to call himself the latter. Reborn sounded much less derogatory and shameful.

The creatures that Orcus led were the true undead. Clayton and the people of Perketh and Dona were something else entirely. Clayton had been healing. Everyone in Perketh was experiencing a similar change, and he was sure the people in Dona had experienced the same improvement—namely, that they were getting better.

And that sense of progression toward better days ahead had changed him in very profound ways. He no longer wished to return to a deep, eternal sleep inside the earth. He no longer punished himself for being a hideous beast that deserved ridicule. After he shed his shame, he realized that he was a miracle, and he wasn’t alone. Ashton had reached into the Abyss and made the world right again for thousands of people.

Clayton shivered at the thought of the blackness of the Void he had fallen into. He had only been dead a couple days, but he had experienced a lifetime of nothingness and torment. Any time he had a bad day or cursed the tediousness of repelling the undead at Perketh, he only had to think back to those short moments he had spent in the dark, pointless afterlife from which the demons had built a bridge to Nirendia.

His only regret anymore was that his wife had been too badly burned to be brought back from that horrendous eternity in the blackness. Without her, the world lost much of its luster. He fought his solitude and melancholy by finding new purpose. He couldn’t be with his true love, but that didn’t mean he had to be alone. The Reborn in Dona and Perketh were his people. They shared his experiences. They knew the shock and helplessness of dying. They had felt the same despair that he did when he tumbled into the Abyss, and they knew the joy of being resurrected. And their shared rapture and renewed purpose was all due to one man: Clayton’s best friend Ashton.

As Clayton trotted through Dona, a crowd followed him between the alleyways. The town didn’t really have a rich district. They didn’t have a skilled blacksmith like Master Nathan or any other famous artisans. They didn’t have a signmaker like Molly. There wasn’t a theater here where children were encouraged to act and play. Dona was a town without hope before the Red Army, and it was even more desolate and destitute after.

A woman scurried across the street in front of him and then panicked. She must have thought he was King’s Guard. Like Perketh, the citizens here feared reprisals from the royals. For being unnatural creatures, they were more outlaw than subject in the eyes of the Crown.

Clayton raised his visor so his open wound was visible—so they could see that he was one of them. Then he took off his helmet and bevor completely and placed it on the horse pommel in front of him. He rode straight and strong, hoping to signify confidence and allay their fears. People ran their hands along his horse’s open wounds.

He ambled into the town square where wooden homes had been rebuilt with the trees from the forest west of Mallory Keep. He could see the laborers pulling carts back to town, laden with logs. As the men came closer, they left their wagons and shuffled over to the square to observe the commotion.

Clayton slowly circled a central well on Crassus. He nodded to the men and women, encouraging them to grab their neighbors and join him in the square. He marveled at the mixture of living and reborn. The Red Army had not been as thorough here as they had been in Perketh. The solidarity of the bandits had fractured along the road from Perketh. Every side street and alley had been a new opportunity to rape, pillage, and murder. Only a quarter of the bandit force ever made it to Mallory Keep. The rest were consumed by Ashton’s Reborn as the people of Perketh made their way west in great anger and supernatural vengeance.

As he looked at the sad, anxious faces of the paupers around him, Clayton remembered the bloodthirst of his first days as a reborn man. Back then, he had lusted for carnage and retribution, but since the siege of Mallory Keep began, he hadn’t eaten a human being in months. He didn’t regret his actions during the period, though. He had been a different person then—a wraith bent on vengeance. Now, he was a free man, electing to take a different path that led to renewed purpose and maybe even righteousness. He didn’t seek to destroy; he sought to preserve.

“People of Dona,” Clayton said loudly, “Our greetings from Perketh!”

A garbled but warm welcome came back from all directions around the well. Thousands of people were gathered now.

“You probably don’t remember me,” he said. “The last time I came through here, I was part of an army: Ashton’s Army, they called it. I know that many of you were a part of that movement too. When I last saw Dona, I was a man bent on vengeance. A wraith, really. I had been murdered by a noble: the High Lord Mallory himself. He dragged me behind his carriage on his way down the King’s Road. I was a no one—just a blacksmith’s apprentice—and he must have been in a hurry. I guess I got in his way. It’s funny what we get used to. Even after dying and coming back, I felt like less than other men; not worthless but worth less than someone else, if you know what I mean.”

He ran his gauntleted hand down his cheek.

“My injuries were grotesque when I last came to Dona. My jaw is getting better, though. Perhaps some of you have noticed a similar miracle in your own bodies.”

He pointed to his side.

“The flesh along my ribcage is being made whole again. One day, very soon, I know I will be fully restored to my old self… And I have one person… a great friend to the people of Perketh… to thank for this gift—this rebirth.”

Many in the crowd nodded, but others watched him skeptically, expecting a ruse.

“What are you doing here?” a man in a torn shirt asked. “What do you want? You sound like you’re selling something.”

Clayton smiled and patted his helmet on his lap.

“I’m here to ask for your assistance,” Clayton said. “Many of you have probably heard the rumors. A demon lord has risen from the underworld and brought even more death to our world. The people of Perketh have been fighting them for weeks. Even without help from the King’s Guard, we have managed to repel the assaults of the ragged undead and Orcus. We are fighting to stay alive.”

“We haven’t seen any attacks,” the man noted skeptically.

“I can’t account for that,” Clayton said, “I don’t know why these undead do what they do. They follow a demon lord, and he controls them utterly. We’ve spoken to them briefly, when they first came to town and made their demands to submit or die. We didn’t submit, and we held them back until the shadows came.”

“The shadows?” the man said. “You mean the great beasts that passed us overhead some days ago?”

“The dragons?” a woman asked with a tremor in her voice.

Clayton nodded. “When the dragons went north, the undead broke. They ran north away from us. We have taken this reprieve as an opportunity to regroup, rebuild, and replenish our defenses. The undead will be back, and we’ll be ready for them.”

He saw a timidness spread throughout the crowd when he said undead. He understood their shame, but he wasn’t trying to use it for effect.

“You are not what they are,” Clayton said. “The minions of Orcus are the true undead. We, you and I, are the Reborn. We are Ashton’s Army. We do not answer to a Demon Lord.”

He raised the pennant into the air, showing the golden man and the ten hands on the green background.

“We are not mindless. We are not ghouls. We are free people—at least for as long as we choose to remain free by fighting for our lives and freedom.”

A murmur spread across the crowd. Neighbors gossiped with neighbors.

“The undead,” he said, “will return from the north, and the dragons will come back from the south. Each will bring great destruction to whatever they touch.”

“How do you know this?” the skeptical man asked again.

Clayton wondered if the man might be on the local council.

“I know the undead because I’ve been fighting them,” Clayton said, “and I fear the dragons because they’re unknown to me. Do they have minds of their own? Are they as fiendish and bloodthirsty as I imagine them to be? Will they come back here to avenge the creature they carried with them to the south? If that was my brother, I would!”

Many in the crowd nodded with him. Blood feuds were often more vicious in poorer areas like Dona. Every man treasures something, and if the only thing he has is family, then that’s where the battle lines are drawn.

“We’ve all heard the stories of the dragons of Visanth,” Clayton continued. “We’ve all heard about the prince who arrived on our shores and burned the city of Sevania. Where do you think he’s going to go next? If he wants to go to Fomsea, he’ll pass through Dona. If he wants to go to Mallory Keep, he’ll want to take the King’s Road through Dona. And do you think he’ll stop to ask you if you belong to the undead of Orcus or the reborn men and women of The Necromancer? Do you think this prince will care about the difference between us and them? And let’s just say that the prince bypasses you, the demon lord is vanquished, and the realm is returned to something close to the old normal. Do you think the King’s Guard will care which side you’re on when they ride through here from the northwest?”

Women in the crowd shook their heads harder than the men. There was no mercy in Surdel for magical things: whether events, creatures, or men. Before they had been reborn, many of these same people in Dona probably took part in a witch burning or a public stoning for supposed curses. He thought of his wife Riley for the briefest moment, but pressed on before he had to fight back fresh tears.

“We are beset by danger,” he said. “Our only hope is to band together.”

“Band together to do what?” a man asked.

“Look after each other,” Clayton said, “band together, fight the real evil out there. Punch them in the mouth. In Perketh, Master Nathan and I have been forging armor and weapons—so many weapons that we don’t have enough people to carry them. That’s where I hope you come in. We have fields for food. We have a blacksmith, a theater, and a hunger to survive and live and thrive.”

“You want us to come live in your town,” a woman said. “Why can’t we stay here?”

“Because the undead are coming back,” Clayton said, “and you don’t have a blacksmith… Because I see the look in your eyes, and I know you are just as worried about the dragons, and the princes, and the kings, and people who don’t understand you as I am. Because if you join me and the people of Perketh, you can make a difference. You can fight for a better life for you and your children.”

“You don’t know anything,” an old man said. “You’re just a boy. What could you know?”

Clayton chuckled earnestly.

“You’re probably righter than you think,” he said, smiling through his grotesque wound. “When I died the first time, I was a young man—only recently in my twenties—and I hardly count those years anymore. I’ve only been reborn for a year. So, I’m not just a boy; I’m practically a toddler!”

He laughed and the crowd laughed with him.

“But I’m not wrong,” Clayton said. “I don’t have all the answers. I know what I know, and I know what I believe. I’m just a blacksmith apprentice, but I’ve learned from one of the best. I know how to shape metal, and I know right from wrong. Being reborn didn’t change any of that. I’m not here to tell you who you are or what you should do. If you think that, you haven’t been listening.”

Clayton wheeled his horse around and prodded its flanks. It reared dramatically.

“I’m not trying to sell you something,” Clayton said. “I’m here to tell you what we’ve been through in Perketh and ask for your help. But it’s your choice, really. You can stay here and wait on the mercy of a foreign prince from across the Small Sea, riding on a flame-breathing beast that has devoured whole cities already. You can wait here for the King’s Guard. You can hope that we manage to fight off another undead horde in Perketh and stop these mindless murderers from coming south to you. Or you can join us—people who understand what you’ve been through and what you’re still going through. You can help us make a better world and defend it as a Reborn. That’s your choice as free people.”

“You can call yourself whatever you like,” a man said, “but we know what we are. We’re the damned. We’re the doomed.”

Clayton rubbed his jawline. “Months ago, I couldn’t speak. My jaw was broken and unmended. I followed my friend around for a long time, thinking I was attached to him by purpose—that he raised me from the dead, and I owed him service. But I can speak now. And I can think—” he pointed to his temple. “I’ve always been able to think and choose. The undead I’ve fought are thoughtless and lifeless. Their eyes are fiery green orbs, and they do not think like I do. I am not one of them. Neither are you. So, don’t act like a mindless creature. Act like a creature with agency and choice. Because that’s what you are.”

He licked his lips and straightened his back. He lifted the flag into the air.

“I choose to follow the Necromancer Ashton Jeraldson of my own free will. I am a soldier in Ashton’s Army—not because I’ve been drafted like the King’s Guard but because I’ve volunteered! I will fight for you and all our people for as long as I continue to live and breathe in this world.” He pounded his chest. “The Abyss will have to wait a long time to claim this man!”

A cheer rose up from the crowd. Even some of the skeptics nodded. Men pounded their fists into open palms and pledged themselves to the service of Ashton.

“You do not have to sign a parchment,” Clayton yelled, “and you are free to leave this army at any time. But if you are free men and women who want to stay that way, I ask you to follow me to Perketh!”

Clayton wheeled his horse back to the west. He didn’t know how many would follow, but his instincts told him that now was the time to act. This was the moment that the reborn either followed or perished.

He put his gorget, bevor, and helmet back on and closed the visor. He dug his heels into Crassus, who reared and galloped ahead. The crowd parted and then followed. The men abandoned their carts of logs from the forests of Mallory. The ones who unhitched their oxen and horses were the closest as Clayton crested a hill that overlooked the town. Behind him, thousands trailed. As he watched, a shadow passed over the line of people. Then a second and third.

The fire beasts had returned. Clayton saluted the man on the black dragon, who must have assumed he was King’s Guard, leading normal citizens from a normal town. He thought he saw the Dragon Prince wave back, and then the man on the dragon was gone to the north. A white dragon followed close by and then two green dragons. To the south, pikemen appeared, marching in twenty perfect formations of thousands of men. The rider-less dragons circled back over the people, who clutched their belongings close to their chests as they ran from the town.

The green dragons swooped low above the citizens. The beasts shrieked and squawked, terrifying the women and children. Clayton rode back down the path, calming his people but also urging them onward.

“It’s OK,” he said. “Keep moving. Keep your heads down. Don’t look up. Don’t goad them. Make no threat or challenge. These dragons are feral. And the men from the south will not understand who we are. We cannot let them get close to us. Keep moving.”

He lifted children onto the back of his horse and carried them up the hill. He returned a dozen times, sometimes carrying four and five women and children awkwardly within his arms and across Cassius. He managed to get everyone in the long train clear of the town just as the Visanthi pikemen entered Dona.

“Who do you think you are?” he heard a man shouting in the distance. “This is our town! We live here! Who do you think you are?”

He saw a commotion within the soldiers and a deformation in the squadron of men in the outskirts of Dona. He saw the ends of the wooden butts of the pikes rise upward and then back down within the crowd. The soldiers were stabbing someone. A scream echoed up from the valley—a woman’s voice this time.

“Keep moving,” Clayton said through gritted teeth. “Do not go back to Dona. You’ll find no quarter there.”

He backed his horse up the hill that overlooked Dona, making sure he was the last reborn in the train. He held the pennant across his chest and bowed, more as an homage to the people who stayed than the foreign invaders. The dragons circled back several times. The two greens shrieked loudly and menacingly like small dogs barking in the presence of larger ones.

Clayton planted his flag at the crest as he watched the foreign army move north and then east. They looked to be avoiding the towns of Perketh and Corinth, making a straight line toward Xhonia and Mount Godun.

“May they stick to that path,” Clayton said earnestly.

He turned Cassius toward his hometown, his head not quite as high as it had been during his recruitment in Dona. Dozens or maybe hundreds had stayed. He thought of his wife Riley, another innocent lost in this period of chaos—killed by the same kind of people he now fought to protect. If he were a lesser man, he might blame his friend Ashton for her plight. But he had been there with Ashton when they both found out about the fate of his beautiful, raven-haired love.

They say bad things happen to good people, but that wasn’t how Clayton truly felt. Bad things happened, all the time, and the only thing good people could do in bad times was band together to fight for what was right. He looked back briefly to see that the horizon behind the hill was on fire. The dragons had bombarded the town with flames. Whoever had stayed was dead and gone. The only path left was forward, on to Perketh, and Nathan’s armory.
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Prince Jandhar Rasalased soared above the plains and forests atop his black dragon Jahgo. He found the undead army just north of where the black bird had been burned into the ground, southwest of Axewane. Even from this high above the ground, the stench of the putrid, walking corpses assaulted Jandhar’s nostrils. He squeezed the dark scales on the back of Jahgo’s neck and pushed his dragon’s head forward. He heard Jasmine give a small huff before she started her own dive behind him. His green pets Zosa and Venzin screamed so loudly that the undead shrieked in horror before the shadows had even passed across the field.

There was a panic along the ground as bony, putrid feet scurried toward the woods. Jahgo’s flames consumed tens and then hundreds along the tree line as a man in tattered noble clothes emerged from the forest. Jandhar pulled up just in time.

Julian Mallory, the fiendish man who had ripped the wing off Nintil, leapt a hundred feet from the ground, slamming his hands and feet into the hard earth to propel himself forward. Jahgo ascended to dodge the man’s attack and then dove without prompting. The vampire arced harmlessly over him, just out of reach. Jasmine followed the Blood Lord’s trajectory all the way to the ground, engulfing him in flames. Jandhar heard her lips smacking as she readied another flaming mixture.

Far below, the greens skirted just above the heads of the fleeing undead.

“Up!” Jandhar commanded as he watched Julian bank hard toward the south, away from his dragons.

The prince followed the fiend’s unnaturally fast trajectory back to a formation of Visanthi pikemen who had just left the forest line north of Corinth. He pulled on Jahgo’s neck until the black dragon reversed his direction. Jandhar’s battalion kept marching north, into the path of Julian, but expertly formed a phalanx. The professional soldiers faced their pikes out in all directions and positioned their shields in an interlocked wall that was so tight that Jandhar could hardly tell where each shield ended. But the vampire ripped through the battalion as if they were lambs before a wolf, throwing men and shields aside in great gushes of blood. The assault was so violent that a man’s upper torso flew by Jandhar high above the battle, screaming and gurgling as the poor soldier passed by.

Jandhar watched the poor man sail past him and gulped hard as shock set in. Underneath him, his dragon Jahgo squawked in protest at his inaction. The vampire passed through the rear elements of the 500-strong unit he had assaulted, and the pikemen collapsed into a smaller formation. As Jandhar watched them recover, he howled in frustration at the savagery of the pale-skinned man with the dark hair who consumed limbs and innards as he ran, just out of reach of Jahgo.

The Blood Lord ran a clawed hand through the shields of an adjacent battalion, and Jandhar pushed hard on his dragon—willing him to speed up. As the prince passed over the first mauled battalion, he heard the rattling of armor and more screams. He looked down to see some of the mangled men standing up and attacking their comrades. His felled men had immediately joined the ranks of the vile and undead.

Jandhar turned around in his leather saddle to find that the goat-skulled Orcus had moved to the center of the open field, right on top of the unnaturally blackened bird pattern. The demon lord raised his staff high overhead. With every pump of his weapon, dozens of slaughtered men came back to life and mauled the very men who had quartered with them for months and even years.

Jasmine barreled down upon the massive, twenty-foot tall demon lord. She caked him in sticky, fiery liquid, but he didn’t flinch or yell in pain. He watched her like a cat might watch a swallow while Zosa and Venzin dove at him like magpies defending a nest.

Jandhar cursed at the seeming invincibility of this fiend. He had seen the Blood Lord lose flesh in the fires, but the demon lord didn’t seem to even need to regenerate. The fire and burning liquid had no effect. The Blood Lord might be killable. The demon lord was unassailable.

Jandhar heard the screams of men behind him as he turned back to the hordes of thousands of undead pouring across the field from the nearby tree line. Jasmine fell in behind him and together with Jahgo, they did considerable damage to this horde of the damned. The undead melted by the hundreds and thousands, but the battle was far from won.

Out of his periphery, countless men screamed as the Blood Lord tossed them into the air, but still, his pikemen and archers fought on. They marched forward, collapsing formations even as men along the edges were picked off one-by-one by unnatural foes. He watched his adopted sons Zosa and Venzin as they clawed at undead, flipping the corpses to each other and then ferociously tearing off their heads before raining fire down in thorough, layered lines on the battlefield. He welled with pride that the well-trained men and dragons maintained their composure and kept pressing on. He almost shouted encouragement to them until he was nearly rocked out of his saddle by an explosion that sent scales and blood careening past his face.

Jandhar panicked as he searched for the source of the blast. Jasmine was fine. Jahgo continued to bathe undead in flames, but only one green dragon remained airborne. Zosa flapped around the swarming undead, engulfing them in fire as the creatures reached for the twitching body of Venzin. Jandhar banked hard and circled his fallen son. Zosa shrieked mournfully, and Jasmine belched flaming liquid down on the undead that bit and pulled at their mortally-wounded brother.

Venzin’s neck was blown wide open at the glands. Jandhar cursed the surgeons for not inspecting him more thoroughly, but then he remembered that he had called them off when Etcher had made his protestation at the handling of the war. In his mind’s eye, he could still see Venzin bobbing his head in anticipation, ready to take off—not knowing or caring that his stitches needed repair.

Tears began to fall down Jandhar’s face as Jasmine made another dive. The man in the tattered robe and vest leapt from the center of a formation he was terrorizing and darted toward the downed dragon.

“No!” Jandhar yelled as he saw the look of anticipation on the freakish Blood Lord’s face. “Up, my children! Up!”

Jasmine pulled up just as Julian began to crouch low like a panther ready to strike. The vampire growled as he changed course toward the dying dragon again.

“Fire on Venzin from above!” Jandhar said. “Incinerate him before he’s used against us!”

Jahgo poured liquid death onto his fallen brother. Venzin gave one final gurgled screech through the oozing flames as Jasmine and Zosa joined in. Far below, Julian cursed.

“You coward!” Julian said. “Come down here and fight me!”

Undead continued to run mindlessly through the flames around Venzin to try to reach him and pull him out of the fire. Back across the field, Orcus howled in frustration. He turned toward the pikemen who continued their northward march across the tall grasses. The demon lord broke into a run, and the Visanthi officer corps barked panicked commands. Jandhar pulled hard on Jahgo, and Jasmine followed close behind. Zosa stayed behind and consumed hundreds more undead minions in flame.

Jandhar and Jahgo reached the demon lord just as Orcus swung his massive staff into a formation, flinging men aside. Orcus strode into the middle of the formation as the pikemen stabbed at him harmlessly. The demon lord raised his arms and a foul black wind rushed out of his body in a putrid cloud. The entire battalion—500 well-trained men—turned undead in an instant. Jandhar watched them fall and then rise within seconds. Green-eyed and dead, and hungry for the flesh of the living.

Jandhar gawked at the impossibility of his foe. He watched helplessly as Orcus pressed on to the next regiment. The creature was evil incarnate.

“Retreat!” Jandhar cried from his mount. “To the East! Do not engage the demon lord!”

Bugles blew as Orcus obliterated another battalion in seconds. The demon lord laughed maniacally as Jahgo and Jasmine bathed recently loyal men in flames. 500 freshly-created undead fell in the fire. Then 1,000. Then 2,000 pikemen who had only recently stood by the ocean and mourned with Prince Jandhar as he watched Nintil’s funeral barge drift aflame on the waves. A quarter of his remaining dragons and men were lost in the span of minutes.

“Consume them all!” Jandhar spat. “Kill all the undead you can! Rain devastation down, my children! But watch the vampire, and stay away from the demon lord!”

The disorganized retreat turned into localized routs as Julian entered the running battle. He laughed as the dragons tried to stop him with fire. He threw flaming men at Jagho and Jasmine to taunt them while he devoured the innards of screaming soldiers to rejuvenate himself within streams of continuous flame.

Jandhar pulled up on Jahgo’s scales to survey the field. As long as the Blood Lord had living creatures to consume, attacking him seemed pointless. So, Jandhar dove behind his retreating men, creating north-south lines of oily fire and watching as the mindless hordes of undead set themselves alight as they ran through the flames. Few of the recently turned undead escaped the wrath of his dragons as they moved east with the retreating army, but keeping Orcus’ army growth in check was small consolation. Jandhar couldn’t stop and let his men regroup and recover. The undead could be bottled up and contained with fire from his children, but the two invincible fiends chasing his men didn’t seem to tire or even slow down. He knew that this vampire would keep coming, no matter what. The only hope was to reach Croft Keep and hope its garrison was still alive and willing to help. Otherwise, there might not be a Visanth army to ferry back to Scythica.
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Clayton crouched within bushes on the western treeline of the battlefield where Prince Jandhar and Orcus clashed. 500 well-armed Reborn were with him from Perketh. He had convinced them to leave the safety of the Perketh walls and fortifications for a scouting exercise, but what was happening on the field in front of them between the dragons and the undead was all out war. No one had seen anything like it, and the living seemed to be losing, or at least retreating.

“Are we going to try to help them?” Master Nathan asked as he knelt beside Clayton with a warhammer.

Howland Davidson leaned against a nearby tree with an axe under his arm. “Seems like a bad idea. We’ve been watching this Dragon Prince for the past half-hour, and his only weakness seems to be bringing a bunch of potential undead minions into a fight with the Lord of the Undead. If that Visanthi brat would have just sat on his dragons and caked the ground with fiery ruin, if he had left his pikemen at home, Orcus would have less men, not more.”

Clayton watched Julian Mallory’s grisly work in the far fields. Body parts and screaming torsos flew through the air, only to be incinerated immediately by a black or white dragon. Then the creatures would attack a ragtag line of ancient undead raised from some far-off crypt.

“Any gains the demon lord has made,” Clayton said, “have been quickly lost.”

“That was minutes ago,” Nathan said, tapping his hammer against his palm. “The tide has turned here. The pikemen have their backs to the Blood Lord now. They’re not even fighting back.”

“It wasn’t like they were putting up much of a fight before,” Howland said, “Maybe running that direction, they’ll at least get far enough away that they aren’t joining the other side immediately and making things worse.”

The dragons blocked in another regiment of freshly turned soldiers and incinerated them. The green dragon chased a line of older ghouls, and Julian Mallory and Orcus ran through the flames to harass more soldiers. The main line of undead fell farther behind though, hampered by deadly flames.

“Men have to sleep some time,” Clayton said, “but the undead and Orcus don’t need rest. They’ll catch the men and convert them, unless there’s reason to be distracted.”

“Sarah’s going to want me home,” Howland said. “The town people only agreed to this excursion because they thought this was a scouting mission.”

Clayton grunted, and Nathan continued to pound the hammer head into his hand. The blacksmiths had only made enough armor for 600 to 700 people. So, Clayton had hand-picked the strongest of the men and women, equipped them with the best weapons and gear and marched them north. The other three thousand reborn remained in Perketh, manning the reinforced walls and building fortifications.

“Our purpose in scouting was to determine how vulnerable we still are in Perketh,” Clayton said, “and now we know. If we go back to our homes, Perketh keeps 500 strong men and women to possibly fight another day. But Orcus might move his entire force east, destroy several thousand men, and come back to Perketh with 10,000 or more because those men out there are already tired and have devils on their heels.”

“We can’t kill Orcus or that deranged High Lord either,” Howland said. “Out there is suicide.”

“He doesn’t want to kill us,” Clayton said. “If he wanted us dead, he would have done it in Perketh.”

“You’ve seen what he can do on the battlefield,” Nathan agreed. “If this demon lord would have walked through our town like he’s done on this battlefield, do you think any of us would have been able to stop him? He wants us to join him. He’s asked us dozens of times, called all friendly-like from just outside the town walls.”

“I don’t understand it,” Howland said. “I mean, I’m a catch, of course! I’d want me around too, but this is a bit much! Some guys just don’t know when to quit.”

Master Nathan chuckled.

“He’s the Lord of the Undead,” Clayton said. “For countless years, he’s thought himself the master of all of those things like us. But we’re not undead. We’re Reborn. We don’t belong to him or anyone else. We choose who we want to be—who we want to follow.”

“I’m just telling you,” Howland said, “that if we go out there, and that goat-headed bastard and his blood-mouthed lapdog turn toward us, I’m running back to Sarah. You can bring me up on cowardice charges in the Perketh Theater with all the children playing judges if you like, but I think I’ve earned a bit of time between the sheets with my wife after a month of fighting!”

“The mouth on you,” a metal-clad woman with dark brown hair chided him from the bushes.

“Look, you can admire any part of me you like,” Howland said, “but you’re not sweet-talking me out of which bed I’m going to.”

The woman chuckled and cursed him for being thick.

“We’re going to make a stand here,” Clayton said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “We’re going to divert these undead from the men they’re pursuing. Orcus is only as strong as his horde. We’ll thin them out and send what we can to the Abyss. Maybe the Dragon Prince and his brood will help us out and set fire to all those that remain in these fields.”

“You shouldn’t put your trust in a Visanthi,” Howland said, picking up his hammer and moving to the edge of the field, out in plain sight. “Can’t think for shit. Can’t fight for shit.”

Orcus turned toward Howland and a few men who joined him. Howland and Nathan both gripped their hammers menacingly and growled at the demon lord.

“Maybe the Visanthi just need someone to show them how to fight,” Nathan said to Howland. “If you had run home to Sarah, you’d have missed the opportunity.”

Howland chortled and laughed heartily, as did several of the Reborn.

“Out,” Clayton encouraged the others in the bushes and trees, “Everyone out. Look strong! Defy the demon lord and his men! Attract their attention and keep them on the field until you stomp them into the earth!”

The 500-strong force walked forward. Men and women beat their plated chests with their hammers, swords and clubs. Chainmail clanked against their greaves and armguards.

“Let him hear you!” Clayton commanded. “Tell him what you think of his invasion. Let him know where he can stick his invitation to join the undead!”

Men yelled in defiance. Some of the women got creative with a string of curses and invitations for Orcus’ minions to sodomize their own corpses.

“By Cronos, woman!” Howland exclaimed to an older lady in chainmail. “What were you in Dona? A laundress? I think you’re not quite done scrubbing that mouth of yours in the creek water. Filthy!”

The woman punched him in his pauldrons from behind, and he giggled as he swayed in place, waiting for the undead attackers.

“This is not the time for cleanliness,” Clayton yelled, a grin across his lips. “Now is the time for dirt and grime. Say whatever you have to! Get them over here! Do whatever must be done, but don’t let those undead bastards out of your sight!”

Clayton slammed the butt of his hammer into the ground and cupped his hands over his mouth. He inhaled deeply and let his voice boom across the meadow.

“Come on, you bastards! Taste the steel of Ashton’s Army!”

He grabbed his hammer and ran forward, and so did hundreds of Reborn. The heavy grating of steel and iron armor behind him exhilarated him and surged him forward. The men and women of Perketh and Dona followed him again. But this time, into certain death.

Nathan yelled as he smashed an undead pikemen that was recently raised from the Visanthi regulars. Clayton smashed through the leather tunics of two reanimated creatures with a single blow. A woman leapt atop another and cut his head off with two short swords. Dozens of spears pierced the undead and sent the cowards running. For every three undead that died, two ran into the bushes. Many of them looked back at Orcus, who shook his head before turning to the east and the Visanthi men who fled in full rout. Still, hundreds of undead broke from the eastern advance and charged Ashton’s Army.

“If the Visanthi keep running,” Howland said, after slamming a grotesque man’s head through the dirt, “how am I supposed to teach them how to fight?”

Clayton laughed as he rammed his hammer through the torso of a large, ragged undead man. He sent the butt of his weapon through the skull of a smaller one. Nathan crushed two ghouls in a single swing. A few undead ran into the nearby forests to escape the onslaught.

“Don’t run away!” Clayton screamed. “Nirendia doesn’t want you, but the Abyss awaits you! Let us show you the way back to the underworld!”

The last he saw of Orcus, the goat-headed fiend followed his vampiric general into the eastern woods toward Croft Keep. Across the field, a thousand undead followed him, but several hundred, maybe even a thousand stayed behind to engage the brazen men and women of Perketh. Ashton’s Army. Clayton’s people. He couldn’t have been prouder to be Reborn.
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The Elves Arrive at Croft Keep
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The wood elf Nessamela, also known as Captain Liritmear to her people, scampered across the open grasslands between Velia and Bowersby. Behind her were elite, long-eared men and women of Calenanna’s best regiment. She had trained with most of them every day for the past couple hundred years. They moved like a herd of dark panthers amongst the reeds—uncamouflaged, thrilled by the hunt, and openly dangerous. Rabbits and deer scampered ahead of them, disturbed by the stampede and the surprise of movement.

Belegcam was close on her trail. He hadn’t spoken since the royal family had offered her their two greatest sons in matrimony. There was a part of her that felt sorry for her lieutenant. There was a bigger part of her that found herself daydreaming about taking both of the princes to her own little corner of the forest, where she would make them compete against each other in trials of endurance so noisy and so energetic that all of nature would gather to watch how it was properly done.

In between her romantic fantasies as the long grasses brushed against her skin, she kept an eye out for orcs. Her regiment had run for the better part of a week since the confrontation with the horde coming from Oldrakh. The elves’ only detour had been to the elven king, the leader of her people, to get permission to mobilize out of the forests. Since then, they had been on an emergency sprint through the forests to Croft Keep, from where an owl had been dispatched with a request for reinforcement just as Liritmear’s arrows had fallen on the northern orc force.

Four hundred of the finest elven soldiers were with her now. Whatever orcish force assaulted the keep would pay dearly for the offense. The men behind her crisscrossed each other like eager teenagers of a wolf-pack, jostling for the opportunity to contribute first in any kills. They sprinted through the fields of the human kingdom of Surdel until they reached the outskirts of Bowersby. Liritmear sniffed at the air for signs of the orcs, whether stench or flames, but she found none. She held up a fist. Belegcam cursed in frustration as he pulled up beside her.

“What are they playing at?” he asked.

“It is strange,” she agreed with a nod.

If orcs had come through here, these towns shouldn’t be standing. They should at least be burning.

“It’s not like them to leave these villages and homes intact,” he said. “The message said they’ve been encamped outside the Keep. And that was a week ago…”

“Perhaps they’re waiting for something this time,” she said, completely unconvinced of her own thoughts.

“Orcs?” he asked. “You think those dolts are here with an actual plan?”

His eyes widened at the prospect.

A line of archers formed up behind her, waiting for her command. “What are your orders, Captain?”

“Something’s off,” she said cautiously.

“You think they’re waiting for something?” Belegcam asked. “Bypassing the towns to bring up heavy equipment? Catapults?”

She made a face at the bizarreness of the suggestion.

“Anytime they’ve moved catapults in the past,” she said, “they went after Mallory Keep. They’ve been doing the exact same tactic for millennia—taking the path of least resistance.”

She shook her head. She didn’t know what was going on either. Belegcam began stringing his bow, but she didn’t follow. She didn’t smell orcs, so they weren’t close. She could move faster without a bow at the ready.

She ran down the main street of Bowersby, and her lieutenant cursed again as he returned his arrow and string to his pouches. A few dozen elves followed her closely, and then waves of fleet-footed archers only yards behind, each ready to duck behind one of the stone buildings at the slightest sign of trouble in this rich, northern town.

Frightened humans peered at them through barred windows high above the street. Every Bowersby house was two or more stories and made of brick and stone. Well-armored guards nodded to the elves as they passed the banks, taverns, and other merchant buildings. A few guards on horseback flanked the group to the middle of the town.

Liritmear hugged a nearby wall and let her men and women pass her. All wore hard leathers with cleats on the sides for gripping. They were better at digging into the bark of trees, but along the sides of these buildings, they worked reasonably well. She ran her hands along the masonry, smiling in approval at the sturdiness of the material and the grooves she could fasten herself to. Belegcam caught up, nodded at her in acknowledgement and then passed. She waved encouragement to the human guards who had slowed, and the well-armed humans picked up their pace. The more men joining with the elves to confront the orcs, the better. She had no idea how big a force she stumbled into.

The group continued to move through the town in waves, leapfrogging each other as the lead elements drew their bows and covered for the next group’s movement. They reached the edge of town in thirty minutes and lined up against a long, low wall facing Croft Keep.

Nessamela held up a fist and her battalion filled in the gaps along the wall. Far away were the sounds of metal scraping metal. Possibly battle but without the stench of orcs.

“Can you see anything?” she asked Belegcam.

He shook his head, his brown hair coming loose from his bun. “Just the tower.”

“Up and over,” she commanded, “but approach the keep with caution.”

She and Belegcam were the first to leap up and tumble along the other side of the sturdy stone wall using her cleats to slow her descent. She heard the soft thumps of hundreds of feet hitting the turf just as a catapult launched a huge boulder from the top of Croft Keep. The rock thwomped into the middle of a group of leather-and-steel-clad troops that she had never seen before. A cacophony of screams and thuds rose over the field as the rock tumbled over dozens of foreign men. The large force seemed to be in a partial phalanx with two rigid sides facing west and another forming up to oppose the catapults of the Keep.

Belegcam whistled. “Cronos, be merciful! There’s another formation to the south. There’s an ocean of troops out there. Do you see them?”

Sure enough, the unknown army stretched far across the fields with thousands of troops.

“Form up!” she screamed. “Croft is under attack!”

“Those aren’t orcs,” Belegcam said.

“And they’re not Surdeli regulars either,” she said.

Three large shapes flew over the tops of the trees. At first, Nessamela thought the foreign troops were hurling their own boulders. However, upon closer inspection, the flying objects had wings. A green one swooped low over the pikemen who had just been crushed. It pulled up and shrieked at the castle as arrows rained down on it. The thin arrows bounced off its thick scales.

“Captain,” Belegcam said with awe, “I believe that’s a dragon.”

“Piercers!” she ordered.

Her well-trained battalion sheathed their normal arrows into their left holster and fluidly grabbed armor-piercing arrows from their right holsters. Her blood pumped with excitement. She hadn’t shot these puncturing rounds outside of competitions in a hundred years. And here she faced a real, armored adversary flying above an army of invaders also clad in plate and chain mail. She would have her challenge today.

The green dragon shot high into the clouds. She cursed at the thought that she might have missed her opportunity but, she knew the creature would return. Screams of confusion echoed across the battlements of Croft Keep and men shouted, “Where did it go? Do you see it?”

“To the Keep!” she said. “We’re exposed out here in the open!”

“We should get back to the walls of Bowersby,” Belegcam disagreed.

She nodded in agreement. It was a smarter call. In her haste to kill a dragon, the keep seemed like the more obvious choice but it was plainly worse. Just as she was about to reverse her order, the green dragon reappeared directly above the human fortress. The beast dove straight down, screeching in a terrifying crescendo. It opened its maw and a jet of flame poured into the castle. The mythical animal hovered there, bathing the ramparts in fire. Liquid death drained out of the arrow slits along the southern and eastern walls.

“Orderly retreat!” she screamed. “Back to the wall! Move it!”

The creature turned and screamed at her, flapped its wings, and swooped toward her regiment. She rammed six armor-piercers into the ground.

“Belegcam!” she yelled. “Get them back to the wall!”

“Go, go, go!” he screamed. “Double-time!”

She watched the creature approach, marveling at this powerful product of nature. It was an opponent unlike any other she had faced. Not an orc running along the plains. Not a deer bounding across the forest, trying to escape. She could see its snarl and feel its determination to bathe her in flames before she unleashed a single arrow. She had no idea if these piercers would cut through that kind of armor, but she knew she had to try. She could smell the oily fire in the wind. She could see its eyes and teeth.

When it came within range, she didn’t hesitate. With a practiced hand and an expert eye, she yanked each shaft from the ground between three fingers, pulled the shaft back and released. Six arrows loosed from her recurve in the span of seconds. The creature’s eyes didn’t even register danger—like a tiger in its leap. It opened its mouth, ready to consume her in flames just as the first arrow split its eyebrow.

The green dragon yelped in pain, but the cry was cut short as a series of shafts pierced and protruded from its face. She saw its eyes roll back in its head as it plummeted head first into the ground. It rolled past her before stopping just short of Belegcam.

The elven archers stopped their orderly double-time retreat and gaped at the twitching, dead creature. It was fully ten seconds before Belegcam raised his fist and screamed defiantly. “Jukkete Gotii!”

“Dukkoti!” Another elf yelled. “Haaku!”

Nessamela looked at the dragon. She walked over to it in a ritual, crouched approach that her men and women were all too familiar with. She did it with every creature she killed. She would bathe in its blood, showing it respect.

“Do it!” Belegcam yelled. “Do it!”

“Liritmear!” the battalion screamed. “Liritmear! Liritmear!”

She shared their exultation as she grabbed her knives and reached for the corpse.

“You were a magnificent beast,” she whispered as she drove a knife into its chest. She struggled mightily against its rib cage and the protective bone over its heart. “I honor you.”

She reached into its chest and grabbed the organ with both hands. She pulled hard, and it broke free in bloody crimson spurts. She sat down on her haunches as she lifted the heart above her head so her men could see.

“Liritmear!” the men and women continued to chant. “Liritmear!”

She bit into the heart and pressed it onto her cheeks and face. The blood drained in a hot, sticky torrent down her chin and into her leather vest. She felt the liquid congealing against her breasts and coursing down her belly and legs.

She held the heart high above her head again and screamed triumphantly just as another shriek sounded over the castle. She turned to see a black dragon, much bigger than the green one she had just slayed. It barreled down on her with eyes not excited but determined—like dark vengeance. Atop the beast was a man, and in his eyes was not the cold focus of the reptile but the madness and murder of a man who had lost a lover.

Arrows flew over her head from her battalion, but she heard the metal heads glance off the hard scales of the beast as she rolled through the grass to where she had placed her bow after the kill. She felt the heat of the dragon’s breath as it vaporized the grass nearby, only a step or two away.

“Zosa!” the man screamed as the dragon hissed and filled her ears with the roar of a flashfire.

Liritmear turned back toward her men, and recoiled in horror as a trail of red, orange and black tongues of flame led right to her battalion. Dozens of elves screamed as they flailed about, engulfed in fire. Human guards burned like candles on their horses as the beasts galloped back into the town. The man on the dragon circled the buildings behind her, burning nearby houses as he banked hard back to the elves.

“Zosa!” he screamed, like a father mourning a child. “Zosa!”

The dragon opened its mouth again, targeting her line of troops but this time coming at a better angle.

“Cronos, have mercy!” she begged as she watched more of the elven men and women perish in fire.

She rammed six more armor-piercers into the ground. She let them fly quickly but expertly. She held her breath as they sailed toward the target. The black dragon banked slightly, and the arrows glanced harmlessly off the side of his armored throat.

“No!” she screamed just as the flames came down, incinerating two columns of her men and women.

She dropped to her knees, firing arrows over and over again. Tears streamed down her cheeks as shaft after shaft cracked and shattered against the tougher hide of this creature.

“You bastards!” the man on the dragon screamed as elves rolled in sticky flames along the ground. “We came to the keep for aid! We were trying to stop the demon lord!”

The black dragon continued its relentless attack, and she dashed behind whatever stonework she found, releasing arrows until her holsters were empty. No elves were in sight, but she had to believe some of them were still alive—somewhere in the ruins of Bowersby.

“Retreat!” Liritmear cried finally. “Find shelter! Run for your lives!”

But there was nowhere to hide from a fire-breathing dragon. She ran north, away from the town, with only a single set of footsteps following her. She looked over her shoulder briefly, just long enough to acknowledge her lieutenant. Coming into Bowersby, he had been an unwelcome distraction from her fantasies of royal princes bending her over fae roots in the woods. But retreating from the horror of a winged vengeance incinerating her entire regiment, she couldn’t think of another person she wanted to see or hear behind her more than sturdy, dependable Belegcam.
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Dragon Fall
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The Blood Lord Julian Mallory smiled as lady luck finally smiled on his master’s forces. The Surdeli garrison at Croft Keep had attacked the Visanthi army, just as he’d hoped, slowing the advance of the pikemen and forcing the dragons to come back to him. The Visanthi prince was a fool to attack the southern towns and then approach their well-provisioned bastion, which had undoubtedly been warned of the razing and murder that was going on.

Then, Julian watched in awe as Prince Jandhar completely lost his mind, incinerating wood elves and battle-hardened Surdeli garrisons in both the castle and nearby town. The black dragon swooped low over Bowersby, destroying homes and fortifications and pursuing elves and guards into the rubble. Julian scampered up the side of Croft Keep to get a better look. With his sharp fingernails, he hung from an arrow slit like a monkey in the Small Sea markets.

Behind him, the undead were splintering off in multiple directions—some to engage the rear, which was being harassed by the Perketh pests. Most pursued the Visanthi force, which was in full rout now. Orcus strode into every concentration of disciplined troops he encountered, unleashing diseases into even the smallest of packs. Two or three men fell now in between his massive strides instead of dozens to hundreds. All order had broken down. When they had been packed in, they were easier prey for the demon lord.

The sun went down in the west at Julian’s back. He turned for a moment to marvel at it and almost called to Jayna, asking her if she saw it too. He kept forgetting she was gone. His sister had been dead for three days. Burned beyond recognition by a white dragon. He watched the albino beast trail the prince and the black dragon. This female was loyal to her brother, like Julian’s sister was to him. But as he watched the white dragon, he noticed her patterns sometimes diverged from Prince Jandhar’s—leaving her alone and vulnerable. An archer let loose an arrow in Bowersby, and she veered off course to punish the culprit. She always came in low—like she wanted to see the fear in her prey’s eyes. He could use this reflex of hers—this overwhelming response to inconsequential nuisances.

He released his grip on the arrow slit and stumbled down the side of the building. With all fours, he bounded across the field, grabbing men and throwing them hundreds of yards toward the town to attract her attention. He yanked arrows from the earth and tossed them with his superhuman strength too, but they all fell short. He didn’t want to get close enough to attract notice from Jandhar—that would just cause him annoyance and force him to flee until the prince turned his attention elsewhere again. Julian just wanted the rider-less dragon, the one who had killed his lover.

He grabbed a shard of the stone wall that had been torn off the outer perimeter of Bowersby and hurled it just past her head. She reared up and glared at him. He cheered in excitement as she wheeled about. He ran back toward the closest tower of Croft Keep—something he could scale. He looked over his shoulder a few times and slowed down to make sure she took the bait. She caught him with flame, just as she had Jayna, but he was not the prey here. The dragon was. He had her. She was completely committed now.

He growled as the skin on his back sizzled, scabbed and shed layers as he ran. She banked left, and he sprinted along the wall. She was close—too close for her own good. He tracked her with his eyes as he looked over his shoulder, claws digging between the masonry and kicking away stones with immense effort. He took aim, crouched against the hard stonework and launched himself like an archer’s missile.

He saw the blacks of her eyes approaching. Triumph became alarm. Alarm became terror. He could feel her heart beat increasing through the vibrations in the air. Her panicked shriek was like a symphony in his ears. He wrestled with her powerful arms as his momentum shot them both across the killing fields. Before they impacted the ground, he had already torn her jugular with his teeth and opened her belly with his right hand as he passed across and through her tough scales. He kicked free from her as she rolled but only for a moment.

He was in her body cavity within seconds, devouring her liver and heart before she had even stopped screaming. He felt her strength course through his stomach and into his bloodstream. He laughed with a mixture of his own pain from the searing wounds on his back and triumph over his revenge.

“Tell Jayna I’m coming for her,” he said, spitting into the albino dragon’s face.

He snarled as the blood dripped down his bare chest, gathering more of her organs from her gaping cavity. He turned toward the black dragon, and the man who was howling with such despair from high above and far away.

“Come to me, proud prince,” Julian beckoned, “and join her.”

“Jasmine!” Jandhar yelled. “My baby! You’ll die for this! You’ll die for this! I swear it!”

A string of Visanthi curses rolled out of the prince’s mouth, and Jahgo barked his own fierce cries.

Julian looked back over his shoulder. He could feel Orcus’ presence. He knew his master was there. He could feel the warmth—the exultation of this kill.

“Yes!” Orcus said, almost purring in his triumphant laughter. “You have done well, my general. I can feel her fading. This one is mine.”

The dragon’s eye slowly blinked twice before turning fiery green, a new recruit for the undead. The white beast rolled to its side leaving crimson trails across its body like tears from its chest draining into the grass. It looked at Orcus. A new slave, ready for orders. Julian could feel the power shifting in the world—away from Mekadesh and toward his own lord. He found himself puffing his chest out and rooting for the darkest side, despite his own revulsion.

“You are mine,” Orcus told her.

“No!” Jandhar screamed, and his black dragon echoed with a blood-curdling screech.

They were upon Julian before he realized what had happened. The wind from the black dragon’s wings toppled him over. By the time he stopped rolling, the dragons were lifting each other into the sky and clawing at exposed bellies and wings. Prince Jandhar hung from his mount pommel, kicking at the white undead dragon as the three ascended high into the sky. The dark dragon bit into her neck, and before Julian knew what had happened, a massive fireball erupted from the entangled pair.

For a moment, Julian didn’t know what to think, but then the black dragon released the white dragon, and the new recruit fell back to the ground. Jahgo bathed her in fire as she dropped, incinerating most of her body. Orcus was the first to react. He growled low, but to Julian, it was like an earthquake. Every fiber of his body vibrated with his master’s malice, anger, disappointment, and rage.

The white dragon made a wet thud when it impacted a few feet from Julian. He watched the black dragon flap away to the south. Its scaled wings were shredded, and open red wounds leaked across its yellow belly. Prince Jandhar held tightly to the creature’s back as the dragon practically limped across the sky, flapping erratically.

Julian looked at Orcus, who acknowledged him only briefly enough to register his extreme disappointment and contempt.

“You still owe me a dragon,” the demon lord said. “It has to land sometime. Bring it back to me. No more mistakes.”
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The Visanthi prince Jandhar Rasalased wept onto the scales of his last and favorite dragon. Jahgo flapped erratically as they crossed the field toward Corinth. His son was mauled badly and bleeding from cuts along his wings. Jandhar worried about the wounds he couldn’t see. He could only imagine the damage that his daughter had done to Jahgo’s yellow belly, which had been so near to the tearing claws of his resurrected and vicious beta. He worried his last and favored son would not be long for this world.

Jahgo huffed and grunted with each powerful downdraft of his wings. His right wing seemed to work better than the left one, and the rider and mount tumbled in midair rolls multiple times. Jandhar managed to hold on thanks to a leather strap looped underneath the saddle and around his arm along the mount pommel.

“We’re OK,” Jandhar kept saying to Jahgo. “We’re almost back to the surgeons. Just a bit farther!”

As they passed over Corinth, he heard the rattling of armor and the clashing of weapons. In the waning light of dusk, he saw his men fighting with dark figures, man-sized but unnatural. He pushed Jahgo downward by the neck scales, and his wounded son obeyed, despite the pain. Jahgo shrieked—not like the excited squawks of the fallen green dragons Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin—but like a creature in its death throes.

As they descended fifty feet above the town of Corinth, the prince realized the dark figures had black wings and feathers. They looked like men, but they fought like beasts. He watched a feathered creature tear the throat out of a man, decapitate him, and howl into the sky.

“Our people are trying to get back home,” Jandhar said to Jahgo, “but it looks like Orcus has thrown some other horror at us. Our men need us—one last time. I know you’re hurt…”

Jahgo barked shortly and looked back at him.

“But I need you to burn these bad men for me,” Jandhar said. “One last time, and we’re going home.”

Jahgo’s wings flapped normally for the first time since the fight with Jasmine’s reanimated corpse. The black dragon swooped low and lit the main street from end-to-end, consuming both Visanthi men and the strange beasts in the black feathers.

Jandhar banked his dragon hard left and came around. He watched as his men discarded their flaming armor and ran south. Oddly, the creatures in the black feathers ditched their skins as well. In the light of the liquid fire, Jandhar saw that they were just Surdeli commoners dressed as birds. They were not undead.

“What in the—?”

Another mistake. Even worse, the men he was trying to protect were no longer his men. Their eyes glowed fiery green, like the undead his dragons had consumed in the fields. He looked toward the field and saw thousands of lit orbs approaching Corinth. He had not saved anyone. All of these men, the ones the feathered men were fighting, were undead.

“One more time, my son,” Jandhar said. “One last turn! I know it’s dark. Aim for the green fires.”

Jahgo flapped hard but in spasms. He opened his mouth fifty feet from the line of blinking orbs. They screamed like humans—like his men—as they burned. The dragon burned a fiery wall between Corinth and the field with the black bird etched into the ground.

The mindless undead walked into the line of fire, flailing their arms and rolling into the flaming pitch. Jandhar cursed at his powerlessness—at the overwhelming and absolute loss of his army and all of his plans of revenge.

He pulled hard on Jahgo’s neck, staring at the fires. In the glowing warmth, he saw Julian watching him from behind the wall of flame—just out of reach.

“You’ve done enough, my friend,” Jandhar whispered to his dragon, patting him on the side of the head. “This campaign is over. Let’s get back to the boats. We’re going home.”
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Jandhar found the wagon train and surgeon tents on a hill a few leagues south of Corinth and just north of Dona. The officers and teamsters had lit fires and torches all around the encampment—foolishly advertising their whereabouts to anyone in the valleys and fields beyond. Jandhar cursed their arrogance, though he recognized that they likely mimicked their leadership. His own overconfidence and disregard for safety had gotten them into this mess in the first place.

Jahgo landed softly, but the moment his claws hit the earth, he leaned forward and folded his crippled left wing. Jandhar released the leather strap from his arm and rolled to the hard earth.

“Rest, my son,” Jandhar whispered to him. “Let me gather some things, and we’ll work our way back to the ships.”

The dragon cooed as he curled into a ball next to a horse post, a few dozen feet from the large royal tent that the teamsters raised for the prince. Jandhar entered the tent and found Etcher Woodroe sitting cross-legged on top of a makeshift bed on the floor. The old man’s eyes were closed, and he was humming something.

“You here to gloat?” Jandhar asked in disgust.

He walked over to a far table where a map had been unfurled. Black pikemen carved from onyx had been placed on the fields north of Corinth to represent his legion. 20 battalions of 500 each. They were of course wiped out now. If there was a piece still under his command left on the map, it was an accident or a stroke of luck. He knocked over the pieces like a child done with a game.

“They say you burned Bowersby,” Etcher said, “and Croft Keep.”

Jandhar rolled his eyes.

“Who is saying that?” Jandhar asked.

“The people of Surdel,” Etcher said. “You burn a town, and the news spreads like wildfire.”

“Not now,” Jandhar said dismissively, staring at the map.

In his mind’s eye, he saw the pikemen moving down the map toward Dona. Probably 6,000 men had been turned. Armored, well-trained, and completely under the control of Orcus. He had no idea how many of Orcus’ men he had burned, in addition to the 3,000 or more that he had killed of his own men.

“The demon lord has turned my men and my dragons,” Jandhar said. “We’re going to have to leave quickly. They’ll be here shortly. We must retreat back to Visanth and regroup.”

“Does he have dragons now?” Etcher asked.

“No,” Jandhar said. “I did what was necessary. We burned Nintil in the ocean. Venzin exploded… ”

He sighed and turned toward Etcher. The old man opened his eyes and looked at the prince intently.

“We burned Venzin as the scourge climbed atop him,” Jandhar said, wiping away a tear. “Zosa… the damned elves…”

“They say Zosa attacked Croft Keep,” Etcher said.

“You know how the greens get,” Jandhar explained. “They try so hard to make me proud—to outdo their brother and sister. Look, it doesn’t matter. They’re all dead… all except Jahgo. He’s… badly injured. He had to kill Jasmine after she turned. Turned my stomach to watch her burn…”

He hung his head at the thought of his white jewel and all of the rest of his adopted children.

Etcher nodded. He stared at the ground. “And Corinth?”

“What about Corinth?”

“We can see the fires from here,” Etcher said. “What wrong did they commit?”

“I thought they were beasts fighting my men,” Jandhar said in exasperation.

“In all those spy scrolls and histories that you read in Scythica,” Etcher said, “did they mention to you that the people of Corinth worship ravens? That they believe the bird gives them mystical powers? That they decorate their homes and doorways with black shapes and totems, hoping it will bring them luck and prosperity?”

Jandhar stomped his foot. “Who are you to question me about what happens in the heat of the battle?”

“You rushed into a war between undead, demons, and people, despite counsel to the contrary from everyone around you,” Etcher said. “I told you, from the beginning, what would happen if you came here looking for vengeance.”

“I couldn’t have known that the demon lord was real,” Jandhar said. “The undead. The Blood Lord.”

“Every horrible thing that kings and princes have ever done,” Etcher said, “has had some convenient excuse…”

“Says the storyteller to the warrior,” Jandhar complained before turning back toward his map. “Have you seen Talso? Maybe one of my other lieutenants? We’re going to need to pack up whatever we can.”

He traced a finger from their camp back to the ocean. His ships were anchored in the inlet. If they packed up immediately, they could make it.

“You came here with an army,” Etcher said, “and now you’re alone in a tent, on enemy soil, with an undead invasion that is stronger now than it has ever been—thanks to you. And now you’re going to leave these people to clean up your mess?”

“You’re seriously going to gloat right now?” Jandhar asked. “The world’s crashing down on us, and this is how you want us to spend our time together?”

Jandhar went back to studying his map. The boats weren’t too far away.

“Fetch Talso,” he commanded.

“Talso was leading one of those formations,” Etcher said. “Your lieutenants followed you into battle.”

Jandhar licked his lips and tried to absorb the full extent of his failure. “Right. Well, if we don’t want to make this worse, we’ll need to load up Jahgo and get him back home. The Blood Lord wants him—just like he wanted Jasmine. We can’t just stay here and wait for them to reach us. We need to load up the boats—”

“Do you remember what I told you when we first met?” Etcher asked.

Jandhar guffawed, laughing at the determination of the old man to teach him lessons. He tried to think of what the Crelloni rebel might be talking about but shook his head. He looked back at the storyteller briefly. Etcher still sat in a cross-legged stance. Docile. Relaxed. Unimposing. The prince reengaged the map.

“This is that important to you?” Jandhar asked in exasperation. “Fine! When I met you, you sat atop a dragon, sawing into its neck. You told me about the stitches—about how to correct what Sven had done. You told me that which was important to me. You gave me a glimpse of a world that could be—of a future that I had only dreamed of—of one that may still be possible. Just because I failed once, doesn’t mean I can’t come back again even stronger.”

“Some failures can’t be reversed,” Etcher said. “Do you really think that all those undead out there are going to just fall over and wait for you to come back in a few years with another dragon or two? And stop avoiding the question. That was not the most important thing I told you on the day we first met. I gave you a warning, and you disregarded it.”

Jandhar grimaced as he tried to remember the old man’s stories. The defeat was fresh, and he was irritated. But he had also learned hard lessons before—lessons that had to be taught when the iron was hot and the metal could still be molded. His father had instructed him in such ways with a switch and a firm hand. He knew there was a lesson here, and Etcher had always seemed a wise adviser—even perhaps wiser than his father. He knew now that he should have listened more.

He tried to remember what Etcher might have said, but of that moment in time, he could only think of the smell of the freshly killed dragon and the dry air of the western Dragongrounds. Instead of Etcher’s words, he remembered what his father had instructed him several years before that. Burn brightly. Be like the sun.

He heard Etcher rise and walk over to the map area.

“I don’t remember,” Jandhar admitted, “but when we get back on the Small Sea, I’ll listen to you, and you’ll help me remember. I swear. Look, we won’t need all the ships, but we’ll bring back as many as we can anyway. We’ll have to make more dragons. I’m not bringing pikemen back here. They’d just fuel Orcus’ army. I never want to see green fire ever again, but we could return and—”

He felt a warm hand against his neck, and then cold steel and a sharp pain. Warmth spread down his shoulder and back. Confusion turned to panic.

“What—?”

“What I told you was this…” Etcher said. “If you land on my shores again,” his voice grew younger, like a man in his twenties. “I will find you.”

Jandhar felt a strong hand holding him in place. He felt a second sharp pain in the other side of his neck. The sound of a rushing river filled his ears.

“And after I find you,” Etcher said. “I will watch you bleed out just like your father did.”

“No!” Jandhar screamed, turning to face his attacker, but Etcher backed away. His face was young now. Familiar. The same face that had hid behind a gold wig and fake breasts in his father’s harem.

“No army will stop me,” the man said. “No one around you will be safe. Look around you and know that I am death. Observe and learn, young one. For your life and the life of every member of the Rasalased family depends on it.”

“Theodore Crowe!” Jandhar spat through the blood pooling beneath his tongue. “I will not die like this!”

He stepped forward but lost his balance. His strength waned, and he fell to the floor. Blood splashed between his fingers. His blood. He lay in it just like his father had, but on the carpeted floor of a tent instead of on a bed in a harem.

“Etcher Woodroe is an anagram,” Theodore Crowe said. “I hid the truth right in front of you, but I gave you a second chance. That’s the problem with your family. You think you are above everyone else—smarter than everyone else. Your subjects are too dumb to govern themselves. Your enemies are too beneath you to even learn who and what they are. You never see the obvious. You never learn your lessons—not now, not a thousand years ago. I should have killed you when I first saw you in the Dragongrounds.”

“The Crelloni… will… pay!” Jandhar said, gasping as his organs began to shut down. “My brother…will… find…”

Theodore shook his head. He walked over to a nearby table and poured himself a glass of wine.

“You just… don’t… get it,” Theodore said, “I’m as Crelloni as you are, which is to say none at all. Besides, the Crelloni have already paid enough blood to your family. They’ve hidden from your ancestors behind a long line of sympathetic Visanthi people for a thousand years. I still can’t believe your family doesn’t know who they really are. The Crelloni are not men. My disguise looked nothing like them, but I knew you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. You’re too arrogant. The Crelloni are the last surviving dark elves of Visanth after your great-great-many-great grandfather’s pogrom. They crossed that desert to try to help stop the demon invasion of Surdel a thousand years ago. Queen Jayla of the dark elves made the call, and they answered. And your family made the situation even worse then, just as you’ve done now.”

Theodore downed the large glass of wine as Jandhar gurgled on his own blood. He couldn’t move his arms or legs. He watched his mortal enemy pour another glass and then gulp it all down.

Theodore Crowe walked over and bent low, his face inches from Jandhar’s. Jandhar wanted to spit at Theodore so badly, but nothing in his body worked. He was dying. He couldn’t feel his extremities. He could only feel the blood pooling against his skin. He felt cold… wet…

Theodore produced a flask as he looked into Jandhar’s eyes.

“You see this?” he asked. “It’s not mead or brandy. It’s a type of salt. When heated to a boil and combined with water, it explodes—quite violently, actually. Burns through just about anything.”

He raised a different flask from his belt and poured a few drops of water to the ground.

“I want you to know that it’s over before you fall into the Abyss,” Theodore said. “I’m cleaning up your mess. I’ll make sure Jahgo has a clean death. Orcus will never have a dragon, not on my watch.”

Jandhar sputtered and gurgled his curses, none of which were intelligible.

“Your legacy dies here,” Theodore said before knocking over candles and leaving the tent.

Jandhar watched the flames climb the far fabric and spread quickly across the cloth tent. He couldn’t yell. He couldn’t pull himself across the floor to escape. As the inferno reached his body, the room started going black. The light from the fire no longer flickered, and he tumbled into darkness—into the Abyss.

He found himself falling into perpetual darkness. He rotated without force or direction. He felt nothing. He saw nothing. He screamed as hard and loud as he could, but no sound came out. He couldn’t close his eyelids to block out the madness because he had no eyes.

The Void was all around him. He was one with the Abyss.
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Theodore Crowe monitored a closed pan suspended over a crackling fire. He watched the courtiers and teamsters trying to put out the blaze that consumed the prince’s tent, but not so intently that anyone noticed he wasn’t helping. That was his gift—going unnoticed.

He sat within the shadows cast by the flame that was so close but seemed to miss him with its light. The dragon slumbered just a dozen feet away, warmed by the fire and oblivious to the danger it was in. It wheezed and whined over its wounds. Theodore found it somewhat comforting that he would really be helping the animal find peace—keeping it from an eternity of servitude to a dark power like Orcus or Mekadesh. If only he could help the rest of the world of Nirendia before it suffered the same fate.

The men in the camp were less important—less potent weapons for Orcus. They could choose to put out the fire or run to the water and save themselves from the undead that were surely minutes away. Theodore stayed for the dragon. He had to do what was necessary. Besides, if the demon lords came, he was less of a target. Mekadesh knew much, but she didn’t know who he was—not that she would have seen him as anything more than a potentially useful subject.

“Theodore Crowe?” a man asked.

He tensed up. He must have been careless. He knew the voice. It was a worst-case scenario.

“Julian Mallory,” Theodore greeted the man without looking away from the fire.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” Julian said. “I’ve always wanted to meet you. Growing up, you were larger than life. My father said you killed three princes and dozens of men in Visanth, and that wasn’t even including King Jofka. Ruined a plot in Kingarth. Think it involved a snake… or a vial of poison. Made the guy drink it himself. Is all of that true? What are you doing here?”

He could see Julian tilting his head in curiosity. He doubted this dangerous minion of Orcus recognized Theodore as a threat. He could take his time. Theodore pointed at the raging inferno behind the vampire.

Julian laughed.

“Really?” Julian asked. “You’re still serving your old master? You actually found time, with all this going on, to kill another Visanthi royal?”

“I made a promise,” Theodore said, nodding. He was stalling—buying time to do what needed to be done. Better to seem completely non-threatening.

“Aethis was a good man,” Theodore said, finally looking up at the pale High Lord of the Mallory estate. “A good friend.”

Julian sat on a bench across the fire and adjusted his barely-there robe and crisped tunic. Behind him, men threw water on Jandhar’s tent with buckets carried all the way from the ocean in a long line. He looked at the sleeping dragon.

“What about you?” Theodore asked, turning the tables. “Haven’t grown tired of serving your master?”

“I wish it was that simple,” Julian said.

“Isn’t it?”

“He’s made me a promise,” Julian said. “He says if he wins this war, he’ll pull my love from the Abyss—restore her to me. I’d do anything for her, even if it means killing you.”

Theodore grunted in acknowledgement.

“You don’t think he will?” Julian asked. “You question his power?”

“Doesn’t matter what I think,” Theodore said truthfully. “I’m not a thinker. I’m a killer.”

“Aren’t we all?” Julian asked with mirth. “What are you still doing here? It’s not like you to stick around a crime scene—not from what I’ve heard, anyway.”

“I have to apply a poultice,” Theodore said, pointing at the dragon. “His wounds are dire. Do you mind?”

“A poultice?” Julian asked, sniffing the air. “Smells like salt.”

“Just common table salt,” Theodore said, raising his hands into the air to indicate he wasn’t a threat.

The vampire laughed. He rearranged part of his tattered, lacy shirt to hilarious effect. The dragons had destroyed his outfit and melted most of it to his body.

“I guess I can wait,” Julian said. “If he’s healed or not, it doesn’t matter to me. Won’t change anything. What makes you think you understand dragon anatomy anyway?”

Theodore didn’t laugh, even though he wanted to. He kept his voice simple and direct. He knew Julian was no longer a man but some augmented creature with untold powers. He knew Julian could tell if he was anxious—that he might even be thinking about emptying Theodore’s veins the same as Theodore had just done to Jandhar.

“I shadowed Jandhar in Visanth for many months,” Theodore said. “Watched him trying to fix them. They seemed more trouble than they were worth, but he kept working at it—trying to grow adult dragons. I cut into a few of the creatures myself, looking for weaknesses. I found a few and then waited for the prince to find me. I had a choice before me—kill him and stop him in the desert, or try to understand him and channel him toward the betterment of Surdel.”

“Seems like you made a poor choice,” Julian said.

“No,” he disagreed. “Jandhar did.”

“You don’t regret anything?”

“I regret lots of things,” Theodore said. “Don’t you?”

The Blood Lord stared into the fire.

“Where is her body?” Theodore asked.

“Whose body?” Julian asked.

Theodore put on his flame-retardant gloves. He wondered if he should have killed the whole camp to stop it from being turned to the other side. Better to fall into the Abyss than feast on the living.

“You mean Jayna’s?” Julian asked.

Theodore nodded.

“Why do you want to know?” Julian asked, leaning forward.

“There are other people who can raise the dead.”

“You mean like the Necromancer? You think I should serve him instead—the man who killed your master?”

“Aethis is not my master,” Theodore said. “Besides, he’s dead. Whatever oaths I swore to him are buried and done with.”

“You don’t serve the Eldenwalds anymore?”

“I serve my people,” Theodore said.

“An idealist,” Julian said. “A man of the people? You?”

Theodore picked up the white-hot pan with the melted salt in it. He kept it in the fire for a moment and motioned with his head toward the dragon. With his other hand, he brought the water flask to his lips and unstoppered it with his teeth. Every motion was slow and calculated to keep Julian in his seat.

“Do you mind?” Theodore asked, trying to keep his tone as normal as possible.

Julian stood up quickly, showing off his blurring speed. Theodore could barely follow his movements. The man was fast. He motioned with his hands toward the dragon and started walking over to meet Theodore there.

“It’s hot,” Theodore said mildly. “You might want to stand back.”

“I’ll survive,” Julian said with a confident, humored grin.

Theodore nodded again cordially. He grabbed a nearby bucket that one of the courtiers had left from putting out the fire on Jandhar’s tent and emptied his water flask into it. The reaction needed as much water instantaneously hitting the molten salt as possible.

He had an idea. Something that might put the vampire even more off guard.

“Would you mind?” he asked, handing Julian the metal pan that held the salt.

Julian shook his head and chuckled. “I’m pretty sure this day couldn’t possibly get any stranger… I’ve gone from fighting paladins and pikemen to practicing dragon medicine…”

Julian’s hands sizzled as he grasped the metal rod. It burned away his skin but the flesh grew back over and over again.

“It’s hot,” Theodore reiterated humorously.

Julian cursed and chuckled. “Yeah, I’m gathering that.”

“I’m glad we had this chat,” Theodore said, smiling. “It’s good that we’ve met like this.”

“OK, this is getting painful,” Julian said. “Do I just throw this onto the dragon?”

“Yes,” Theodore said as seriously as a scholar at the Kingarth Library. “We do it on the count of three. If you throw the salt onto him, I’ll pour the water at the same time.”

Julian passed the metal handle from hand-to-hand, and his skin continued to sizzle. He hissed. Theodore motioned for the vampire to move to the other side of the creature. He made another gesture for a sideways throw toward the creature’s neck.

“OK,” Julian said. “Quick count. Do it.”

“1…” Theodore said, looking directly into Julian’s eyes, willing him to participate in this. “2… 3…”

The Blood Lord tossed the salt, and the dragon roared briefly just as the water hit. But the effect was instantaneous. A huge fireball blew outward, igniting the liquid inside of the creature’s neck and combusting Jahgo’s entire head. The blast channeled just as Theodore had wanted it to—just as he had motioned for the vampire to shape it.

Julian flew backward. He rolled and then gaped up at the headless dragon. Its shoulders slumped slowly to the ground, and the vampire seemed to slump with it. All cockiness and bravado was gone now. The skin on his palms seared and sizzled from the molten pan before growing back.

Theodore drifted back into the shadows behind the fire.

“He’s going to kill me,” Julian whispered. “He’s going to rip my arms off and beat me with them.”

“Don’t worry,” Theodore whispered, “You’ll grow them back.”

Julian’s ears perked up as he turned toward Theodore’s place in the shadows. Theodore ran as softly as he could toward the sound of fighting. Plate-on-plate. Metal-on-bone.

He ran for three or four minutes, never looking back. He strained his ears for the sound of Julian coming, but he caught nothing obvious. The vampire must have stayed frozen in shock and dread.

As he neared the woods, Theodore tripped over something hard. He thought it might have been vines, but on inspection, he realized it was a man, but not a human corpse. This lump had been an undead. Grimy. Smelled awful. Someone had bashed its head in with a rock or a hammer.

He quickly scattered its guts all over his body, hoping to mask his smell from Julian. He strapped a few slimy bones across his chest and shoulders with pieces of leather from his tunic. He tried to be quiet and listen for rustlings, but as he tied the last piece of leather, a plated glove grabbed him by the throat.

A knife was in Theodore’s hand in fractions of a second. He stabbed and he stabbed, finding some slots between the plates at the man’s armpit. The knight didn’t flinch. A visored helm peered down at Theodore in the darkness. He closed his eyes as he fought against the death grip around his throat. He heard the visor open.

“Open your eyes!” the man with the low, baritone voice said.

Theodore opened his eyelids wide, and the man sighed appreciatively.

“You’re not undead,” the man said, releasing Theodore. “Your eyes aren’t green fire. You’re free to go.”

Theodore pulled his knife out of the man’s armpit, where a blackness spread in the dark night. In the dull orange light from the fires, he could see a gash across his assailant’s jaw. It was affecting the man’s speech.

“Who are you?” Theodore asked.

“My name is Clayton,” the man said. “Who are you?”

The forest came alive with more men in armor plating. They walked out in the open, looking north.

“Where are you people from?” Theodore asked.

“Perketh,” Clayton said.

“Then you’re undead?” Theodore asked.

“No,” the knight insisted seriously. “We’re Reborn. We’re Ashton’s Army. We’ve been fighting the undead here for most of the night. Not many left here anymore though. We plan to head south to see who we can save. You’re welcome to—”

“I’m on your side then,” Theodore said, “but I have to go north just a bit. My own people need me.”

“Orcus is north,” The knight said.

“I have a place underground. I’ll be OK.”

Clayton offered his plated hand, and Theodore took it.

“Fare well,” Clayton said, “and good luck.”

Theodore considered these Reborn for the first time. Perhaps they weren’t like Orcus’ minions. Perhaps the Necromancer might not be part of the demon lord problem. Perhaps Ashton was true to his supposed origins. Maybe a descendant of a god.

“You too,” Theodore said finally.
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We Have to Stop Meeting Like This
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Ashton walked behind his demon escort Frederick. He hadn’t taken the Eye off since he purchased the leather patch from the humorous merchant couple from Corinth. The world was so different with the strange jewel in front of him—more understandable and predictable. And everyone looked different.

Before he had donned the Eye, Frederick seemed evil, brooding, and an unsalvageable, irredeemable demon. Now, Ashton only saw sadness and anger, overwhelmingly directed inward. Ashton sometimes caught glimpses of tournaments and heroic deeds outside of Perketh, but they would be bombarded and overwhelmed by butchery within the castle—of Edward Vossen and King Aethis Eldenwald—or of falling through the darkness of the Void. Ashton tended to look away from these visions, which tormented him almost as much as they appeared to torture his companion.

There was one unmistakable truth in his visions into the mind of this creature. The shadow demon pulled from the Abyss was at least part human—part of the Frederick who had once existed on Nirendia.

It was during Ashton’s contemplation of Frederick that an overloaded horse-drawn cart with a lone driver clopped to a stop in front of him. The man holding the reins waved him over with a wary look.

Frederick approached the driver with a hand on his sword pommel, but Ashton waved him off. The man wore a well-tailored, leather tunic and cloak, but he had the whiskers of a man who had been without a shave for a few days. He seemed tired but harmless, and Ashton was eager for a conversation with a normal person after peering into the mind of his tortured companion for the past two days.

“Are you coming from the west?” the driver asked, looking over Ashton’s shoulder at the road and rolling countryside.

Ashton nodded. “Yeah, from Kingarth.”

“Dark times,” the man said with an exaggerated sigh. “Undead to the south. Demons attacking Mallory Keep. Orcs rumored all over the place.”

The Eye reddened the world in Ashton’s right eye.

“What does that mean?” Ashton asked aloud but intended the question only for the Eye.

“I have no idea,” the man said, “but I’m not sticking around to find out. Packed everything I had and headed west. I’d rather be closer to the capital and the King’s Guard.”

Crimson lines shot across Ashton’s vision back toward the east where the man had come from. The Eye told him a name too. Albert Frost.

“You seen any patrols?” Albert Frost asked. “You’re the first people I’ve seen today.”

The Eye flashed another red image. He could feel its earnest wish to aid him in investigating the man. Ashton subtly shook his head once to indicate that he wasn’t consenting to the intrusion.

“No,” Ashton said, “sorry. We haven’t seen any patrols. I think everyone is holed up at the castle, preparing our defenses against the undead.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” Albert said. “Hard to believe, but I guess it’s necessary.”

Ashton looked over the man’s wagon. It was filled with furniture, but not all of it for a man who lived by himself. There was a woman’s vanity with what looked like a burlap-covered mirror. Mattresses for several children. The Eye showed him an image of five and a blonde wife. The Eye flashed red again.

“Your family following you?” Ashton asked.

“No,” Albert said. “These are my sister’s family possessions. She and her husband are traveling by a faster coach to Celtus to get our old family home in order. Maybe you saw them on your way here.”

“No,” Ashton said.

He began to feel sick as the Eye quickly peppered him with imagery. Children slept in corners on dark carpets. The wife lay in a field next to another man. He realized quickly that none of them were sleeping. They had been stabbed to death. The carpets beneath the five children weren’t carpets at all but wooden floors coated in thick, dried blood.

“I don’t understand,” Ashton said.

The Eye seemed to take this as a request for more information. The world faded into a torrent of images from the ocular device. The man’s life unfolded right before Ashton.

Albert and his beautiful wife Samantha get married in a Chapel of Cronos. Their first two children are born and both were brown-haired like their father. An image of a blond man lightly touching the wife’s arm as the two pass each other in a market. A girl is born, this time with hair so blonde that her locks are practically white. A boy. Then another girl. Samantha grows more distant. Small problems become shouting matches.

“You alright?” Albert asked.

“Yeah,” Ashton said, though he couldn’t focus on the man through the torrent of imagery and the sick feeling in his stomach.

Albert finds his wife and her lover in the market. Talking intimately. She’s smiling. He confronts her at home, and she tells the kids to pack their things. She leaves the house. Albert sees her lover in his yard. He picks up a carving knife from a wooden block beside the front door and heads back to the rooms of his youngest ones first. He’s so angry.

Blood everywhere. Children scream. It reminded Ashton of the march of the Red Army, but he wasn’t there to resurrect the slain family. He felt nauseous.

Frederick had moved next to the driver from the other side. His sword blade glimmered from the two inches that were exposed from the scabbard. The Eye offered a glimpse of what the shadow demon wanted to do. An image of a headless man on a bouncing cart as spooked horses galloped west. Ashton closed his eyes and looked away from the man.

“Stop it,” Ashton said.

“I don’t mean to pry,” Albert said. “I’m a private person myself. I don’t want anyone in my business either. You just look… sick. Like you might throw up.”

Ashton nodded.

“I’ll be on my way, then,” Albert said. “My sister will be in Celtus. With any luck, I’ll find a King’s Guard escort in Nydale.”

The Eye flashed images of the murdered children again. Ashton imagined the King’s Guard arresting Albert.

“Yes…,” Ashton said, “with any luck.”

“Thanks for the chat,” the man called. “Be careful on the way east. They say orcs and devils are heading north!”

“It seems that devils are heading west too,” Ashton muttered.

As the man’s cart grew smaller to the west, the Eye flashed more scenes to Ashton. A homed pigeon had arrived for Albert’s sister Charlene, informing her of the murder of her sister-in-law and all of her nieces and nephews. She brewed a special stew, laced with nightshade berries for her traveling brother. Albert would not survive a night sleeping under her roof.

Ashton felt better and worse at the same time, and the feeling persisted as they walked east. Three other parties of travelers greeted them, but he refused conversation—only nodding and quickly moving on. He didn’t want to know what types of people they were. It was better to assume they were good and leave it alone.

As they reached the town of Suway, he found himself covering his face and eyepatch and looking away from the crowds of people. Ashton wondered if Albert had risked driving his cart through the heart of the city and the merchants and good citizens who might have been as suspicious as he was. The Eye showed him a dirt path north of town that looped back toward the east. Albert had avoided potential notice and justice by taking the side road.

He tried to stare at the wood and brick homes instead of the streams of common farmers and merchants as they walked between buildings and across the streets. Until he reached the center of town, he hadn’t looked at a single person for nearly fifteen minutes.

When he finally broke from his ruminations, he looked up to find—of all people—the red-haired, familiar, if not friendly face of Princess Cassandra. She was dressed in a non-descript cloak and skirt. Four well-armed knights stood beside her, their hands on their pommels. A timid man in a tan cloak peeked out from behind her. He had the look of a learned man—a scholar. She glared at Ashton, and he saw in her mind the images of the murdered King and dying Queen in the chamber.

“Kill them both,” she commanded.

Two guards split to the left to attack the demon, and the others moved toward Ashton. The world changed. Red lines were everywhere. The Eye was telling him their intentions and slowing things down. He watched a knight lunge at him and how the arcs and reverberations of force changed along the man’s arm. Ashton moved deftly aside of the lunge, and every muscle in the assailant’s face telegraphed surprise.

Ashton chuckled accidentally—not trying to gloat or goad his attackers. He had just never been in a fight this serious before. He’d never had a reason to. He wasn’t particularly quick to anger and always found it easier to apologize than to fight, no matter who was at fault. But the Eye told him that these guys wouldn’t back down without a fight, and he was unusually fine with that. He felt invincible—like this battle-to-the-death was all just a game.

The second knight slashed at him from a high stance. He had been to Ashton’s right, in his periphery, but the Eye had telegraphed the same red lines for the man’s every move. Ashton dodged the blow and pushed one off-balance man into the other, toppling them with their own momentum.

Frederick used very different, less forgiving tactics. One of the guards lay on his side, unresponsive and with blackened marks on his neck and side. The other man chopped at Frederick’s thick plate armor until the demon grabbed the blade in a gauntlet and lifted the man by the throat with the other. Ashton watched in horror as the pale whisp of a soul left the man’s body and absorbed into Frederick.

“Stop!” Ashton commanded the demon.

The demon held the dead man aloft and did not move again. He stared at Ashton. Again the Eye opened a chain of non-verbal communication. There was no emotion this time. Just attentiveness. Readiness to obey.

“Princess,” Ashton said. “We mean you no harm—”

She shook her head in disbelief, and her emotions channeled into him through his sight. She didn’t believe him, and he couldn’t blame her. Not only were her parents dead, but two of her knights were cleaved of their souls too.

“We should flee,” the timid man said from behind her. The Eye registered that the man was giving honest advice. It then began bombarding Ashton with information about the man’s heritage. Lesser noble. Terrible father but loving mother.

Cassandra grimaced and set her brow before shaking her head. She appeared ready to die. She stared down Frederick, daring him to strike her down.

“Princess Cassandra,” Ashton addressed her. “Please listen to me.”

The Eye colored her red. He didn’t need a manual or lesson from a master Eye-smith to know that she meant him fatal harm.

Her two remaining guards recovered from their embarrassment against Ashton and scrambled to defensive stances in front of her. Frederick continued to hold the dead man aloft with no visible shaking or discomfort—perfectly content to wait for orders.

“Are you following me?” she asked.

“Following you?” Ashton asked. The Eye insisted she was being earnest. He saw shades of blue and white in the artificially red hue of her face. She seemed to be pondering him and his intentions. She truly believed he had been tracking her.

“No,” he said, “we’re heading east.”

“Why?” she asked in a commanding tone.

He struggled to think of how to answer her. In truth, he only knew what information Mekadesh had provided him. She told him to travel east until he reached Edinsbro. The princess watched him intently as he processed her changes in emotions—from anger to curiosity to impatience.

“What happened to your eye?” she asked after he didn’t answer. She pointed at his face.

“Oh!” he said, remembering his eyepatch.

He removed it from his head and cupped the Eye with his right hand.

“I’m fine, really,” he said. “It just helps me concentrate, I guess.”

“Concentrate on what?”

“I can see things now with this jewel,” he said. “Truths about the world around me.”

“That jewel belongs to my family,” she announced defiantly.

“Perhaps I’m only wearing it for a short time,” he said, trying to placate her. “Maybe one day it will be yours again. We’ll find out soon, I think. Maybe even at Edinsbro.”

He put the patch over his face again. The Eye revealed her anger subsiding. The red hue was all but gone now.

“You say the jewel changes your vision,” she said. “You keep staring at me. What do you see now?”

He chuckled at her defiance despite her fear—that she would still seek to provoke him and question his sincerity after what he and Freddie had done to her men. There was something about him that had changed since he had worn the Eye—not really a physical alteration but a cerebral one. After watching people lie to his face and being able to see it and know it, he felt a sort of obligation to never put someone else in that same position again. He just wanted to tell the truth, and to have people look at him in an honest, trusting way.

“I see an intelligent woman,” he said, “A future queen of Surdel, perhaps, but a beautiful woman in a lot of pain.”

He felt slightly embarrassed as he watched her expression change, a softening, and then a look of bemusement. He almost removed the eyepatch again to give her some privacy, but he thought better of it. He looked at the laden scholar and the scrolls poking out of his satchel.

“You needed a magic jewel to see that?” she asked with mirth. “It’s a pity the gem has passed to a simpleton.”

He smiled and sent a request to the Eye. He needed something that might impress her. The Eye obeyed with eagerness.

“I see an important person on a quest,” he continued, “searching for truth and answers, just like we are.” The Eye showed a blue line up to the mountains. “You head northeast—toward a very cold place that you’ve never been before.” He looked at the trembling man behind her, connected by a thin filament from the Eye. “But he has. He’s your guide.”

He looked at the two dead men who had been accompanying her and motioned for Frederick to drop the recently deceased guard. The Eye told him that the dead man was of much importance to Cassandra. The demon obeyed and laid the man onto the grass and stones of the road.

“That man has watched over me since birth,” she said, her eyes watering as she tried not to show emotion.

Ashton walked over to the man, but a swirling light distracted him. The light was inside of Frederick, and the Eye told him exactly what it was. The man’s soul was still there, not completely fallen into the Abyss. Salvageable.

“What are you doing?” she asked in alarm.

“Something you will appreciate, I hope,” he muttered. “A peace offering.”

He knelt beside the man and beckoned for the demon to come closer. He looked at the swirl and the dead man’s blackened neck. That strange line of communication opened between the demon and Ashton again. Despite Frederick’s visor being down, Ashton could see the man’s face inside the helmet.

What are you doing? Frederick seemed to ask with his facial expression.

“I’m bringing him back.”

“You’re doing what?” Cassandra asked in alarm.

In the past, he had always looked down on the corpses and asked them to return. He had laid his hands on them and maybe closed his eyes and whispered a reason for them to come back. The Eye showed him something very different. Before, he had only blind hope in some latent abilities and miracles that he didn’t understand. Now, without really understanding why, he somehow knew what to do. That wisp inside of Frederick was a soul, attracted to a demon and the darkness that led to the Abyss but still keeping near its host body. Ashton felt the longing, the anger, and the fear within the spirit. He reached out to the soul and it clung to his hand, wrapping itself around his wrist like a snake. It seemed to almost purr in anticipation—like it knew more about what was possible here than even Ashton did. Filaments of white smoke lifted and almost sniffed at the air around it.

As he looked at the wisp, he saw yellow lines moving around his skin. He glowed like a sun. The Eye seemed to ask him a question. Do you want to know?

He didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. Uncountable images flooded his mind. His father Karl. Another familiar face, his grandfather. His great grandmother. His great-great grandfather. On and on. Years passed by in an instant, and then there was a humongous man with cloth tightly bound around his head, covering his mouth. There was an immense sadness in the man’s eyes. He couldn’t speak or catastrophe might happen. Everything he touched, broke. The guilt of it all made him hide from the world. Then there was a blonde-haired woman glowing in bright light and a forty-foot-tall man with tree-bark for skin. Everywhere he stepped, trees and bushes grew.

“Can you bring him back?” Cassandra asked. “Can you really do it?”

He felt a connection to everything around him. The Eye showed him a false image of the man beneath him. His neck was no longer scorched. He was whole, but he lay in dead grass. The ghostly projection turned toward him and nodded.

With the Eye’s guidance, Ashton brought the coiled spirit to the man’s chest. He lowered his wrist until it touched the plate armor. He felt the wisp leave his hand and sink downward.

He didn’t ask the man to come back. He didn’t need to. Instead, he put his hands around the man’s neck.

“What are you doing to Alfred?” Cassandra asked in agitation. “Please tell me what you’re doing to my guardian! You’re not bringing back another demon are you?”

“No,” Ashton said. “I can see his soul.”

“You can see his soul?”

Ashton didn’t respond. He pressed his hand against the man’s flesh, and then grabbed a clump of grass nearby. He didn’t understand what the Eye was showing him, but he could feel something passing through him and into the man. He watched the skin heal and felt the grass stiffen and wither. The Eye told him a name. Alfred Valens.

“I told you it wasn’t necromancy,” the scholar behind Cassandra said. “I knew it!”

Ashton released his hand, and Alfred’s eyes opened. The reborn guard pushed himself upward onto his elbows and looked back at Cassandra. She began to cry and bent low to embrace him.

Ashton moved to the other man, but his wounds were much worse. The Eye showed Ashton a large chunk of grass off the cobblestone street, and Ashton pulled the knight toward it. Frederick stooped to help, but Ashton instinctively swatted at him. The Eye showed him red lines again and the world slowed as Ashton’s hand descended toward the dark, swirling energy that emanated from his demon companion.

When Ashton’s hand touched Frederick’s, a powerful surge ran up his arm. In an instant, all the hairs on his skin stood on end, and then a jolt coursed through him that was so massive, it flung him backwards ten feet. Frederick somersaulted the other way and with much more force, landing in a noisy heap by the grass.

“Ugh,” Ashton complained, his body aching as if it had been impacted by a boulder.

“Are you OK?” Cassandra asked.

He looked at her and saw genuine concern. The moment warmed him in a profound way. He smiled at her, and she looked away. The Eye showed him her embarrassment and shame—that she was mortified to have felt anything for the man. Images of her parents flowed through her mind and into his.

He lifted himself from the ground and walked back over to the dead man. He waved the scholar over to help him carry the knight. As the scholar grabbed the other side of the knight, Ashton pointed to the clump of grass by the demon who still hadn’t stirred. Frederick was out cold.

The man’s soul escaped from the demon and rolled along the ground like a fog. Ashton knew he could only see this because of the Eye. As the white mist came closer, the Eye revealed another name: Thomas Kirby.

“Yes, Thomas,” Ashton beckoned to the man’s essence. “Come here.”

The wisp obeyed. It tumbled over the grass and into the cracks between the stones in the road, flowing toward him and the man like water. It sat on the knight’s chest and circled around the edges of the breastplate. He wished the others could see it. He found it beautiful and charming.

Ashton pushed it down through the metal with his free hand as he continued to drag the knight across the road. A small crowd gathered as people left their simple homes to see what was going on.

“What’s happening?” someone asked.

“They were fighting,” a man responded gruffly.

The knight began to cough, and Ashton remembered his friend Clayton coming out of the grave—trying to speak through the damage to his jaw. This man’s vocal chords had been crushed and burned by the durun Frederick. Ashton and the scholar pushed the man onward as he struggled and panicked. Ashton reached for the grass and the Eye showed him the energy flowing through his hand and torso and back down his other arm. He closed his palm against the man’s throat.

“He’s been burned,” a woman said.

“Oh, the poor thing!” another reacted.

Ashton watched the scorches heal as he grasped handfuls of green blades of grass that withered to brown and black. The crowd began to mumble and gasp. Dozens of people surrounded him as they had in Perketh and Dona when he had raised the whole towns. He looked up, expecting to see the same expressions as then—appreciation and maybe hope. But that’s not what came back at him through the Eye.

“What kind of darkness is this?” an old man cried. “Are the demons here? Is this the one they call Orcus?”

Fear. Distrust. Jealousy. And lastly, rising anger.

“Let’s go,” Ashton whispered to the healed guard.

He kicked at Frederick’s greaves and the demon groggily responded. Without the skin contact, there was no dangerous repulsive force.

“Let’s go,” Ashton reiterated.

The scholar helped the guard up, and Ashton hurried toward the east, through the market square. Frederick eyed the crowd dangerously through his visor, as did the four guards as they encircled Cassandra. She hurriedly caught up to Ashton as he passed through the main square.

“Who are you really?” she asked.

The images of the man with the cloth around his head flashed through Ashton’s mind. The scholar caught up to them and his eyes were full of questions and guesses. He saw them all before the man could mouth them. Cassandra interrupted the man’s questions and hypotheses, however.

“Where are you going?” Cassandra asked.

“I’ve already told you,” Ashton said. “We’re heading to Edinsbro. The Holy One told us to go there.”

“What’s in Edinsbro?” the scholar asked.

“Answers, I hope,” Ashton said truthfully.
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Princess Cassandra walked behind Ashton Jeraldson and the demon, formerly a famous knight of the realm. She thought about the murder of her father and the way her mother slipped out of this world. Then she turned the day’s events over and over in her mind until she couldn’t tell friend from foe.

No one in the party had really spoken since Ashton had raised her knights. No one talked—not even Alfred, her longest serving guard. Usually, in moments of calm like these, he checked on her and talked with her about her condition and feelings. Not today. He stared at the Necromancer—just like everyone else. She couldn’t tell if he was the same person anymore. Perhaps, he was ruined, like the tournament champion had been, by the resurrection process.

A conflict raged inside of her. She knew she hated Frederick Ross, the demon-infused man who had killed her father, but she couldn’t force herself to feel the same way about Ashton. He had been in the room when her father and mother died, and she knew he had raised demons. But he had also raised her friends, and he had tried to comfort her when her mother was dying in her arms. When he spoke, he did so with such sincerity. Even if she wanted to doubt his word, there was something about his voice and patience, even when she was cursing at him or threatening him, that disarmed her.

She caught up with Alfred to try to find some clarity. If not for Ashton’s motives, then at least toward understanding if the person that the Necromancer had raised was her actual friend and not some dark fiend.

“What was it like?” she asked.

The middle-aged man shook his head. “Forgive me, your highness, but I’d rather not talk about it.”

Perhaps he might hold ill will toward Ashton over the way he was killed in the street.

“Were you aware of—?” she asked.

“I remember everything,” he said abruptly.

He picked up his pace until he paralleled Ashton. She heard him say “Thank you” a few times. Her opinion shifted even more towards forgiveness, despite her wish to see someone punished. It would have to be the demon, if it was to be anyone. That much was becoming more obvious. For now.

Ashton awkwardly dismissed Alfred without looking him in the eye. “It was nothing,” he insisted repeatedly. “Not a big deal.”

“I’ll repay you this debt somehow,” Alfred said.

“Just stay alive,” Ashton said. “I don’t want to have to repeat the process.”

Alfred nodded vigorously.

Ashton smiled at the knight, and Cassandra felt even sorrier for Alfred. She had never seen him so frail and confused. He looked like he had aged another ten years.

“It was like I was falling,” Thomas whispered from beside her. “If I looked up, I could see this opening—like a doorway, I guess—and it was closing. Through that doorway was the world… I… I could see my body. The portal was right there, on top of me, and I felt myself reaching up toward my broken form. But I kept falling… until I didn’t anymore. I could see him reaching down…”

“It was my fault,” Cassandra said. “I ordered—”

“We must protect that man,” Thomas said.

She felt hurt and less important than she had just a moment ago.

“I—” he said. “Please don’t misunderstand me, milady, but I felt things around me in the darkness… Things that harbored ill-will toward him and all of us. Jealousy, maybe. I think they were people once… or creatures, I reckon… I… I’m finding it hard to explain, Princess. I just know that I got this feeling—”

“It’s OK,” she said, burying her feelings of inadequacy in the act of comforting someone else. “You don’t have to—”

“He’s very important to them,” Thomas said.

“To who?”

“The dark creatures in the blackness,” he replied. “They hate him like they hate everything, but they need him.”

Alfred rejoined them.

“You could feel them too?” Thomas asked. “The things in the darkness?”

Alfred shook visibly and suddenly, like a cold shiver had gone up his spine.

Thomas pointed at the reanimated tournament champion Frederick Ross in front of them. “Like him. They felt like him. Black coldness… Like death incarnate reaching into a crib…”

Alfred nodded, but he didn’t say anything else.

“But that man was like a light,” Thomas said. “Like this warmth…”

“There’s someone up ahead,” Ashton called.

A man in a hood walked toward them from the east along the forests. His brown hood was pulled low, covering his face in shadow, or so it seemed at first. As they came closer to him though, Cassandra became confused by the darkness there.

“A dark elf this far from Uxmal?” Thomas asked.

Alfred noisily jogged ahead in his plate armor. Thomas went with him. Gregory Thompson and Jormund Vanimund stayed behind with her. Again, that feeling of inadequacy came back—that these longtime personal guards seemed connected more to this famous, possibly evil man than to herself. She cursed at her pettiness and neediness, but as a girl growing up in a library, friends were hard to come by. That they were servants and assigned guards hadn’t mattered. They were the only ones she ever felt like she was allowed to talk to, as a princess who might be betrothed to any highborn man at any time. Like her sisters had been: groomed, bred, and auctioned off like cattle.

“Prince Jayden?” Ashton asked with excitement. “Is that you?”

“Ashton?” the elf asked as he came nearer. He pointed at the Necromancer’s eyepatch. “What happened?”

The dark elven prince of the Etyria Empire had appeared distracted and sullen before being hailed, but he was smiling now. He grinned good-naturedly and with earnestness, as if his whole day had been brightened. And again, she felt this feeling of invisibility and uselessness creep in. Only her father had ever greeted her with eyes that earnest before. Her mother had always been colder—like a tutor disappointed in her charge’s scholastic progress.

For many years, Cassandra had used her father’s warm affections as an emotional crutch—a small spark that was usually enough to get her out of bed, knowing she was on a path that made at least one person happy. And now, even that comfort was gone. The demon in front of her had killed the only man of importance who had rooted for and noticed her.

The dark elf stopped just before he reached Ashton—at the instant he noticed the knight beside the Necromancer. Prince Jayden pulled something that looked like an ivory-handled, bladeless knife, and then there was an intense whooshing sound as the handle expanded into a bright blue shard. The dark elf charged at the creature.

“Wait!” Ashton said. “No!”

Frederick Ross did not draw his sword. He simply shook his head in warning. Jayden slid to a halt and held the device at shoulder length, ready for a lunge.

“Ashton,” Jayden said, his anger growing, “what have you done?”

“It’s not what it looks like,” Ashton said as he moved between his demon bodyguard and elven friend. “OK, actually, yes. I guess it might be what it looks like…”

Jayden grimaced and gritted his teeth.

“But I can explain,” Ashton finished.

Frederick dropped a gauntlet to the ground in a wordless challenge. He raised his hand, and the elf growled as the dark energy rose and swirled above Ashton’s shoulder.

“Get out of the way,” Jayden commanded.

“Stop it!” Ashton said, glaring at the demon with a promise of harm. “I said stop it.”

The demon paid no head to the threats. Ashton planted his right foot. He reached out toward the demon, and Cassandra almost called out in alarm, remembering about what had happened the last time the Necromancer had touched the demon.

Again, that familiar pulse of energy, but this time Ashton seemed ready for it, as his hand touched the former champion of Surdel. The demon was not. Frederick flew twenty feet away, impacting the ground like a boulder from a catapult, tumbling and rolling far off the hard-packed dirt of the well-trodden path to Edinsbro.

Jayden lowered his ice shard in bewilderment.

“How did you do that?” Jayden asked in awe.

“I put him to sleep for a minute so that we could talk.”

Jayden shook his head. “You can do that?”

“A lot has happened since The Sleeping Pony,” Ashton said, “and we don’t have much time to explain.”

He removed his eyepatch and revealed a yellow stone within it. “I’ve been selected.”

“You didn’t!” Jayden accused.

“I was being held in a tower,” Ashton explained. “You were supposed to protect me. I didn’t have a choice—”

“You didn’t have a choice?” Jayden asked in outrage. “You were held in a tower? My people have been waiting for death in underground cities for thousands of years. We wait alone in a single city, threatened by demon lords, and you don’t have a choice? The woman is a demon. Do you have any idea the cost of what you’ve done?”

“I don’t think—”

Jayden rammed the glass-like shard into the ground. Cassandra approached it, mesmerized. She rummaged in the folds of her simple green dress for the two rods that she had found in the library. She looked at them and wondered.

Can this be what they do? Once I get to the glacier, is that how this device will work?

“She’s murdered almost everyone I ever cared about—” Jayden said.

“Orcus—” Ashton started.

“Is one of her creations!” Jayden said.

“And she fights him,” Ashton answered but with less conviction than in previous statements.

“For what purpose?” Jayden asked. “For what gain? Do you know what she’s done to me?”

Ashton seemed transfixed. He didn’t say anything. He just nodded.

“No, you don’t,” Jayden said.

Ashton pointed at his eyepatch. “She calls it the Eye of Maddox. Well, I guess she claims it’s my eye now. She says it fell to Nirendia millions of years ago. It gives me a kind of vision… a way to see hidden truths… I can see into the past… Witness things like Xhonia… and Chejit… and Daydira.”

Ashton took the cloth off and offered it to Jayden, and the dark elf stared at it. His facial expressions phased between curiosity and horror. Ashton withdrew the offer.

“She says something else fell around the same time,” Ashton said. “A weapon… a piece of her—”

“A piece of her?”

“I don’t think she’s what she seems,” Ashton said.

“The understatement of the millennium,” Jayden said sarcastically.

Cassandra stopped walking toward the prince’s weapon when he finally took notice of her movement. Jayden looked from Ashton to her in confusion. The elf looked over her shoulder at the four guards and the scholar.

“We’re on our way to Edinsbro,” Ashton explained. “She’s supposed to meet us there.”

Jayden pulled his hood back, exposing his matted white hair. She gazed at his handsome face and light-red, almost pink pupils. He seemed remarkably unkept, almost intentionally so. His head drifted backwards, and he closed his eyes as the sun beamed down on his face.

“Is that where you’re coming from?” Ashton asked.

Jayden rubbed at his eyelids and lowered his head. “Just came through there. Town’s excited. There’s a rumor of a war party of orcs heading north through Bowersby. They say the town’s been torched, and the fiends are headed this way.”

“You were passing through there from the east?” Ashton asked.

“I came by way of Lake Coinen,” Jayden said with a sigh. “I wanted to look upon Daydira.”

Ashton nodded, but Cassandra didn’t understand.

“What’s at Daydira?” Cassandra asked.

“The future of Uxmal,” the prince said. “I had just visited my mother, Queen Jayla, to ask for reinforcements for south Surdel… I knew the answer before I even entered the throne room.”

He chuckled, overwhelmed by exhaustion or despair. “We don’t have any men. We’re just waiting for Demogorgon to come finish us off.”

Ashton continued to nod empathetically. He reached out and held the prince awkwardly by the shoulder. Cassandra opened her hand to show the prince the metal rods she had brought with her.

“Where did you find those?” Jayden asked with a mixture of accusation and wonder.

“I’m Princess Cassandra,” she said, as if that was any kind of answer.

Her entire vocabulary seemed to fail her. He was filthy, and he smelled, but he had a shapely face. She had seen his noble likeness in portraits in the library. She had read some of his poems to an elf named Keshanae, which occupied a whole shelf. And here he was before her, a magical ice weapon in one hand, looking at her.

“I know who you are,” Jayden said, “or at least, I’ve heard of you. The youngest of Aethis’ children and taken to libraries.” He seemed to straighten his back for a moment, more like an ambassador, and spoke like one too. “We mourn the loss of your father. Your family has been an important ally of ours for ages. We value your continued support… if we are to survive this age.”

She nodded and tried to not sound too excited. In truth, she found it hard to piece together her thoughts in his presence.

“We too value your family,” She said quickly. She tried to catch her breath and slow down. “Your ancestors gave these devices to mine over 10,000 years ago. They’ve sat in a restricted section of our library ever since, waiting for a chance to be useful again.”

Jayden rolled his eyes, and she grunted in frustration—misinterpreting him. She thought he might think her an idiot—that the device’s operation was child’s play for the magically gifted children of Etyria.

“It’s not my fault I don’t know how to use them,” she objected.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “It’s just that, something like this… it might have helped. The pair is so rare—precious and irreplaceable really.” He retrieved his ice shard from the ground and dusted the soiled surface with a gloved hand. The leather stuck to the frozen surface, and she saw pieces of the ice breaking away.

“I didn’t come east to visit Edinsbro,” she said. “I came this way to plant one of these in the Chejit Glacier. My scholar friend back there, Christian Somerset, lives in these parts. He says it’s the coldest place he’s ever visited. I—”

“You wanted to fight the naurun with it,” Jayden said with admiration and understanding. He smiled at her. “It’s a noble thought—an appreciated one.” He held the shard up sideways between them, but when she tried to touch it, he motioned for her to stop. “The conduit between this rod and its sister is special. It’s not from this world. The conditions needed to make it work are hard to replicate—that’s why Khelekhoon is so precious to me and my people, and why I can’t believe a similar weapon has been sitting in a library for over 10,000 years. I guess that’s better than what we thought had been done to them. We thought your ancestors had melted them down into something stupid and useless—an ornament on a mantle somewhere.”

“No,” she said, feeling a deep need to apologize. “My family did not. I’m sorry we haven’t been more helpful—that we’re joining this fight so late.”

She looked at him with heartfelt sorrow and remorse, and he shared the moment with her. Ashton looked past and between them. She followed his gaze over her shoulder to a hill where two figures stood in the sunlight. One of them wore red paint all over her face and torso. Her light brown hair blew wildly in the wind, whipping into the face of her brown-haired companion. The woman on the hill seemed to reach absently behind her for something that wasn’t there. Her companion placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, and the two figures descended the hill toward the party on the road.

The sound of plate mail clanging together announced that the demon was finally waking. It rose from the high grass far to the side of the road, shaking its head and banging a fist against its visor.

“What are wood elves doing here?” Jayden asked, looking at the two people approaching them.

Ashton shrugged his shoulders, but Cassandra grew excited. She had never seen one of the reclusive wood elves. She had hardly seen a dark elf before, except for the Etyrian ambassador Valedar.

“I’ve heard of that one,” Jayden said. “They call her Liritmear, a captain amongst their royal guard. They say she slaughters orcs by the hundreds and bathes in their blood. She wins every tournament and leaves a trail of broken hearts in her wake. I’ve wanted to meet her for some time. In another life, I would have written sonnets about her. That crimson liquid on her face… That’s blood… Probably from some beast or orcish chieftain.”

“Gross,” Cassandra said absently but mesmerized by the woman who approached.

The elven woman looked formidable. She held a recurve bow at her hip. Two empty quivers swayed behind her back. She was covered in dried blood. It clung to her cleavage and light, flexible armor. It had drained down her arms in random streaks to her elbows and all down her legs. Her outfit was very revealing—as if she had no shame or discomfort in her nakedness. Cassandra felt even more inadequate than she had when her guards had focused on Ashton.

Beside Captain Liritmear was a gorgeous elven man. His dark brown hair flowed down the length of his shoulders, which peeked out through tears in his soft leather armor. Spikes had been embedded into the sides of his archery harness, and she wondered if the cleats were used as weapons in close quarters. She found herself imagining being close to him, in the heat of battle, and then she coughed lightly at her sudden discomfort. She looked at Prince Jayden instead, but he watched the approaching pair. As usual, Cassandra felt she was the least interesting person in the world.

But then she looked at Liritmear, and there was a deadly venom in the woman’s eyes. Cassandra had seen this kind of look between women in the courts, vying for the affections of men, but never directed at her. She had never thought of herself as a rival to anyone—she was just another a princess to be given to any man whom her father or family had desired, not a free woman with choice of love and companionship. So, she had rejected the very notion of competition amongst women.

She looked at the elven man beside Liritmear, to see what the object of the daggers might be, but the woman’s eyes didn’t change. Cassandra looked again at Jayden instead, and lingered there for a moment, and then back to Liritmear. The irritation became more pronounced, and she chuckled at the ridiculousness of the animosity.

She hardly knew the dark elf, and her feelings were hardly matrimonial in nature. He just had knowledge she wanted. And maybe she hoped he’d write a sonnet about her and dance the way they described in dark elven poetry in the books. Fingertips on pressure points. Pleasure beyond possibility.

“Captain Liritmear,” Jayden greeted her as she came within hailing distance.

The elven woman stopped in her tracks. Her mouth grew slightly agape. “You… remember me?”

“Your legend precedes you,” Jayden said, smiling genially. “The scourge of the Orcs. The Bane of the Brood. The Defender of the Northern Passes. I just came from Uxmal. You would probably be surprised to know that your painting skills and rituals have spread to the underworld.”

Liritmear seemed confused and overwhelmed. “Excuse me?”

“Our little ones… they kill cave rats,” he said, motioning toward his face and spreading his hands around his shoulders to indicate spreading blood.

“Oh, blessed Cronos!” Liritmear said in sudden panic. She reached absently toward her face.

Cassandra giggled, and the woman glared at her again. The princess couldn’t help it. She’d had a crush like this once herself. A no-name knight in a contest. He had lost, but he’d actually paid attention to her—asked her for her favor before his match. She had almost leapt from her place of honor in the joust to comfort him when he was unhorsed. Many a time in bed since had she thought about him, but in truth, she couldn’t even remember his face—much less his name. She only remembered that she had wanted him, in the moment, and profoundly and stupidly so.

The shadow demon brushed himself off and then walked toward them. Liritmear repeated the absent, groggy motions she had made on the hill, and Cassandra realized the captain had been reaching for her empty arrow holsters. The elf beside Liritmear placed a hand on her shoulder, and the captain’s hands stopped moving again. She stared off into space, somewhere between Frederick and Jayden.

“Please excuse her,” the male elf said. “We’ve had a rough day. My name is Belegcam. We’re coming from the battle with the Dragon Prince to the south.”

“How’s it going?” Jayden asked professionally.

“Everyone’s dead,” Liritmear said absently. “All of my men. All gone.”

“She killed one of his dragons,” Belegcam said. “One of the smaller green ones. It had burned Croft Keep, and she—” the elf looked at her timidly. “He came at us on the black one. We tried to hide in the town—”

“Bowersby?” Jayden asked.

Belegcam nodded. His head dropped in shame.

“There’s rumor in Edinsbro that the town has been torched,” Jayden said in understanding. “So, I take it the orcs weren’t the ones who did it?”

Belegcam shook his head.

“If it had been orcs,” Liritmear said, “my battalion would still be alive, and my enemies would be the ones dead.”

She hung her head in defeat.

Jayden walked over to her, but she did not seem to notice his proximity until he was right in front of her. She almost jumped out of her skin when she realized he was within arm’s reach.

“As a commander of thousands of fallen,” he said, “I embrace you in sorrow, as a deep friend of the Nomintaur.”

He hugged her, and Liritmear’s eyes grew wide with terror. Her muscles stiffened at her sides, and she dropped her bow. She looked mortified. As the prince pulled away, her eyes locked on his.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Perhaps this is a custom best left in the underground cities.”

“No,” she said. “I—”

“The Captain means no offense,” Belegcam interrupted quickly and coolly. “We haven’t slept in days. We assaulted an orcish raiding party weeks ago and went straight to King Calenanna. He—”

The elf stammered, as if remembering something embarrassing. Cassandra watched his cheeks redden at some memory, and she felt instant empathy for him—not that unfamiliar from her memory of the knight at the joust. She had an urge to run to him and hold him, that beautiful man. She looked away and found Ashton watching her through his eyepatch, grinning like a man watching theater.

“Anyway,” Belegcam continued, “we gathered our men, tried to save Croft Keep, and we’ve been running ever since. The Captain…”

He looked at Liritmear, who still seemed frozen—eyes wide. He continued automatically and distractedly through what Cassandra could tell was a formal interaction that was completely outside the elven warrior’s comfort zone. She had read books on both elven cultures. This greeting and expression of condolences was more the mark of the refined etiquette and statesmanship of the dark elves. Wood elves honored the dead with drinking and hunting and embracing the cycle of life and death in nature.

“We all appreciate the support of the Etyrian Empire in these dark times,” Belegcam said stiffly. He approached the prince. “As a son of the Nomintaur, I embrace you in sorrow, as a deep friend of the Etyrian Empire. Our losses dwarf those that your mighty empire has endured over these many millennia.”

The two elves held each other and patted each other on the backs. Liritmear rubbed her arms as she watched them, as if she were freezing.

“Are you heading to Edinsbro also?” Ashton asked.

Liritmear looked at him, finally shaking off her stupor.

“Is that where you’re all going?” she asked.

Cassandra nodded along with Ashton. The demon stared at them with folded arms and said nothing. Prince Jayden looked to the south, as if he might go there, but changed his mind. He nodded

“Then yes,” Liritmear said simply.

“Do you mind if we tag along?” Belegcam asked politely, eyeing the captain with irritation.

“We could use the extra support,” Cassandra’s guard Alfred said as he eyed Ashton, producing a fresh round of inadequate feelings in Cassandra. “What with orcs and dragons around.”

“Yeah,” Ashton said. “We are honored to have you with us.”

The party stood there awkwardly until Ashton walked eastward. Frederick moved to his left-hand side, and her two resurrected guards followed shortly thereafter. Prince Jayden walked behind them, glancing frequently between the dark knight and the elven captain to his right. Liritmear seemed too mortified to return his looks, and Belegcam trudged onward at her side, only looking ahead. Cassandra and her two remaining guards—the ones who hadn’t been killed and resurrected—brought up the rear with her scholar Christian Somerset, who tussled with his satchel of books and scrolls.

“Well, that went well,” the scholar said.

“I feel like an idiot,” she said. “I’m a princess and the least important person in our company.”

He chuckled and made a gesture with his bags. “I assure you that you are not!”

“Small comfort,” she said, looking enviously at Liritmear, who had the attention of Jayden and she believed Belegcam too, and Ashton who had the attention of everyone else.

“Then take comfort in what went well,” he said dryly.

“And what’s that?”

“I don’t know any other human that has come face-to-face with dark elves, wood elves, and necromancers and lived to tell the tale. For an unremarkable lady, you sure find yourself in remarkable company and times.”

She sighed. “Perhaps I’ll make my way into one of your scrolls as the woman with the useless rods.”

“I seem to remember a bawdy bard song or two on that subject,” he said suggestively. “Such women are famous for their own reasons!”

She punched him in the arm, and he feigned more injury than she had inflicted. He laughed good-naturedly and she found herself chuckling soon with him. But still, the insults to her status were fresh in her mind, and she wouldn’t let them go that easily.

Her mind turned the events of the day over and over again. She questioned every decision she had made and replayed the fight with Ashton, the discussion with Jayden, and the meeting with Liritmear and Belegcam again and again, trying to think of the perfect words to say that would have made her more interesting and useful. And so her brain continued to torment her all the way to Edinsbro.
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Old Enemies, New Friends
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The remaining journey to Edinsbro was a quiet one, conversationally at least, but Ashton Jeraldson didn’t feel lonely. The Eye communicated with him constantly and indirectly showed him things about himself that he wasn’t aware of—like the amount of time he spent thinking about the princess. It showed him scenes of her in the library, studying mathematics and histories. Then visions of her father doting on her. Her mother scolding her. She hated washing her hair. She would rather stay up and read scrolls on underground cities.

“Stop it,” he commanded.

The Eye obeyed, in a way, by moving to others in the party. He watched Jayden dancing within a tall spire of a twisting dance hall, deep within the earth. There was a dark elven woman who moved with him so intimately that they seemed to be a single person at times. Years of practice. Jayden’s primary muse. Keshanae. Then Karnel and Vas. Thirteen women and men who had been praised amongst the elven poets. All dead.

“Stop,” Ashton said.

A lance came into view as a horse between his legs barreled down the list. The opposing rider was unseated, and the crowd roared in approval. He tasted blood in his mouth. A familiar, bearded face and then a fall through the darkness. The Abyss.

“Stop please,” Ashton requested.

A young, naked elven woman cried beside a lake. A dark-skinned man with white hair walked away from her. Orcs came into the forest, and she wasn’t there to stop them. No one stopped them. Then a trail of blood ran back to an orc town. The birth of Liritmear.

The Eye switched targets without prompting. Belegcam watched from the treeline. He always watched, even at the lake.

Another change. A young man joined the King’s Guard. Cousin Sandor knew a royal guard in the castle. Ran errands for Aethis. Became head of security for Princess Cassandra’s detail when she was only five. Been with her ever since. Immense pride when his son Tristan got invited to the castle to play with the princess. Heartache when Tristan was forbidden from the castle in his ninth year. Queen didn’t think it proper. Son was never the same. Wandered around at night. Fell from a cliff into a quarry when he was eleven. Alfred had never told the princess. When she asked about Tristan, Alfred told her that his son was married and living in Nortown.

“Stop it,” Ashton pled. “No more.”

They had arrived in Edinsbro, a resort town at the foot of the Great Northern Mountains. He had never been there before, but he had heard about the blue waters and majestic mountain views. The stories weren’t exaggerated. The veins of Mount Chejit ran down to the harbor, and a few peaks of rock broke the surface of the center of the lake during low tide.

“It’s beautiful,” Cassandra said.

Ashton agreed, but he didn’t say anything. He thought about going down to the beach and taking a dip to wash away weeks of travel. The Eye showed him images of Cassandra walking into a fountain in the castle. She started to remove her clothes.

“Stop it,” Ashton reminded the Eye absently.

“Are you hungry?” Jayden asked her.

“Famished,” Cassandra said.

“I know a good restaurant,” he said. “Fresh fish and mussels. Open setting but up on stilts and private. You’ll love the breeze. Best view on the beach.”

“I’m not sure there is a bad view in this town,” she said.

“Every town has bad spots—even if every glimpse of it is beautiful,” Jayden said. “Bad people. Bad areas. This eatery wouldn’t be in one of them.”

“I’m sure it’s a fine place,” A guard said with a chuckle before looking at the demon knight and the bloody wood elf. “But are you sure it’s the right place… for us?”

Jayden laughed earnestly. “Perhaps we shouldn’t advertise our magical acumen. The Surdeli people practice superstition like it’s a sport!”

They didn’t speak more of magic, undead, or demons. Alfred talked about the fields west of Nydale. Thomas talked about his home east of King’s Harbor. Ashton removed his eyepatch so he could enjoy the conversation without it being ruined by lies and facts he didn’t want to know.

When they reached the restaurant on the water, he stood with Jayden at a railing overlooking Lake Coinen. Princess Cassandra and the scholar Christian talked with the proprietor about a table for eleven. Ashton didn’t mention that the eleventh spot in the party was for Mekadesh, who together with Frederick had played a large part in the murder of Cassandra’s father. He didn’t need the Eye to tell him that mentioning her again was asking for trouble.

A dozen fishing boats trawled the center of the lake with nets. Children played with their mothers in the cool water near the shore. Everyone was dressed in simple garments, and the people seemed tanned and happy. Ashton had been to similar places near Alefast in the south but many years ago, before he had become a blacksmith apprentice.

“Doesn’t seem real, does it?” Ashton asked. “With what’s going on in the west and south?”

“It seems real,” Jayden said, leaning over the wooden beam to watch the serenity. “It just feels like a distraction—like we’re dodging our responsibilities. Who will ensure that these vacationers can live and laugh like this, if we do not go back into the flames?”

Ashton agreed. He put the patch back on.

“It suits you,” Jayden said, grinning wider than Ashton had ever seen him during their journey to the Sleeping Pony. The party seemed to bring the prince hope.

Cassandra hailed them from the opening to the dining deck. “We’re good. They’re ready for us.”

“For eleven people?” Jayden asked.

“I may have mentioned that I’m a princess.”

Ashton and Jayden chuckled.

Their tables bordered a banister to a beach staircase that ran straight into the lake. At least half a dozen people gave them evil eyes on their way into the restaurant. The Eye showed him why—they had been removed from the establishment to make room for Cassandra’s party. The restaurant owner was a toned man named Danwen. He had a bushy blond beard, blue eyes, and a pleasant smile. He was exceedingly nice, even going so far as to pull out Cassandra’s chair, wait for her to sit, and push it back in.

“Perhaps I should tell him that I’m a prince,” Jayden said to Ashton.

The Eye showed Ashton glimpses of Danwen’s mind.

“He knows,” Ashton said. “There are few dark elves that venture out of Uxmal. Everyone here knows you.”

Jayden pulled up his own chair but faced it toward the lake. “The curse of fame. I fear you’ll lose your anonymity before long, too.”

Cassandra’s guards piled their armor against the railing and stretched. Alfred and Thomas both leaned against the fence posts. They looked at Ashton briefly and nodded. From the Eye, he felt their gratitude, but he didn’t need its power when their emotions were expressed so prominently on their faces.

The durun Frederick sat down in a corner and faced the town. He didn’t seem as interested in the lake view as the rest of the party.

“Beautiful day,” Ashton said.

“Indeed, it is,” a woman said from across his table.

Blond hair. Blue eyes. Modest, white formal dress. Mekadesh.

Ashton eyed the princess warily.

“When did you get here?” Ashton asked.

“Just now,” she said, smiling pleasantly. “I was waiting for your party to get a table.”

“We haven’t ordered yet,” Jayden said gruffly.

“This isn’t really the kind of place you order a dish,” she said. “They bring you whatever’s fresh. Baked or fried in batter on a pan. A mussel here, a trout there. A plate full of kelp.”

“You’ve been here before?” Jayden asked in stiff conversation, refusing to look at her. “These people must be fortunate to still be alive.”

She placed her elbows on the table and leaned forward, letting her white dress hang low and exposing her cleavage.

“Are you really going to keep throwing Xhonia back into my face?” she asked. “You think I don’t regret that? It has been 500 years. It was an accident. I was beside myself with—”

“Do not use me as a scapegoat for your atrocities,” he said gruffly. “The whole universe knows of what you did to the Creators…”

She growled but appeared to disregard his barbs.

“That you would deny yourself your true genius all this time,” she said, “That you would debase yourself to such unkept rags and—”

He waved her off and looked toward the lake. “My profession is dead. My people are dead. You saw to that.”

“There are a billion other places your kind could be right now,” she replied patiently, “places where you could be who you were meant to be. You are not meant to die as a common thug in a pointless fight. Your people are stubborn, and you are wasted here.”

He grunted and stared into the distance.

“You know I’m right…” she said.

She pursed her lips and crossed her arms, as she sat on the open-backed pew. Cassandra glared at Mekadesh, undoubtedly remembering the last time they had seen each other in the throne room in Kingarth. Belegcam and the personal guard seemed like the only people who didn’t recognize the Holy One. Liritmear was down in the lake water, washing her face, chest and arms. Ashton chuckled as he watched her bathing in the water amongst the children and mortified ladies. Apparently, it wasn’t custom here in Edinsbro to strip down to your skin while cleaning your armor.

Mekadesh looked to the wood elf and then back to the dark elven prince, who showed no interest in either of them.

“Danwen!” Jayden called. “Any chance we can go ahead and get the food coming? Plates and platters for eleven.”

“Right away!” the owner said happily.

“Good idea,” Mekadesh said, nodding as she straightened her back to a proper position. “You’ll want to eat quickly. I’m not sure how long they’re going to let us stay here.”

“We reserved enough seats,” Ashton said. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

“It’s not the party you have right now,” she replied. “It’s the party that hasn’t arrived yet.”

“Who else are we expecting?” Cassandra asked coldly.

Ashton could hear Cassandra playing with the metal rods under the table. They were inert, but perhaps Cassandra was thinking about beating the demon lord to death with them. The Eye offered to show him her intentions with red lines, but he refused to acknowledge them. He didn’t want to know.

A ruckus came from somewhere in town. A crowd formed around some new arrivals. Ashton could hear threats and insults and also protestations from a familiar voice.

“Cedric?” Ashton asked.

“The paladin is here?” Jayden asked.

They both turned to find two massive creatures stomping their way toward the restaurant. Easily seven-feet tall and each carrying a dark-plated knight over their shoulder. Ashton had never seen one before, but he recognized the orcs from stories. Their chests were bare, and one of them had a blood-red hand.

They stomped onto the wooden walkway that led up to the restaurant and pushed aside screaming vacationers. The Eye fed Ashton almost nothing substantial about these bulky men—none of their history. They seemed to be simple creatures with almost no thoughts in their head. Every once in a while, they would fantasize about throwing one of the hecklers onto a fence post. The thoughts made the younger one especially excited, but then the idea would flutter away and his mind would be left with nothing but appreciation for the warmth and a sense of purpose—of moving toward something. Ashton caught a glimpse of a white light, emanating heat and parting the darkness. Then elves momentarily in a forest and orcs bounding across thick, tall grasses that tickled their knees.

Ashton heard a war cry from the beach, but before he looked over, a half-naked woman had flung herself over the railing from the sand below. Other than two knives and a loin-cloth, she was just as the Creator had made her. Belegcam leapt from his seat at the table to cover her, but she pushed him aside and snarled.

“For Cronos sake,” Jayden said to the wood elf and the orcs, “are you trying to get us thrown out of this restaurant, or are you working on getting us kicked out of this town?”

Liritmear was too angry to feel embarrassed—not that Ashton thought she should ever be ashamed by her toned body and fierce expression. Behind the wood elf, Cassandra’s guards quickly helped each other into their armor. Pauldrons and breastplates laced into position. As two helped each other with gear, the other two positioned themselves in front of the approaching orcs and held their weapons menacingly to let them know that the humans meant business.

Frederick remained seated. Either he didn’t consider the orcs a threat, or he wasn’t going to bother unless The Holy One ordered him to.

“Jarl Sven, be merciful!” the owner Danwen said, almost dropping his platter at the sight of the half-naked, muscled orcs carrying the paladins, and then again at the wood elf in even less clothing.

“Go ahead and put that serving down, friend,” Jayden recommended.

The owner stuttered an agreement, lowered the plate of fish to the center of the conjoined tables and backed into the shanty kitchen building. The other tables emptied of customers. People ran down the beach.

“Really is a beautiful day,” Mekadesh said, leaning her head back as if to soak in the sun.

“Put me down!” Cedric demanded.

The heavy footsteps of the towering orcs were muted by the screams of the crowd.

“We don’t want you here!” the townfolk yelled.

“Murderers!” Others accused. “Booo!”

The orc with the red hand lowered a female paladin to the ground. He bowed his head to her and then very curtly nodded toward Mekadesh and the others at the table. The second orc held the squirming leader of the paladins beneath two massive hands.

“Let go of me!” Cedric demanded again.

The orc with braided, brown hair grunted in acknowledgement as he surveyed the crowd. His eyes were not as assured as the other one, who seemed older. He placed the grown man down like a sack of grain and backed away.

Cedric brushed himself off. “Ashton… Jayden… Holy One…”

“It’s great to see you again, Cedric,” Ashton said.

“Ashton,” Cedric continued casually, as if he hadn’t ridden into town on an orc. “I don’t believe you’ve met my wife, Allison.”

She took off her helmet and let down her light-brown tresses. She reached out her hand, and Ashton shook it. Jayden waved at her. They had apparently met before. The Eye showed Ashton forests near Godun.

“I feel like I’ve missed a lot,” Ashton said. “I’m really looking forward to being filled in.”

When the Eye offered to help, Ashton waved the suggestion away. He’d rather they do it the old-fashioned way.

The two guards who had been helping each other with gear shuffled forward noisily, their plate mail grinding together as they relieved the two men with hammers and only what chain they had been able to hastily throw on. The poorly-armored guards traded positions with the well-equipped men and began helping each other get dressed. The men placed themselves between the princess and the orcs.

The owner Danwen appeared again and shuffled toward them, but as far away from the orcs as he could. “I’m sorry, Princess,” he said, “but I’m really going to have to ask you all… to leave.”

“But we just got here,” Cassandra said with a straight face.

The orc with the red hand screamed a challenge at the owner and slammed his axe into the floorboards, producing a booming sound and arcs of lightning all across the patio.

The crowd went silent as the grave. Cassandra left her seat, and through the Eye, Ashton could see her wonder at the lines of holy light that streamed from the axe. It appeared to be the first time she’d ever seen true magic.

Mekadesh smiled in appreciation of one of her miracles.

“Right!” Danwen said, his eyes wide, “Next course, coming up!”

He backed into the shanty kitchen.

“So, what was I saying?” Mekadesh asked seriously.

“Just tell us what you want,” Jayden said, finally looking at her.

“You know very well what I want,” she said, “and who… or do you think I need to be more explicit?”

Jayden gulped hard and turned away from her. The orcs interrupted the awkward exchange to introduce themselves to the group.

“Bloodhand,” the orc with the red hand said, beating himself in the chest. He slammed a palm on the other orc’s chest. “Ogdorn!”

“I’m sorry, Chief,” Mekadesh said. “Manners. This is Chief Bloodhand and his oldest son Ogdorn. Bloodhand, Ogdorn, you already know Cedric and Allison Arrington. This is Prince Jayden of the Etyrian Empire. He’s mine. You must never lay a finger on him. Over there is one of my durun Frederick Ross. He’s a tournament champion and never backs down from a challenge—I think you’ll like him.”

Bloodhand pounded his chest at the sullen knight in the corner of the deck.

“This is Princess Cassandra Eldenwald,” Mekadesh continued. “I’m sure you can sense the fire in her. If she had her way, I’d be dead, but I’m not a vindictive woman—not today. I think she has a taste for magic, don’t you? I assume these four men are her guards, and that foppish man is some lower noble here as an errand boy.”

Christian Somerset deflated.

“And who are you two?” Mekadesh asked the wood elves. “What are you doing here?”

“Leaving,” Liritmear said. She threw both of her knives between the legs of the two orc men. Their eyes grew wide and they hooted and howled as she turned away and leapt over the railing back to the beach to retrieve her clothes.

“Challenge Lady!” Bloodhand said, beating his chest and shouting so Liritmear could hear. “Know her. Red Poet! Good death!”

“Good death!” Ogdorn yelled in agreement.

Ashton shook his head. The Eye told him they were being all too serious. They would welcome the chance to fight the wood elf captain, and they believed she would kill them both and they were truly elated that they would die well.

He looked out at the front of the restaurant, past the town-side railing. The crowd still loitered there. No longer bloodthirsty—just in shock. Many of them sat down in the middle of the street. The orcs looked back at them and then to Mekadesh.

“No,” she said, “you can’t kill them.”

Bloodhand motioned for his son to join the durun in the corner.

They sat down in front of Frederick and sniffed at the air around him. Ogdorn kept trying to poke the man with the dark energy escaping from cracks in his armor, but Bloodhand caught his arm each time and pushed it back down.

“What are we doing here?” Ashton asked Mekadesh.

“Eating,” she said, retrieving some kelp from the rim of one of two platters that had been placed down by Danwen. “You’re going to need your strength. Go ahead,” she encouraged the others.

“You have some nerve being here,” Cassandra said from her seat across the wooden surface. “Sitting at this table. Enjoying the rewards of a kingdom you have maimed with your actions.”

“I’m sorry your parents are dead,” Mekadesh said bluntly, “but we didn’t have much time then, and we don’t have any more of it right now. If your ancestors or your father had acted earlier or if they wouldn’t have banned the paladins, we’d have a better chance. More elves, more followers, and more time.”

“You are a goddess, are you not?” Cassandra accused. “Why couldn’t you have done more? What power does a king or queen have over you?”

“You think that just because I’ve been alive for millions of years, that I’m invincible?” Mekadesh asked. “That my powers are unlimited? I’m here to gain power, not waste it. If I see an opportunity in front of me, I take it—just like Orcus. Just like Demogorgon. Your father is not dead because I willed it. He’s dead because he got in my way. You’d be smart to learn from that.”

The people at the table eyed each other anxiously. Each of the guards grabbed a fish filet and returned to their posturing near the railing, watching the orcs with suspicion. They opened their visors for just long enough to throw food into their maws. Cassandra grabbed a baked mussel and nibbled at it. She too looked at the orcs, but stared more at their weapons. Ashton watched the images of her parents flow through her mind, but he also saw her helplessness and confusion. She’d do anything to feel more useful—or deadlier, even.

Cedric broke the silence. He walked over to the princess and knelt in front of her.

“Miss Cassandra,” he said. “I’m sorry, Princess Cassandra. I can’t tell you how honored my wife and I are to meet you…”

“Oh,” she said. “Yes… I…” she seemed distracted by the hammer shaft poking out from the back of his armor. “You’re both paladins, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Cedric said, “I know we’re not supposed to interact with royalty, but—”

“Don’t worry about that,” Cassandra said. “The Regent has overturned the decrees—”

“The decrees?” Allison asked.

“Surdel must fight with every resource at its disposal,” Cassandra said casually.

“You mean,” Cedric said, “all is forgiven? Just like that?”

“The decrees have been canceled for weeks.”

“Weeks?” Cedric asked in disbelief.

Cassandra nodded emphatically but continued to stare at Cedric’s hammer. Allison and Cedric gaped at each other and then looked to Mekadesh, who seemed genuinely pleased and happy for them.

“We weren’t allowed to own land,” Allison said in disbelief. “Our children never… I don’t understand how it can be over… Why it even had to be done… and now it’s just…?”

Mekadesh pointed a finger at Cassandra. A continuation of the blame she had placed on Cassandra’s ancestors earlier. Cassandra rolled her eyes and bit into a potato from the fringes of the platter.

The Eye filled in details of the paladins to Ashton. Generations of impoverished people, passing down what belongings they had, and fighting and dying to demons in the cold mountain passages. The paladins no longer had to stay at the base of Godun. They could own homes again and officially marry. Even be part of the King’s Guard, if they wanted. He felt their hope well inside himself, and it brought tears to his eyes.

“So, your weapons are like theirs?” Cassandra asked, pointing at Bloodhand’s axe.

“Not exactly,” Allison said, bowing awkwardly in her armor. She pulled her swords from her sheaths and put the blades together. A rushing wind blew a few filets off the platters. A bubble of white light grew from their contact points.

“Not at the table!” Mekadesh yelled, like a mother to her kids.

Allison chuckled. “Sorry. I’ve never met a princess. I got carried away.”

“So will we all,” Mekadesh chided playfully and pointed over the railing at the townsfolk, “if we don’t start blending in.”

“What are we doing here?” Ashton asked again.

“Eating,” she reminded him.

“I’m not hungry,” Ashton said. He pointed at his eyepatch. “And I get this weird feeling that you’re not really hungry either.”

“I’m so glad you’re using it instead of keeping it in your pocket,” she said earnestly. “You see that lake?” She pointed over the railing. “It’s a beautiful body of water. Not natural, of course. It doesn’t have a ground spring, and it’s not left over from some glacier. Millions of years ago, it just formed, and we got all this life around us.”

She held her arms out to the lake. “It’s a miracle!”

“Praise Cronos!” Jayden said sarcastically.

“Praise Jarl Sven!” Danwen exclaimed as he brought another platter out of the kitchen. “This one is a house special. Grilled with basil and lemon.” He wafted the vapors into his face and then pushed them toward Ashton and Cassandra. Despite his obvious fear, he seemed enthusiastic about his craft. The Eye offered to tell Ashton about the man’s childhood, but Ashton looked away. He felt the relic’s disappointment.

“The last time I fought Demogorgon,” Mekadesh said, “I lost. I… um… well, I lost everything. My general… my army… Pieces of my soul.” She pointed at the eyepatch. “Demogorgon scattered those pieces to the heavens.” She looked up at the sky. “And I’ve been broken ever since.”

Jayden watched her sullenly. Ashton shook off the Eye’s attempts to elaborate on his misery. He didn’t want to know how deep Mekadesh’s manipulation of Jayden had gone.

“What do you want?” Jayden asked.

“I want to recover those pieces,” she said.

“Have you ever thought that there might have been a reason you lost those pieces?” Jayden asked. “Maybe the universe doesn’t want you whole. Maybe you’re dangerous enough as you are right now.”

She grinned at him and bit her lip again, toying with him.

He waved her off and went back to gazing at the lake.

“The pieces aren’t for me,” she said. She looked at Ashton. “They’re for him.”

“Why me?” Ashton asked.

“You know why you,” she said. “I’ve already seen what you’re capable of, and so has everyone else in your party. Those two guards over there owe you their lives. How many others in Perketh serve you still? Who else is more deserving?”

“The man with the cloth over his mouth?” Ashton asked seriously, taking in a suggestion from the Eye.

“Praise Jarl Sven!” Danwen called from the kitchen.

“Praise Jarl Sven!” Mekadesh said with mirth in her voice.

“What are we doing here?” Ashton asked, trying to get her back on track.

“Demogorgon is gone,” she said. “He went off to some other world to defend his territory from an aggressor—just another opportunistic demon like Orcus. A nobody, really, but to Demogorgon, every attempt at expansion is a challenge to his title. Prince of Demons. He cannot let a challenge go unanswered. That’s the only reason the dark elves are still here. He’s busy.”

She looked at Jayden, and he gnawed at his lip.

“This is an opportunity,” she said. “Demogorgon is out of the picture for a while—just long enough for us to move around unimpeded. Orcus is to the south, attacking whatever moves. He avoids us like a coward, trying to gather minions for his longer-term conflict with Demogorgon. He knows he’s going to lose this world. He just doesn’t want to feel the Abyss again—not yet. He knows he can’t have this realm—not when Demogorgon has come here to claim it. He’ll go to the major cities, and he’ll steal whatever bodies he can.”

“So, what does that have to do with Edinsbro?” Cassandra asked. “Why are we here?”

“Like I told you,” Mekadesh said, “goddesses and demon lords aren’t invincible. We’re here to get Surdel the tools it needs to defend itself.”

“What if I give you these?” Cassandra asked, producing the metal contraptions she had taken from the Kingarth Library and laying them on the table. “Would these be enough for you? Would you leave then? I’m sure someone like you could repair them.”

Mekadesh shook her head.

“Weapons like those are fine for killing demons,” she said, “but even a weapon as versatile as Khelekhoon is useless against Demogorgon. And you might as well just throw it at a deathknight, as the impact is probably just as effective as the ice blade. Might even do more damage.”

“What’s a deathknight?” Cassandra asked in confusion.

The scholar Christian Somerset produced a piece of coal and a scroll, ready to start writing. He flattened the paper against the table and licked his lips in anticipation.

“It’s a…” Mekadesh said, looking up as if to remember.

Ashton could see the truth as she pretended to struggle to define it. He could see her shame.

“Don’t do that,” Mekadesh said.

“You told me that you’d always be honest with me,” Ashton said.

“I was responding to her,” Mekadesh explained.

Ashton shook his head. “Unacceptable.”

“Fine. They are creatures that I created,” Mekadesh said. “Along with the demon lords and the demons and the orcs and the paladins. There. You happy now?”

Ashton nodded. As did Jayden, who crossed his arms and furrowed his brow in judgement.

“In that lake,” she continued, “I believe is a piece of me once held by General Maddox. It was a weapon—an artifact of holy light. I used the memory of it when I created the paladin imbuements, but this thing is a pure weapon of light and much more powerful than anything I can augment. It’s built for smiting and defending all creation. It’s the kind of weapon that could kill Orcus and Demogorgon.”

Jayden looked at the lake. Ashton felt the dark elf might jump into the deep, blue waters immediately.

“What makes you think it’s there?” Jayden asked.

“An artifact like that,” she said. “That part of me… it was my right hand. It was my Watcher’s Justice. When I spoke with the Creators’ tongue, I used that hand to shape the clay and form the firmament. Rivers flowed from that device. It creates as it destroys, like all gods. Cronos. Jarl Sven. The Seven.”

“What were they like?” Cassandra asked as the scholar at the end of the table furiously scribbled on his parchment.

“The Seven?” Mekadesh asked. “Thousands of feet tall. Beautiful. Unblemished. Judgmental.”

The Eye showed Ashton her shame, but not the true source—just that she regretted something heinous.

“Anyway,” she said. “I know the artifact’s been here. I can feel its effects, even millions of years later. The ground feels strange—like the buzz of the dawn of time. It’s like this… strange humming… like walls vibrating after an explosion…”

“They say lights used to be in the lake,” Danwen said as he approached the table with yet another platter. “Mermaids and mermen would come up from the depths and drag fishermen down into the light. And then one day, it just disappeared. They say Jarl Sven swam down there, killed all the merpeople. And that’s where we get these mussels! They say Jarl Sven broke these mythical fish-people into a thousand pieces and spread them across Lake Coinen! These shells are the scales from their fins.”

“That must be the truth!” Mekadesh said with tinkling laughter. “Oh, you are a dear!”

“So,” Cassandra said. “You think we must go down to the bottom of the lake?”

Mekadesh nodded. “If the artifact is still here, and we want a chance at killing Orcus and Demogorgon, we’ll have to go down there and get it.”

Cassandra held up her metal contraptions. “Could we… I don’t know… plant one of these somewhere and then…” she made a motion with one of the rods vaguely interacting with the other. “Maybe air might fill up a bubble under the water.”

Mekadesh laughed. “Sorry. No, that might even work on some planets. That’s a good idea. Very… innovative…”

Cassandra sighed in defeat.

“It would just make bubbles,” Jayden said comfortingly. “We’d need to put it in a fixed pressure differential. Somewhere off planet, where the surface of the water would—”

“We need a way to defend Surdel,” Cassandra said through clenched teeth. “Don’t just tell me I can’t be of use!”

Mekadesh pointed at Ashton. “I’m giving you a way to defend your kingdom.”

Cassandra fumed at her.

Mekadesh chuckled. “I don’t need the Eye to see what’s in your mind. You don’t trust me, do you? Or him. I’m not your enemy, child. Don’t make me into one.”

Cassandra stared at her. Ashton watched a rush of images pass through the Eye. Cassandra may not know how to kill the Holy One, but that didn’t stop her imagination from trying to figure something out.

“It seems I never learn my lesson,” Mekadesh said.

“What’s that?” Cassandra asked icily.

“A lifetime ago,” Mekadesh replied, “I gave powers to creatures who wished me and everyone around me harm. Will you band together like they did, I wonder?”

Mekadesh looked at Ashton and then back to Cassandra.

“I was created for a purpose,” Mekadesh said, “just as you all were. I could run from my destiny. I did for a long time, but I’m here now. You’ll learn to trust me, maybe even love me, someday. And if you ever turn on me, really turn on me, you’ll wish you hadn’t. You’ll regret it, as I’ve done for a billion years.”

“How could anyone love you?” Jayden asked.

Mekadesh eyed the dark elf for a long moment. Her thoughts were opaque to Ashton, despite the Eye. He didn’t think she was trying to hide something. It seemed like her mind had just gone as blank as an orc’s.

“Through sacrifice,” she said.

The Holy One turned to Cassandra.

“You want the power to protect your kingdom from demons and undead?” Mekadesh asked.

“I do.”

“Wait,” Prince Jayden said.

“Would you do anything in your power to protect your people?” Mekadesh asked. “Would you swear to anything? Make any pact necessary to stop the undead and demons from consuming your world?”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Surdel safe,” Cassandra promised.

Through the Eye, Ashton saw lines of holy energy pour from Mekadesh and snake across the table. The tendrils of power tapped around the princess’ hands, as if searching for her, but never touching her. The hair along Ashton’s arms stood on end.

“Wait, Cassandra!” Jayden said urgently.

Mekadesh reached across the table and slammed an open palm against Cassandra’s forehead. The princess’ back arched, and immense bright light shot from her eyelids as the tendrils of power wrapped themselves around her. The living light extended from Mekadesh and rushed into the floating woman. Holy lightning arced across the table, dancing along the edges of the wooden platters and tickling Ashton’s skin.

“Fight against her!” Jayden begged. “Don’t let her win!”

Cassandra screamed as the lightning leapt from her body and lifted her into the air, high above Ashton and the table. She closed her eyes and then she drifted downward with holy light still passing through and from her body but at a slower rate. The arcs became smaller and smaller until her feet touched the ground. Ashton watched as a swirl of light left the princess. It hovered there for a moment, just outside of her mouth, before drifting toward Mekadesh.

“Is she dying?” Ashton asked in alarm.

“Stop her, Ashton!” Jayden demanded, leaping to his feet and unsheathing Khelekhoon inches from Mekadesh’s face.

The princess started to fall backward, but the Holy One reached across the table and pulled her by the shirt. She locked lips with Cassandra, and the lightning grew more frenzied. Ashton watched as the lightning that had come from Mekadesh drained completely into the red-haired woman. The Holy One released the princess’ clothing, and a smile spread across both of their lips. The mist returned to the princess and disappeared down her throat.

“Almost lost you there for a second,” Mekadesh said.

“What did you do?” Ashton asked.

Mekadesh leaned heavily against the table. She smirked as she closed her eyes. “You’re no longer the only one carrying a piece of me.”

“Are you OK?” Jayden asked, lowering his shard.

“I was a light in the darkness,” Cassandra said groggily. “They reached out to me…

“Praise Jarl Sven!” Danwen exclaimed in alarm from the door to the kitchen shanty before going back inside. He had apparently seen enough arc lightning and floating princesses for the day.

“Can you see it?” Mekadesh asked Ashton. “Through the Eye? Can you see the binding she has to you? To me?”

Ashton looked hard at the curly-haired princess. She glowed so bright that it mesmerized him.

“All hail, Cassandra Eldenwald!” Mekadesh said weakly. “The Sorceress of Kingarth! The Scourge of the Damned! The Bride of the Chosen One!”

“The Chosen One?!” Ashton and Jayden asked together.

Mekadesh smiled at Cassandra. “Yours will be the true royal bloodline of Surdel. The final merging of the two great houses!”

“The two great houses?” Jayden asked.

“I know what that means!” the scholar Christian Somerset exclaimed. “I know what that means!”

“The House of Eldenwald and The House of Rasalased?” Jayden asked.

“No,” Christian said. “The House of Eldenwald and the House of Sven.”

“The House of Sven?” Cassandra asked groggily. “Tell me this is a joke.”

“What’s supposed to be funny?” Mekadesh asked seriously.

“You killed my father,” Cassandra said, “the man who would have wed me off to consolidate his power. Now, you give me this power, and you want to marry me off to a god to consolidate your own?”

“You mean to Sven?” Mekadesh asked, laughing. “Any power that Sven has, he got through me.”

“They say Jarl Sven is fifteen-feet-tall,” Jayden said, glaring at the demon lord. “What kind of monster would pair a five-foot something girl with a fifteen-foot man? Are you trying to kill her?”

“A fifteen-foot man doesn’t scare me,” Cassandra said drowsily. Arc lightning jumped between her fingertips and the table. She swayed like someone drugged.

“Cronos, be merciful!” Jayden said.

“Speaking of which,” Mekadesh said. “I must go. I’ve pushed myself too far, and this food is not going to be enough to replenish me. I need to recuperate. Ashton, you know what you must do to retrieve the Hand.”

The Eye perked up at the prompt. Ashton saw an image of the lake and a cave below. The waters parted before a woman with bright red curls. Cassandra.

“Do I really have to marry Sven?” the princess asked.

Mekadesh chuckled as she stood up. “You’ll marry whoever you desire.”

“The whole world’s gone mad!” Jayden said, pointing Khelekhoon at her one more time. “No one’s marrying the House of Sven to the House of Eldenwald.”

“And you are going to stop this?” Mekadesh asked.

“You may be a demon lord,” he retorted, “but if there’s one thing I’ve taught you these many years, it’s that we all have a choice! Wherever Sven is, he’s going to resist you.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Mekadesh asked.

“Listen, devil woman!” Jayden threatened her again with the shard.

But she disappeared. The Eye showed Ashton the same patch of strangely colored ground that it had revealed to him when she first disappeared along the road from Kingarth. A path led downward, deep within the earth, back to the god chained to a bed. He saw images of a large man and woman coupling and shook the disturbing visuals away.

Jayden sat down and shattered the ice shard against the stones below the table. Cassandra devoured one fish and then another, obviously famished from the strange transfusion that had just happened. After a few minutes, the orcs and elves returned to the table for a helping. Alfred looked at the princess timidly as he took a battered fish. The other guards followed closely behind him. No one spoke again, not even to thank Danwen as he praised Jarl Sven for each serving. Everyone had a lot on their minds, and the Eye happily fed Ashton more visuals from their thoughts.

He looked out across the lake at the tranquil waters near the center, but the Eye didn’t offer him any helpful information about what he’d have to do next. Either it had already shown him everything it knew, or he’d have to just figure it out himself. He guessed he’d find out when he got there.
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The demon lord Orcus stared at a ball of white light at the end of the orc shaman’s staff. Unlike the paladin swords that produced an impenetrable bubble, the staff created only streaks of unpredictable lightning in random locations around its wielder. However, what made it more effective was the lack of effort required to keep its deadly lightning operational.

The muscular orc with the primitive necklace and feathers in his hair sat next to it, staring directly at Orcus, in a meditative state. He had not spoken. He did not issue challenges like the line of hundreds of orcs that growled and grunted beside him, blocking the path to the northeast. He patiently sat.

“You can’t stay there forever,” the Blood Lord Julian Mallory yelled. “You’ll have to sleep some time!”

“If I need sleep,” the orc said for the first time, “I’ll wake a paladin, and he’ll take over. You’re wasting your time here.”

“You speak well for an orc,” Orcus complimented, “my general there probably thinks that your staff is the biggest gift she’s given you, but I know better. She’s given you a fully developed mind—made you susceptible to him. You must be quite important to her. She must talk to you quite often; use you to tell your chief her plan.”

“I am no one,” the shaman said. “I am simply the one who waits.”

“What are you waiting for?” Julian asked.

“The warchief and his son to return with their axes,” the shaman said. “The Great Light to return with her holy magic and weapons. The paladins to wake from their rest. Cronos to return with his earth magic. The elves to return here with fire arrows and flaming swords. Do you wait for the same things?”

“No,” Orcus said. “I’m waiting to hear your name.”

“Then please sit,” the shaman said, smiling cordially, “what I wait for will happen much sooner.”

Behind Orcus were over 8,000 undead. No demons. Those had all been trapped below and annihilated or were still hiding from Demogorgon’s deathknights. Another 4,000 undead pillaged the local towns from Shirun to Foxbro and Thedon. In his attempts to take over other worlds, he had gathered armies of hundreds of thousands, and Demogorgon had stopped him every time. Of course, each of those had been in the open fields of some distant world—where Demogorgon’s mastery of demons really took over. If the Prince of Demons could martial his world-eaters and hundred-foot-tall thumpers, he was nearly impossible to defeat or contain.

But here on Nirendia, Demogorgon had been bottled up in the underworld for over 10,000 years—just like Orcus. The small passages reinforced with ice magics had restricted movement, allowing him to stave off Demogorgon’s movements for hundreds of years at a time, even as he lost men. The chief demon lord didn’t have room to field his massive machines or his heavy shock troops.

Orcus had learned much from this planet and its inhabitants. The dark elves were weak, but even weak creatures could clog up a cave system. And these clearly stupid orcs, with just a little bit of holy magic, could check an army of undead. Perhaps there was some reason Mekadesh had made them. There was much to learn from these pitiful creatures. If time had not been so short, he could watch them for eons.

Orcus had tried so many tactics over millions of years. In his previous fight with Demogorgon, he had taken out two world devourers with a swarm of undead bats strapped with ice magics extracted by enslaved races. He had killed dozens of deathknights—which was no small task—with similar numbers. But Demogorgon commanded at least 70 planes of existence. His numbers were endless. He could replace anything, even whole legions, in weeks. All wars with the Prince of Demons had been hopeless.

Orcus had one real realm—a fiery world of caves and seared surface. Hades was his original plane—the one that Demogorgon allowed him to retain—and it had been drained of its undead long ago. His demons returned through the Abyss, unless Demogorgon turned them before they died. To gain followers, Orcus had to connect his plane to other worlds where life resided—places like Nirendia.

He had almost no hope of truly winning this world. Mekadesh had proven quite formidable when she wanted something—a state the universe hadn’t known since General Maddox, when she wanted the universe to die. And Demogorgon was as strong as ever. But Mekadesh had done something curious here. She had convinced the inhabitants to seed the ground and underworld with ice magics, containing the demons in an expansive but highly restrictive cave complex. A prison, really. And like rats, they had been herded through the igneous limestone toward the escape points—the dark elven cities.

Orcus had gotten lucky. Someone had opened a release valve—disabling the ice bomb that was set off in Xhonia—for just long enough for him to flee. Demogorgon wouldn’t get the same opportunity, not if Orcus had anything to say about it. There was only one goal now—gather as many undead as he could and find a way back to the portal. If Orcus could reconfigure the portal that Demogorgon now held, he could bring his army back to Hades and attack his next plane en masse. If he could overwhelm a world before Demogorgon caught on, he could gain a second realm and maybe a third—worlds with life on them that could be turned into his undead. Demons would be born naturally from the darkness, death, and strife. Gain enough of these demon factories, and he might just compete for the title of Prince of Demons one day.

“Master?” Julian asked. “Are we attacking?”

“Maybe if we had a dragon!” Orcus retorted gruffly. He cursed loud enough for his general to hear but not loud enough for it to carry to the enemy. Best for them to not know his frustration.

Julian did not argue. He took his failures like a man. Best to keep his general in the dark on his plans. If Julian realized Orcus had already given up on this world, he might not fight as hard. He might catch on that Jayna was likely gone. It would take a miracle to find her in the Abyss now. She had been falling for weeks, and there were so many other demons closer. If he had the chance to grab a demon, Orcus wouldn’t waste his time on such a promise—there was too much at stake.

“Our army is small,” Orcus said.

“We can take them,” Julian said. “I’ve been watching the patterns of that staff. The lightning rotates in a mostly predictable way. It arcs randomly, but I’m fast enough. I could get to the shaman before the staff gets to me. Besides, I—”

“I’m not worried about these creatures,” Orcus said. “Our army is too small for Demogorgon. The crypts and towns we’ve visited have hardly been worth the effort. We lose almost as many as we gain. The Dragon Prince’s force was an unexpected gift, but we need bigger presents if we are to get Jayna back.”

Julian nodded in understanding. “The biggest graves are in the north.”

“I don’t necessarily need graves,” Orcus said. “Poorly defended cities and towns are just as useful.”

“The north has those too. Estwick, Trexole, and Celtus each have over 100,000 citizens. Nydale has 25,000, but the garrison there at Crayton Keep is the largest foot and cavalry force outside of Kingarth.”

“How many are at Kingarth?”

“It’s been a while since they had a census,” Julian said, “but there’s easily over 200,000 there. Deacon to the northwest is a small outpost town, really. 10,000 tops, but Wellby is 75,000 plus, and I bet it’s overflowing with refugees from Foxbro right now. It’s a resort town—swells to 125,000 in the summer. Keep going west, and you reach the largest city in Surdel. King’s Harbor. 350,000 to 400,000. It’s also the most heavily fortified to sea and land attack. Over the millennia, it’s been the jewel of the Kingdom. Every other Eldenwald king has added some new fortification to it. Moats. Barracks. Catapults and strange contraptions in steppes along the coast. They say it’s impregnable, and it could field 100,000 soldiers in days.”

“Sounds like a lot of work,” Orcus said. “What about Kingarth?”

“It overlooks the passes to the north. You would likely want to take it out before heading to Trexole. There’s a massive wall that connects Mount Godun to the northern passes that flow into Estwick. Roughly 20,000 archers. They’ll have heard about the effectiveness of fire and tar by now. Take down Kingarth, and the north is yours. Probably 800,000 to 1,000,000 souls between Kingarth and Edinsbro—and as many graves with something you could bring back.”

“Are you telling me that if we go north, we might acquire over 2,000,000 undead?” Orcus asked.

His heart beat quickly, and he felt hope for the first time in centuries.

“You’ve made me quite happy,” Orcus said.

“Not-bringing-up-the-dragon-again happy?” Julian asked.

“Perhaps,” Orcus said with a wide grin. “I want you to move quickly to the south. Stop the assaults there at Shirun. Make sure none of my lieutenants are wasting our troops at Perketh. There are no undead there worth having. Then, keep moving north. I’ll lead the 8,000 men we have here west and meet you at Foxbro.”

“What about the orcs and the paladins?” Julian asked. “The wood elves?”

“It is time we used our enemies against each other,” Orcus said. “Let them try to contain the Prince of Demons or let them take the long way to Kingarth while we build our forces. While they are distracted in the northeast, we will take back the portal in the west. With two million undead behind me, each immune to the stare of Demogorgon, we will see who holds the field.”
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The Prince Beneath the Plains
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The man known in Surdel as Theodore Crowe crouched beside a strange and wide oak tree, fifty feet or so into the western tree line beside the open field north of Corinth. He checked around him for any of the Reborn from Perketh or the undead of Orcus, but he found none. He sensed no stragglers from Visanth in the bushes either. That didn’t mean there were no people around, though. If he put his ear close to the odd, almost-black trunk, he’d have heard chanting in the darkness below.

He walked into a hollow and pushed an ancient door inward. There were no torches at the top of the stairs—too dangerous. Someone might see the light from the outside. He descended slowly, partly out of respect for the delicate internals of the honed-out tree, but also because he was still distracted by the events of the past week. He hadn’t completely failed in what he’d set out to do, but he had definitely wasted time trying to channel the Visanthi prince toward a path that aided him in his objectives.

The chanting from the monks grew louder with each step. Hymns echoed as he passed where the wood ended and the stone began. Someone else had dug these tunnels. Long dead men who wanted to walk amongst the lands without being seen or captured by men or demons. The channels extended across southern Surdel—even as far as Mount Godun.

The chanting became more pronounced and recognizable.

Oleg… Olga… stiga…

After an eternity in exile, the calls of the faithful were always welcome and intoxicating.

“Yes,” he said. “Rise, my sister.”

He exited the winding stairs and into a well-lit, humongous chamber, far beneath the earth. The vaulted roof was charred black in the definitive pattern that mirrored the raven burnt into the field above. In the center of the stone-pillared room was an altar where a long-forgotten, massive man slumbered for thousands of years. His skin was hard as marble, and over his face lay a piece of cloth that covered his mouth and tied behind his head.

Stark, Klok Sven hjalper oss…

“In time,” the man known as Theodore said. “Once she’s gone.”

The chanting stopped, and the seven monks around the altar turned toward him. A hundred men and women dressed as ravens also stopped their chanting where the light from the torches ended. Thomas of Godun, one of the Monks of Godun, threw back his simple hood, a smile beaming across his face.

“Prince Oleg,” Thomas exulted, “Prince of Chaos and brother to Olga, Princess of the Night and Companion to the Holiest of Holies!”

“It’s good to be home,” Oleg said.

He shed his clothes and peeled back the thick skin that covered his true form. Swirling darkness clung to his hands and dark, churning skin. The monks fell to their knees and raised their hands to the ceiling as they shouted praises for Sven, Oleg, and Olga. Oleg crossed the room to the altar and peered down at the slumbering Sven.

“Jarl Sven,” he whispered. He stroked his hand against the ancient skin and brown beard of the god. Each touch produced fiery sparks as the holiness of Sven fought against the chaos of a child of the Void.

Oleg’s mother and father had met in the Abyss and mated there as they fell into the blackness. Oleg and Olga were twins, and as they fell from their mother’s birthing canal into the absence, they screamed and cried together, alone and drifting within nothingness of the Void for untold eons. And then suddenly, she was gone from his arms, and he was left there in the drift alone.

He found her path after many more years. They had always been connected—though, more physically so in their shared embrace in the terrifying fall. As he had continued to fall, he felt her warmth and happiness in the real world, and it had given him hope. He followed that connection through the darkness until, one day, he found an opening into the underworld of Surdel, 500 years ago. He emerged with a handful of straggler demons, who had attached themselves to him in the darkness as he moved past, and they fled through the tunnels beneath the ice and out of Xhonia. He thought that when the paladins saw him, they would kill him, but they did not. Wide-eyed and aghast, they betrayed their dark elven comrades to allow the whole troop out of the caves unharmed.

They had thought he and the durun were hers—Mekadesh, their sworn demon lord. Nothing could have been farther from the truth. They said she had created the Abyss—his torturous birthplace. They said she had tried to kill all of the gods, the creators of the universe. It was not her that had saved his sister Olga. It was one of the remnants of her purge, a descendent of the Creators, who had pulled his sister out of the ether and gave her form—a beautiful raven that brought fear into the devious and the damned.

It was Jarl Sven who had saved her from the darkness and gave him a path out of a life of despair and loneliness, even if Sven had really only chosen Olga and never meant for Oleg to also emerge from the Void. And it was the demon lord Mekadesh who had put Sven to sleep beneath the earth, never to walk the grasses again or ride Olga across the oceans and into the bright daylight. And that time would need to come to an end. As long as Sven slept, so did Olga. Oleg knew it.

“The bitch must die!” Oleg said through gritted teeth. “Then you and Olga will rise once more!”

“Praise Jarl Sven!” Thomas of Godun exclaimed.

“Praise Jarl Sven!” the others chanted. “Praise Olga! Praise Oleg! Rise, Lords of Light and Darkness! Rise!”
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The Defenders of Kingarth
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Jeremy Vossen stared into the fire. His father Edward Vossen had been murdered right in front of him by his best friend Frederick Ross, and this is how his father, that great man, would be remembered. Burned in a pyre in a corner of Kingarth. Unheralded, unmarked, unsung, and forgotten.

The undead marched toward the city. They might arrive any minute. Lord Regent Ross had ordered the preparations made. Every grave unturned and set to flame. Every nook of the city was being searched for bones and crypts. Even the sewers were being cleaned of all filth and potential corpses by the population. That’s why no one else was here for his father’s cremation. Even the servants and poor had been put to work. Everyone’s life depended on action now, not reverence. The defense of Kingarth was paramount—not the whims of a broken man, even if he was a high lord of the south.

Not that that title had any meaning anymore. Jeremy’s estate was under siege and out-of-reach. He governed in absentia. Pigeons still came from King’s Harbor and Fomsea. Technically, Jeremy was the richest man in the realm, with the largest army—housed in King’s Harbor.

But he was no richer than his father, and that didn’t stop a demon from killing that wise, strong man in a dark hallway. Edward burned on unpainted logs in the clothes he had been killed in. Like a commoner. Like a nobody.

The drawbridge lowered behind him. He heard a single man’s footsteps walk across the bridge, wearing heavy armor. A single reinforcement from the besieged south.

“The city is saved,” he remarked sourly.

The footsteps turned toward him. They came closer and became more pronounced. Plate-on-plate. No horse. Perhaps he had walked from Wellby—a messenger here to see the Lord Regent.

“Who was he?” the man asked.

“My father,” Jeremy said.

The man inhaled a hiss.

“You dare—?” Jeremy demanded. He turned to find a somewhat familiar face. Simon Casterby, a man who had apparently witnessed Jeremy killing Frederick Ross outside of Perketh during the chaos of the Red Army. Simon was a mediocre nuisance—not even one Jeremy cared about. The man had declared himself an enemy through his words and manners in the markets here in Kingarth, but that was a different time—back when such petty rivalries seemed to have a semblance of meaning. Edward Vossen’s death had changed Jeremy in a fundamental way. Stopping the undead and the demons was all that mattered anymore. The politics of old were a waste of time.

Jeremy returned his thoughts to the fire.

“I meant no offense,” Simon Casterby said. “I just hadn’t realized the High Lord was dead. Condolences are in order, and perhaps somber congratulations.”

Jeremy shook his head. “No. No, they’re not. Move along.”

“With your permission, I will pay my respects.”

A rush of emotions flowed through him, not least of which was confusion.

“Are you mocking me?” Jeremy asked. “I assure you sir that now is not the time—not if you value your head.”

“I’m unworthy of mockery,” Simon said, “and completely undeserving of justice or righteousness. You know who my master was.”

“How is the Blood Lord doing?”

“I know not,” Simon said. “The last I saw him he was sucking the life out of my horse and then his own master of arms—a man who, from what I understand, had helped raise him. Julian slaughtered our party. Ate their organs. He is a creature made devilish by demons, and I did nothing to stop him. I renounce my service to him with a heavy heart. I am not fit to judge anyone, much less a High Lord.”

“I watched my father die to a devil,” Jeremy said, nodding in understanding. “Sat right in the hallway outside of our murdered king’s chambers. Powerless. Useless. Frightened for my own life. Unworthy of this title. Unworthy of my father’s legacy.”

Simon put his hand on Jeremy’s shoulder.

“You came by way of the northern road?” Jeremy Vossen asked to distract himself from the tears building in the corners of his eyes. “Through Wellby?”

“No,” Simon admitted with a tremble in his voice. “The undead allowed me passage through Foxbro. It appears my master and his master had made a pact, and none of Julian Mallory’s men were to be harmed. Only Julian can do that. I walked through the burning ruins of towns, gaped at by fiends and pawed at by the resurrected undead… I feel their fiery green eyes on me still.”

“The champion of Surdel,” Jeremy said, “glared at me with dark eyes as he plunged his hand into my father, over and over again. He cursed me there, even more than I had already done myself. I too stand here out of the mercy of a demon. I am high lord of a state I don’t even control.”

“Nobility is your inheritance,” Simon said.

Jeremy gritted his teeth. “Again, Sir, with the mockery!”

“You misunderstand me,” Simon said. “Here, let me make amends.”

He dropped to a knee. “High Lord Vossen—”

“Stand up,” Jeremy insisted. “Do not mock me!”

“Please, if you would allow me to finish,” Simon said.

Jeremy returned to his silent contemplation of the pyre. His father’s skin had melted away now. Empty eye sockets peered into the heavens. A flaming jaw fell into the logs below.

“High Lord Vossen,” Simon intoned, “I, Simon Casterby, am a fool. I thought myself a better judge of character and nobility than I have any right to be. I sincerely apologize for my insolence and my insults to you and your house and bloodline.”

Jeremy waved him off.

“It is my honor to stand in attendance with you at your father’s funeral,” Simon said. “Let no man in all of Surdel look falsely on the memory of High Lord Edward Vossen. If any scoundrel, in any corner of this land, ever mocks this most austere event, I will beat them to death with my own bare hands.”

Jeremy chuckled at the absurdity of the oath, but Simon continued.

“Further, if anyone were to speak ill of this attendance,” Simon said, “then I would tell them this. One high lord attending a funeral is worth a million peasants, and a knight is worth a hundred more of the unbathed commoners who might snicker and sneer at two such men. And the only reason High Lord Edward Vossen did not have a million attendees and more at his wake was because he died in service to the kingdom at Kingarth. He served us again by having his body burned before it could be used against us. No other man can make such claims and be honest and true, but I swear to you that I was there, and I know what I know. And let any man speak ill of him or what I’ve said, and I’ll strike him down, for he does disservice to this great family, the king, and the realm.”

Jeremy cried at the kind words, spoken so earnestly. Simon remained on his knee, looking into the flames with Jeremy.

“Thank you,” Jeremy said. “You are kind to speak so plainly. I don’t think a better eulogy could have been commissioned by the Court Poet.”

“You honor me, Sir,” Simon said.

“Let me honor you further,” Jeremy said. “You say you have renounced your oaths to High Lord Mallory?”

“He’s not a man anymore, much less a lord worth serving,” Simon said. “He died and came back as a vampire and tool of demons. No oath I could have ever made would survive such conditions. I reject him and his status with full conscience and without reservation. He is an enemy of Surdel.”

“So, you are without a master?” Jeremy asked, more to the point.

Simon turned on his knee to face Jeremy.

“I am a wanderer knight,” Simon admitted with remorse, “but my commitment to the kingdom remains steel-clad and iron strong!”

Jeremy nodded. “I believe you, good knight.”

“Thank you,” Simon said.

“I’ve been named High Lord Vossen,” Jeremy said, “and in any other time, people would expect to me to think and act like my father. But if I followed his example and all of his lessons, you’d be dead where you stand.”

“Lord Vossen?” Simon asked with concern.

“When you first saw me,” Jeremy said. “I had just followed his orders. Kill any witnesses that might speak against the family name, no matter who they were. And I did. I murdered my best friend—a man I would have died for in any other circumstance. But that’s how I thought at the time: what would my father do? What would a high lord do? It meant something different then. What kind of man would I be now, standing outside of Perketh, watching as bandits raped and murdered while the undead roamed the land? Do you think I’d make the same decision now? Do you think I’d kill Freddie?”

Simon didn’t answer. Jeremy hung his head.

“What would my father do?” Jeremy asked. “What would a high lord do? I don’t know anymore. I only know that I must do whatever we can to stop this horde, and I can’t do that myself.”

“If you lead the way,” Simon said, “the people will follow. A man cannot just be where he has been. He must also be where he is going.”

Jeremy wiped the wetness from the corners of his eyes. He cleared his throat and turned toward Simon.

“The undead march on Kingarth,” Jeremy said, “and I, High Lord Jeremy Vossen, will see it beaten back from the ramparts. Will you, Simon Casterby, serve me and the house of Vossen in defending Surdel from the evil that besets it on all sides? Will you aid me in staying on the proper path, providing me with righteous direction and honest counsel? Will you lend me your sword and fight for me, to the death?”

“There is no greater duty and honor than serving the Kingdom of Surdel,” Simon said, tearing up. “I accept this charge with a full heart and a sound mind. I will defend you and your house, to the death!”

“Rise,” Jeremy said, “Sir Simon Casterby of House Vossen.”

Simon Casterby stood and admired the flames again beside his new master. Jeremy watched the last of his father’s bones crack and fall into the deeper parts of the pyre. With that sound, a final weight lifted from his chest, and he breathed deeply, free from guilt and with a sense of purpose for the first time in years. No more tortured memory of the Red Army. No more tortured visions of his dying father in the hallway. There might be time to grieve and reflect in the future, but there were still more bodies to burn in the crypts. Men needed leadership, and the new king and regent needed council.

Jeremy turned on his oiled heels and marched quickly toward the castle.

“Blessed Cronos!” a guard yelled from the battlements. “I see a thousand green fires lit across the fields! Just beyond the southern approaches!”

“Green fires?” Simon asked as he ran in his clanking armor to catch up. “Those aren’t fires. Those are the eyes of the undead!”
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The Lion and the Dragon
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Prince Roshan Rasalased crumpled the piece of parchment in his hand. His mother Sabarna draped herself across a divan, sobbing inconsolably. The homed pigeon chirped on the banister of the palace balcony that adjoined the prince’s main room in Scythica, the capital of the Visanth Empire. It waited for seeds, as it had been trained, but Roshan couldn’t fathom rewarding anyone or anything in this situation.

He unwrapped his white turban and grabbed a black piece of cloth from a nearby drawer. He changed into a black thawb. He stared across the balcony patio, in the direction of the markets and bustle of the city below. It had been such a beautiful day. Now, it was a terrible, gloomy day, and the bright sunshine was a torment.

“My brother is dead,” Roshan acknowledged as he finished tucking his turban of mourning. “You were right, mother. I should have done more to keep him here.”

Sabarna wailed on the white couch, burying her face into the crook of her elbow.

“I wasn’t there to see what my brother saw,” he continued. “I did not feel his rage. I couldn’t have. I was spared looking at our father’s fresh, mortal wounds. I didn’t witness our father’s passing, and I didn’t have a knife at my throat as he did… But I understand Jandhar’s rage now.”

He looked at the dozen parchments on his dresser, where he had kept each of his brother’s missives from across the Small Sea. He grabbed the last one again, the one from a spy acting as a teamster near a battle in Corinth.

Prince Jandhar died in his tent. Possibly assassinated and put to flame. Entire army lost. Dragons destroyed.

The army was a small force, not even one hundredth of the Visanth reserve. The other loss, though, was irreplaceable. It wasn’t supposed to go this way.

His mother buried her head in the crook of her arm. She hadn’t said anything since the message had arrived. He read the message over and over again as he left his room and walked down the hallway toward the center of the palace, where a large garden had been. While his brother Jandhar had roamed the Dragongrounds and stayed aloof from the capital to avoid their mother, Roshan had prepared a present for his older brother’s return. Roshan had hidden the gifts as far from Jandhar as possible and sworn all of his most trusted subjects to utmost secrecy, expecting to one day surprise the true king of the Visanth Empire with what he knew Jandhar had really wanted.

Roshan knew the expedition was doomed, just as his mother had known, but he thought his brother would just lose his army and maybe a few or all of his dragons and fly back home on Jahgo. As Roshan got closer to the garden, the shrieks and squawks grew louder until they became a cacophony. He bent over the railing to observe the garden three stories below.

He had collected hundreds of the finest eggs he could find—learning as much as he could from the spies he had in the markets and the scholars who shared their knowledge for sponsorships and coin. Below him, three dozen dragons out of the hundreds of eggs had reached adulthood. The finest surgeons in Scythica had learned and improved on the methods of those doctors to the east, and these stitches required almost no maintenance. The neck lining of the dragons had been bred into even sturdier skins in the resulting stocks. Some creatures were already ten feet long and all loyal to him.

He read the message one last time and paused at the last sentence. Dragons destroyed.

“Did I kill you by saving these gifts for your return?” he asked, choking on his own grief and bawling as he leaned against the balcony railing. “If you would have had these dragons, would you have survived?”

He cried silently for several minutes. He returned to his room to console his mother and escape the shame he felt for the hoarded dragons. She looked up at him with worry from the divan.

“Tell me you’re not chasing a ghost across the Small Sea,” she said weakly. “Tell me that I will not lose everything to this madness.”

He shook his head as he poured himself water from a nearby pitcher on a dark cherry desk. Unlike his father, he didn’t drink alcohol or visit harems. He didn’t pursue vendettas across oceans on the backs of a handful of dragons. He shied away from danger. He waited for his enemies. He stayed informed with a network of thousands of spies spread throughout the world. He did not try to attract the spotlight. He was the lion in the grass, and the Visanth Empire was now his pride.

“I do not seek to become a hero,” he said, “only a good king.”

She broke down into tears once more.

“You’ll take the crown?” she asked. “You won’t follow your brother? Thank the gods!”

He thought of the missives about the Blood Lord and Orcus.

“The gods had nothing to do with this,” he said. “My brother was killed by demons.”

He drank from his cup of water as he peered out from the balcony. “After they’re done with Surdel, they’ll be coming here. We must be ready for them. I have no interest in ruling a kingdom of the undead and the damned.”

He poured the rest of the water out onto the sunlit porch. “But for now, we mourn. My brother will have a funeral. Forty dragons will burn his ship in the Scythica harbor, and if I find out that the royals of Surdel had anything to do with his death, I’ll see Kingarth reduced to ashes too.”

His mother sighed.

“Don’t worry, mother,” he said, “I’ve already told you that I have no plans to pursue vengeance across the sea. You will not see another Rasalased son die in your lifetime… not on my watch.”

He walked over to her divan and kissed her forehead. Then he summoned three of his closest spymasters and instructed them on the messages that must be sent out to the public and which ones to send out to the questionable nobles in the western cities. If they were susceptible to rumor and plotting, they would be culled. He needed to check the foundations of his empire. His mother joined him in his study to suggest possible wives to solidify his power and start producing heirs.

Most brothers would be in mourning for weeks. He was not most brothers. He was the Lion of Visanth, an untested king, and the last male heir of the Rasalased line. His enemies would come out of the grass, looking for an opportunity to finally elevate their houses to royalty, and he would be waiting for them, ready to pounce and rip out their throats to make an example of them for all to see.

He was not like Jandhar. He channeled his rage into his work. He didn’t push his friends or enemies away; he brought them closer and asked their advice. He did not see destiny in the stars or in a king’s offer of passage across the Small Sea. He saw destiny as what resulted from hard work and planning. His enemies would not see a small army of 10,000 and a handful of dragons—the meager gatherings of an angry young man in a hurry. When Visanth moved again, there would be a million men if there was one, and a cloud of dragons that would blot out the sun.
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