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Chapter One
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The dragons came with the darkness; insidious shadows that swallowed the earth with voids of light. Screams arose from the ground before they had given any other sign of their presence.

The humans were becoming more cautious, Cies noted. It mattered not. No being could stand before dragon-kind, least of all mortals. With a slow-burning satisfaction, he opened his fiery maw and dove from the air, followed by his gleeful kin.

Destruction came to Harring that night.
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Chapter Two
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Soren slouched in his armchair before the fire with his feet stretched out to feel the faint warmth. The fire was too small to fill the entire space, and the cold of winter nipped at him. His high-ceilinged drawing room was rarely warm, but now, somehow, the insipid breeze found its way inside, and it chilled him to the core. Not even the midday winter sun brought warmth and respite; only a cold and flat light.

"More wood, please!" he called. A scurry sounded outside the door as his serving boy scuttled off to fetch another pannier of wood. Soren rose, stiff-limbed. He paused at the sharp rap on the door.

"Yes?"

"The Lord Steward of Pandora," his guard announced from without and pushed open the door.

"Lord Behan," Soren greeted him with a smile.

"Your Majesty." Behan's bow was not as low as it ought to have been, prevented by the stiffness of his arthritic joints.

Soren invited him to sit by the hearth instead, and Behan sunk into the chair with a grateful groan, whilst the boy returned and rebuilt the fire, and Soren hovered about the feeble warmth.

"What news?" Soren's face fell as Behan shook his head. "Another?"

"Yes. Harring."

Soren's gut wrenched as Behan said the word. It surely cannot be Harring? His eyes closed for a moment, as he said a silent prayer for his friend, Garth, and his daughter, Lindy, in that isolated and windswept place. No help would reach them there. I pray they are safe. He swallowed past the lump in his throat. "How many?"

"At least half have been killed, or fled and not returned. The other half managed to escape, and have since returned to their homes, though nothing remains of them. This news comes with latest word from Denholm."

Soren's mouth twisted in a grimace. He knew Lord Verio of County Denholm would have nothing positive to say. He waved at Behan to continue.

"Verio is threatening to shut the city gates. He has seen an unprecedented influx of refugees seeking shelter and safety behind his walls. In his own words, the city is 'overrun with them like rats'."

Soren growled an inhuman sound of rage. Verio was a despicably selfish man, but his words betrayed an even deeper contempt for his people.

"Yes, quite," Behan continued, with a shake of his head. "Hardly words of good taste. Soldiers are being killed alongside civilians, he reports. All his efforts are in vain, and he seeks now to consolidate his own safety. His weapons are of no use whatsoever against the dragon attacks. They attack from the sky with great spurting jets of flames, bulk that shatters buildings, and claws and teeth that can rend anything in their way. Even on rare occasions when close combat is possible, their hide is far too thick to pierce with any blade, and they are too dangerous to approach or survive. No defence stands before them. Verio is counting on his castle itself to provide enough fortification for him to outlast any attacks."

"And the people of Denholm county?"

Behan did not answer.

"Are left to fend for themselves," Soren answered his own question, his lip curling in disgust. "The man is a coward."

"He is, indeed, but, perhaps faced with such a foe, he cannot be blamed for wondering how he can survive if they attack his city."

Soren stood for a moment, trying to imagine experiencing a dragon attack. He recalled the fearsome bulk and presence of the dragons he had met, and could imagine only too well the fear they would strike into unfamiliar hearts. Yet, he could not understand why they attacked. The dragons he had met were fierce and terrifying, but bound to peace. What had changed? He repeated his thought to Behan, but the older man shook his head and sighed.

"I cannot fathom it myself, Sire. The witness accounts state all property and structures were wholly destroyed by fire and physical strength. All livestock are killed—most are consumed. People are killed and left. In any case, we must look to what we may do. The attacks move south and west through Denholm county—and they increase in frequency. We receive news of fresh attacks daily. There are, and we have, no defences to stand in their way. What can be done?"

"I know not," replied Soren, with a heavy heart. "Soon, they will breach the Grey Mountains." He knew dragons could fly over the passes with ease."And then..."

"Pandora."

"Yes. We could be next. It is perhaps only a matter of time before they attack us."

The consequences were implied. There would be no way to defeat such a foe.

The two men remained in silence, both gazes lost in the crackling flames of the fire that greedily wrapped itself around the fresh logs. Shivers crawled down Soren's freezing spine and every hair stood on end, even as his front roasted in the crescendoing heat.

Soren was foolish to think he had found peace for himself, and for Caledan, he realised. Does peace ever come? he wondered. He was at last rid of his usurping, murderous uncle, Zaki, and for now the ambitious and aggressive southern king, Harad, too. However, now he had a far greater problem—and no idea how to solve it. He pushed back his rising panic at the hopelessness and helplessness of the situation.

"I must make contact with the Eldarkind," said Soren at last. "If any should know of what is happening, it is they. Their race is as old as the dragons. Their magic could aid us."

"If I may suggest something of pertinence, Sire?"

Soren indicated for him to proceed.

"Your mother had a mirror," he said, watching Soren expectantly.

Soren raised his eyebrow, nonplussed.

"With this mirror, she could look upon lands far away, and speak with the Eldarkind as if they sat as close as you and I now."

"How is this possible?"

"Their magic, of course. Scrying, they call it. The ability to see far. The mirror was a gift from Queen Artora to your mother upon her coronation. After her untimely death, I hid its purpose. To Zaki, it was nothing more than a mirror, and I felt no need to furnish him with the truth. He was unworthy, and underestimated the value of the Eldarkind."

Soren's lips pursed at the mention of his uncle, whose face flashed before his eyes.

Always the same face. The one of surprise and pain in the moments before he died; and then the lolling limpness of his head and the unseeing glaze on dead eyes that would only trouble Soren in his nightmares. It was still raw. Soren swallowed. "There is no time to lose. I must speak with Artora at once. Take me to the mirror."
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Chapter Three
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Tarrell, the new king of the Eldarkind, stood with his hands clasped behind his back, admiring the splendour of the winter mountain vista before him. It was barren, a blank canvas of snow and bare meadows, but beautiful nonetheless. Everything was enriched now that the full flow of magic had returned to Ednor.

It rushed through his bones and his body hummed with the energy of it; rejuvenated and revitalised. He revelled in that, and the relief that accompanied it. It was only now the full power of the energy stream had returned that he could appreciate how much of it had been stifled—choked, and siphoned away—though he understood not where.

"My lord," his aide called, and burst in without waiting for invitation.

Tarrell turned and frowned, about to admonish him, but his usually unruffled aide's agitation gave him pause.

"The dragons are here."

"I beg your pardon, Alikar?"

"They are here," Alikar repeated, shaking his head in bewilderment.

"Who? Myrkith-visir?"

"No, Sire. The dragon who leads them calls himself Farran. He claims urgent counsel with you."

"So be it." The dragons were far too large to enter the building. "I will meet with him in the courtyard."

~
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THE RUMBLING REVERBERATED through the hallways as Tarrell strode outside. What on earth is the meaning of this? He had been unable to scry with Myrkith-visir for days. The mirror had turned as black as night and he feared the worst, but did not understand it.

"Lord Tarrell." The dragon named Farran had a rough, gravelly voice.

"Farran, it is my pleasure." Tarrell executed a short, sharp bow before tilting his head back to show his fleshy under-jaw to the dragon.

Farran dipped his head almost to the ground before rearing to reveal his own chin. The dragon greeting revealed a vulnerable point as a sign of trust to both enemy and friend.

As Farran lowered his head to eye level with Tarrell, for he towered over the Eldarkind several times his height, Tarrell stole a chance to examine Farran's company. Bloody. Muddy. Exhausted. What has passed? Tarrell wondered.

"Draw fresh water for these guests. Bring fresh meat also." Eldarkind scattered to carry out his bidding. "What has passed?" he repeated his question to the dragon.

"Bahr of the Fire."

Tarrell stilled. He met Farran's giant eye. "You have had dealings with him." It was not a question. Bahr of the Fire, a fire elemental of the oldest and greatest nature, had lain in the darkness, bound by ice for a millennia. His affinity to fire, and his role in shaping the existence of the dragon race had occurred as a concern to Tarrell. What if Bahr has sought their allegiance? Before he could ponder any more, Farran replied.

"We have, and he did not visit us with amity in mind. Myrkith-visir is dead. Our clan is divided and at war."

Tarrell's jaw dropped open. "Myrkith-visir has passed? How did this happen? Who leads your clan now?"

"Bahr came, and with him, he brought fire, death, and a traitor by the name of Cies. His magic had twisted and grown Cies to unnatural proportions. Myrkith-visir denied him claiming us as his own servants, but Bahr and Cies had many supporters in the clan. There was a battle. Myrkith-visir sacrificed himself to end Bahr, but Cies lives on, and he has claimed the clan for himself."

"Bahr is dead?" Tarrell comprehended what it meant. Now, he understood why their magic had diminished, and how it had returned. Tarrell exhaled with a deep sigh of ambivalence. The Eldarkind had lost their queen, Artora, the most fair and just, but Bahr of the Fire was dead, and thus she was avenged. No longer would Bahr skulk in the shadows, silently poisoning their very life force.

"You do not submit to Cies's rule?" Tarrell added.

Farran growled, and his anger was echoed by those around him. "No! We do not accept the rule of a coward who was banished from our clan. He is not fit to call himself our kin, let alone lead us."

A much smaller black dragon pushed forward from the crowd. "I name myself Myrkdaga, son of Myrkith-visir. My sire died the most noble of deaths. We do not submit to traitors. I follow Farran-visir, my sire's nest-mate. He will return honour to our clan and deal revenge on Cies of the silver scales."

Tarrell bowed to the black dragon. "I offer my condolences at the loss of your father."

Myrkdaga turned without reply and walked away with smoke rising from his nostrils and a low growl in his throat.

"This does not give you leave to come here Farran-visir," Tarrell turned his full attention back to Farran, now affording him the title of head of his clan. "You have strayed from your ancestral lands. Do you realise the implications?"

His clenched fist tremored a little, as the anger built inside him. "The Eldarkind have spent a thousand year abiding by the terms of our pact; now you have strayed from its conditions. You have broken the pact!" he accused.

Farran snorted, and Tarrell stumbled back, coughing as smoke puffed into his face. "The pact was broken already. It has been crumbling a long while—you know this to be true, you feel the magic, too—and it is His doing. Bahr has been weakening us for centuries as He devised His escape."

Tarrell was not convinced, though he privately admitted it did make some sense. Bahr's death slotted all the pieces of the puzzle together. He was silent for a moment, in contemplation. "Can we make contact with Brithilca-visir? He will no doubt have wisdom that may aid us in this. He will not be subject to any corruption by Bahr or Cies."

Farran rumbled his agreement.

~
[image: image]


FARRAN JOINED TARRELL later, away from prying eyes, in his private courtyard. The cloudy sky dimmed with the impending sunset, and the chill of the mountain air deepened. Tarrell came wrapped in furs, and even Farran warmed himself; the glow of fire in his throat revealed that much.

In the centre of the stone-flagged space, a still, shallow pool lay motionless. Tarrell paced towards it as Farran began the summoning. A low crooning emanated from his throat, rising and falling in pitch, and ebbing and flowing in intensity. The ethereal sound, charged with unspoken, ancient magic, made every hair on Tarrell's body stand on end, and shivers crawled down his spine.

The surface of the water vibrated, rippling from the centre to the edges, as though a pebble had been cast into it. And then, the water broke its bounds and soared upwards, twisting, turning, and writhing. Flowing rivers crisscrossed one-another as a form constructed itself: impossibly huge, made of far more water than that which had been in the pool.

Tarrell followed it with awe. He had never seen a dragon summoning before, and it was enchanting. In seconds that felt like hours, the form of a dragon stood before them. Made entirely of water that flowed through itself, creating ripples of reflected light that dazzled the courtyard, it stood towering over him—as large as Farran—and its feet were rooted in the water.

"Farran-visir. Tarrell-visir," the form greeted them with a deep, rumbling voice that sounded as though it spoke from a great distance away.

Tarrell, overcome for a moment by the wonder of what he had witnessed, and the privilege of meeting the father of dragons, dropped to one knee in the lowest bow he had ever offered another. "Oh, Brithilca-visir, this is a great honour."

"Brithilca-visir," murmured Farran.

"I know why you have summoned me," said Brithilca. His great snout swung between them as he regarded each in turn with a watery eye. "The clan is fractured, as it ought not to be, and there is no peaceful resolution. Cies already seeks you."

"He seeks revenge for his exile," growled Farran. "But the revenge will be ours. For Myrkith-visir and our fallen."

Brithilca did not reply. "There are far greater events set in motion that if left unchecked, will have devastating consequences for all. Bahr of the Fire is vanquished, yet His kin awaken."

"More? More like Him?" Tarrell said, aghast. Farran's growl rose in intensity.

"You know the old tales," said Brithilca. "You know who created the world and all upon it. Their slumber is ending. You must not let them rise."

"The records," said Tarrell. He knew where to begin looking. The oldest archives of the Eldarkind held records of the elementals, and where they would sleep. "Many have been lost," he recalled with dismay. Fire, decay, and water damage had destroyed many of the oldest records over their time.

"Begin with what knowledge you have," said Brithilca. "Seek them, and do it now, for my vision has long been clouded where they are concerned. I cannot see them as I once did, and I fear the worst."

"At once," said Tarrell, shaken. Bahr had damaged much: the Eldarkind's magic, their lifespan, and more besides. He dreaded to think of the consequences of more like him rising from their wards. The elementals had been bound with good reason: they had created the world and all upon it, and would also be its destroyer, if given the chance.

"And what of my kin and I?" asked Farran.

Brithilca looked towards him and took his time to reply. "You must work with the Eldarkind. If you wish for our race to be united once more, you know what you must do."

Farran bowed low.

A disembodied keening arose, and Brithilca unravelled before them. Water crisscrossed once more as it deconstructed and tumbled in splishes and splashes back into the pond, which rippled, and was soon still.

Tarrell and Farran stood in silence in the dark, digesting their meeting.

"We have much to do," said Tarrell at last.

Farran grunted. "Yes. But for now, we require needs more basic. Kotyir can no longer be called our home. I ask you on behalf of mine kin and I, if we may seek refuge with you here, in Ednor."

"You and yours are most welcome, friend," Tarrell agreed without hesitation, but his mind drifted back to Cies. "Yet, I do not wish to become involved with your clan wars. Brithilca's words are clear. A much greater threat looms—heavens help us. We must stop the rise of the elementals or we are all doomed. I will not have you bring more danger to our doorstep."

"The danger is here whether you will it or not," growled Farran. "Cies is a ruthless dragon through and through. Whether you stand against him, or not at all, mark my words, he will destroy you without a second thought."

"And you would have him come here?" said Tarrell. "You would have him destroy my people, all for sheltering you?"

"Of course not! Yet, wherever we are, should he defeat us, you will be next on his mind. He will not hesitate to eliminate you, so you do not threaten him."

"It is still none of my concern. Our purpose is to act for the greater good. If you feel the need to engage in petty strife, do so. But mine and I will not intervene. Choose your home in Ednor as you will. You are welcome for as long as you wish. I bid you goodnight." With that, Tarrell turned and strode away. He entered the building through the glass double doors where his aide awaited him.

"How long are they to reside with us, and where are they to stay?" Alikar asked.

Tarrell sighed. "I do not know. But we shall have to ensure they are well fed. Did you count them?"

"Upwards of six dozen. The winter stores will not see us through if they are to join us. What do they eat?"

"Raw meat, I believe. I shall have to enquire."

"We do not have the livestock, that is certain."

"I know, but I cannot turn them away. They are our allies. We must find alternate means of keeping ourselves this winter." He scowled to himself. Something else to worry about.

"As long as they stay far enough away from our habitations, hopefully all will be well. We have had some trouble already."

Tarrell stopped abruptly and fixed Alikar with an eagle-eyed stare. "Explain."

"A dragon may have knocked down a wall with its tail and ah—" Alikar gulped, "—stole, roasted, and consumed a goat."

"Confound it!" Tarrell exclaimed. "See our kin compensated, and have sharp words with everyone. We are to avoid confrontation. I shall see this reaches Farran's ears. He needs to control his kin. They are our guests, but they may not take what they wish and abuse our hospitality."
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Chapter Four
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"Where is he?" Eve said. Her eyes searched each brown-robed monk frantically—and fruitlessly—as they returned to the monastery. "Did you find him?"

Each day she had watched and waited for their return, sitting as long as her health permitted her in the freezing cold, swaddled in blankets. It proved difficult to endure after her own illness, for she had returned from the North with a raging fever that had left her delirious and incapacitated for weeks.

Exhausted and drained, she still dragged herself outside to keep watch, determined not to languish. At the very least, even if she was incapable of venturing back into the wilderness, she could do that. Until, that was, Abbot Hador discovered her as he always did, and, with gentle chiding, ushered her back inside to warmth and recovery.

Now, she could not move fast enough. Her chilled limbs were slow and stiff as she jogged with an awkward gait, still shrouded in blankets. The monks before her were weary themselves, and clambered from their horses with grunts and groans as the last members of the company plodded through the gate.

Riding on the very last horse was the familiar figure she sought, and her heart leapt in her chest as she perceived him. He was not awake, his horse guided by another, and stirred only slightly when his brothers pulled him from the saddle.

Eve rushed forward as he fell limply into their grasp. Luke’s eyes flickered open, unseeing as she called his name, and with a moan, he slid forward into her arms, unconscious again. She crumpled under his cold weight, as monks rushed to aid them both. His skin was ice to the touch, and he was a leaden bulk. His hair was tangled and matted in her hand.

"Will he recover?" she asked, aghast.

The monks had no answer.

~
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INSIDE THE BRIGHTLY lit, warm and dry infirmary—a log cabin with two beds and all the medicinal supplies that would fit—Luke's outerwear was peeled away. Mismatched gloves, a coat with tattered fur lining, and leather boots that had taken much wear and tear were stripped and piled in the corner.

Eve stifled a sob as she saw his bruised skin, but that was not the worst. Dark fingers. Dark toes. "What is it?" she whispered, aghast. The healer did not answer, and instead examined Luke from head to toe in great detail, peering, prodding, and turning Luke this way and that upon the bed.

"It is not as bad as I first feared," he said eventually.

Eve held her breath for what might come next.

"He has suffered chilblains and frostbite on his hands and feet. Alas, the frostbite will not recover, but unless it turns gangrenous, I have no need to amputate."

"Amputate?"

"It means to cut off a limb by operation."

No... Eve blanched. I should have rescued him. Somehow.

"The chilblains will recover with my ministrations. They ought to be kept warm and dry at all times," he added for Eve's understanding.

She nodded, feeling relieved, and his eyes flicked back to Luke. "When will he wake?" she says.

"I cannot answer. I do not know what has befallen him."

I do, Eve thought, but she said nothing. This is my fault. The memory of his prone form, frozen in place upon the gigantic icy throne in the dark cavern, haunted her nightmares still. I should not have let him sacrifice himself for me.

"You may wait with him until he wakes, if you wish. I am finished for now."

"Thank you." She did not look up as the healer left.

~
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"EVE."

The familiar voice jolted her from slumber. Eve opened her eyes slowly. She was still in the infirmary, slumped against Luke's bed with her head resting upon it.

"Eve?"

She gasped and bolted upright, suddenly awake.

Luke's warm brown eyes regarded her. He smiled—a tired smile, but one nonetheless—and reached out a bandaged hand to her.

A grin widened upon her face, and she reached to hug him, reveling in how warm and alive he felt. "Luke!"

"Am I dreaming?" he said thickly, with a swallow.

Eve rushed to give him the cup of water from the side table. "No. I'm so glad you're here. I'm so glad you're awake. I'm so glad!"

"What happened to you? I did not think I would see you again. You made it back?"

Eve's smile faltered. She had returned—alone. "Nolwen. Nelda. They..."

"I know."

Tears welled in her eyes, as they had done many times before. She shook her head. "Bahr," she said past the lump in her throat. "He killed them all."

"I know," Luke said softly. He stroked her hair. There was little else to say. What else could be said? They had journeyed north, full of hope, with the well wishes of the Eldarkind and the support from Hador's men. It was intended to be a simple task to establish Bahr of the fire slumbered on. They could not have expected that with so much ease, he could have risen from his binding and broke the wards upon him—or that they would have paid the ultimate price.

"We are lucky to be alive," Luke acknowledged.

"How did you escape? It seems a miracle to see you again, and so soon. It should have been impossible. The only way the bond would break is with the death of Bahr, and we know I could not accomplish that."

"I don't know." Luke frowned. "I woke and I could move. I was no longer bound to the chair—I have no understanding of why. I left as quickly as I could. I nearly died trying to escape the mountain. I could not find the way out. Just as I gave up, I felt the breeze upon my skin, I found the entrance, and then I left without looking back. Hours passed, and then days. I have no recollection of the time. I saw a fire in the distance. I could not reach it. I was so close! The next thing I remember was being surrounded by my brethren. It was so good to see their faces. I thought I would die that day."

Tears spilled from Eve's eyes. "I'm so sorry I didn't—couldn't—return for you."

"You returned, though? Here? Alone? That is a feat enough in itself."

"Yes. I’ve spent these last weeks ill with fever. I wanted to leave with the search party to find you, but Hador wouldn’t hear it."

"I’m glad of that," said Luke. He smiled and she mirrored it. Her face ached from it; she was so glad to see him.

"What now?" she said. "What happens now? With Bahr? With us?"

"I care not about Bahr, only that we are out of that accursed place and far away from Him. As for us? I don't know."

"I’ll have to return to Arlyn. I cannot stay here much longer by Hador's generosity, and my father will have need of me. No doubt if he has returned home from the war, he will worry where I am. I am almost well enough to travel. Will you return with me?" she invited.

Luke's brows furrowed, and he dropped his gaze. "I don't know. I gave my word as my bond. I’m a brother here, now. I do not know if it be something I can walk away from."

"But you would if you could? You would return to Arlyn with me? Your mother, if you haven’t already sent word, misses you greatly."

Luke's eyes flicked to hers. "I wouldn’t be parted again," he said quietly. "Not after what we’ve endured." He reached towards her with his bandaged mitts, and held her close again.

Eve leaned into his chest and closed her eyes. Questions crowded her mind, but she had no answers save for two: that she wanted to return home, and wanted Luke by her side, whatever the consequences.
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Chapter Five



[image: image]


Cies let out a gigantic belch and surveyed the scene about him with lazy contentment. His stomach bulged after the feast. Charred wool and bloodied, blackened, and cracked bones surrounded him—the last remains of the herd of sheep. Behind him, the barn blazed merrily, crackling, spitting, and bathing his hide with a growing heat. What humans were there were dead or fled. Cies did not care which. His kin gorged themselves around him, whilst the smaller dragons bickered and fought over scraps of meat.

Cies' prey was left for him with no contention. Whether out of fear, respect, or a healthy mix of both, he enjoyed the trappings of leadership. No longer did he have to prove himself to earn a full stomach. No longer did he have to answer to another. The faintest snarl escaped his throat unbidden. He would not have to follow a worm like Myrkith again. As long as he could lead—and do so without challenge—he would be satisfied to do as he pleased, and that suited him perfectly.

As he shifted to grab another carcass, now eating for greed, he hissed as painful spasms ripped and tore through his every muscle from head to tail. It took all his strength to remain still, but he could not move. To show weakness would be suicidal to his leadership, and he would not sacrifice that after all his hard work. The spasms subsided, and he regarded his clan from the corner of his eyes. They still gorged themselves. It appeared no one had noticed. The tiniest breath of relief escaped him.

It was true Bahr's magic had brought great benefits: he had brute strength and uncharacteristic bulk. Yet, since Bahr’s death, it had also weakened him with debilitating spasms, and unevenly accelerated his growth into twisted forms that were sometimes awkward to manage. No more did the magic fuel him and grow his bulk and strength, for Bahr was gone. Cies could feel the magic slowly sapping away from him, no matter how much he desperately tried to cling onto it.

Cies shifted his stiffening body. A spike of anger made him growl, as another wave of pain rippled down his spine. He regarded the sheep before him. He was too annoyed to eat now, and flung the beast away. It sailed to the other end of the dark field, where it was claimed by several younger dragons on the fringes of the group, whose voices and snarls rose in a cacophony of challenges as they fought over it.

~
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DIVOKY CROWED INTO the night, a fierce and joyful roar that carried through the dark sky, no doubt striking fear into the hearts of those who heard it on the ground far below them. Cies let his deputy celebrate, but his own mood was marred by the pain that still ached in his bones.

"This is far greater a life than scraping our existence on Kotyir," said Divoky with a smile showing his gleaming, white teeth. "We are true to our form now, and we have reclaimed our position in the world. No longer hiding, but making the world tremble in fear before us!" He laughed, and his grin widened with grim satisfaction.

"It is only the beginning," Cies snarled. "We cannot be truly strong until Farran and his worms are defeated. As long as their rebellion holds, we are not at ease to enjoy this life." Cies could not stand the idea he would be defied, and that Farran and the rest of his followers would get away with it. Every wing-beat west drove them closer to Farran and his dragons, and Cies planned to end them one day soon. At any cost.

"They are cowards," spat Divoky.

"Cowards, indeed. Worms, and traitors, and filth," snarled Cies, his anger rising. "I will follow them to the ends of this world if I must, to make an end to them. I will not suffer their existence!"

"Where are they?" asked Divoky.

"They will be at Ednor, as Farran stated."

"You do not trust that?"

"He is not stupid enough to attempt to bluff us. I know it to be true. He seeks shelter with the Eldarkind." Cies's lip curled in disgust. Dragons, seeking the protection of a weak race such as they. They would also receive their comeuppance from Cies. He had no use for them. The Eldarkind had had the dragons at their beck and call for millennia, and that ended here and now with him. He would quash any notion of servitude, and any threat their magic posed.

"We fly west to Pandora now, yes?" Cies could hear the excitement in Divoky's voice. He knew the younger dragon wanted a taste of bigger and better spoils, but that would not be granted, yet.

Cies pondered a moment. He had considered it, yet, now his mind returned to Farran. He could see the other dragon in his mind's eye, smug and safe with the Eldarkind in their rat's nest Ednor. Fury rose again.

"No," he growled. Fire roiled in his belly and spilled up his throat. "Crushing our opponents is of greater importance. We fly to Ednor at once. Farran will rue the day he crossed me, as will all those who follow him. Their likes will rue pandering to the whims of the Eldarkind with their pathetic agreements and pacts. The Eldarkind will understand we are their masters, not they ours. Pandora will be ours for the reaping when we are finished."

Those dragons who soared alongside him heard his words. Gleeful rumbles rippled out through the clan as his words were relayed to all. Cies let his inner fire burst forth with an almighty roar, taken up by his clan until the sky burned bright with their flames.
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Chapter Six
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Eve slipped into the infirmary, which was toasty warm compared to the frigid fog outside. Luke was awake, sitting in his bed reading a thick book.

"Eve!" He greeted her with a smile, placing the book open on his lap so he could clasp her hands in his. A smile stretched across her face as she beheld him. Shadows still sat dark under his eyes, but their unmistakable warm twinkle had returned. Her Luke was coming back.

"You can read this?" she said, wrinkling her nose. The Luke she knew had hated school as a child, and could barely read or scribe.

"Yes. Brother Ormund was kind enough to teach me. I'm glad he did; this is so interesting. It's a history of the monastery. Did you know the first abbot was named Dunnottar? And the first site of the monastery was at the crossroads to the south? The construction of this site commenced a hundred years later, under direction of Abbot Arbroath."

"Very interesting," Eve said, but her smile faded. This was a very different life to lead, and one that would not see them on the same path.

"How long are you to stay?" asked Luke.

"I..." She did not want to think about leaving, but knew she must. "I’ll leave as soon as I feel well enough," she answered noncommittally. "I cannot stay, you know this. I have my duties to my father and to Arlyn, not least of all, but I’m a woman. I’m grateful for Hador's generosity in allowing me to remain for so long already. However, I need to be strong enough to make the journey unaccompanied."

"You cannot travel alone," Luke said. "It's not safe."

Eve held her hands up and shrugged. "I have no-one with me. The abbot has no men to spare. There is no-one who can accompany me." They sat for a moment in silence, the unsaid heavy between them. "Are you to remain here?"

Luke sighed, and ruffled a bandage hand through his tousled hair. "I’m not sure I am able to leave. If I can, will you wait for me to accompany you home?"

Eve nodded. That was what she had hoped.

"I will ask the abbot what may be done—if I can be released from my oath." Luke said, staring into nothingness, deep in thought.

"I’d like that," Eve replied quietly. Would Hador release a brother bound by oath? She had no idea, but a growing realisation that the course of her future might depend on it. She did not want to be separated again after they had endured so much. They shared a hesitant smile, and she placed her hands upon his. He grasped them in his warm hold—feeling reassuringly alive again—and yawned, extricating a hand to drag it across his face. The twinkle in his eyes had diminished, and Eve could see how weary he was. She excused herself, and stood to take leave, but he did not let go and tugged her back to her chair.

"Please, stay."

She acquiesced and perched on the chair. They sat in companionable silence, but her mind and heart raced, and unseen to Luke, her foot tapped upon the floor. She still carried terrible guilt about leaving him in the very bowels of Juska Mountain and not rescuing him herself. A growing part of her felt as though, after being told by Tarrell that Bahr could not be beaten and Luke was doomed, she had utterly failed him by believing it—as if the worst thing she could have done was to give up on him in her own heart.

She looked up to see Luke asleep. His head lolled on the pillow and his dark eyelashes resting on his cheeks. Eve extricated herself from his grasp as quickly and quietly as she could, and left without waking him.

~
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"YOU LEFT?" HE SAID first, looking quizzical, when she visited again.

Eve flushed, dithering at the door. "You were so peaceful, I didn't want to disturb you." And I felt sick to the pit of my stomach that I let you down.

"I spoke to Hador."

Eve moved towards him, a thousand questions burning on her tongue.

"I asked him to release me of my bond, so I may return to Arlyn and try to rebuild my life—the correct way. Mother needs me, and it was foolish and selfish of me to abandon my life and forsake her. And... I want to be close to you too. After everything that has happened, I don't want to be apart."

"What did he say?" she whispered, twisting her hands together.

"He agreed I may leave. I’m released from my oath and bond to this place."

Relief flooded through her, and she embraced him, her awkwardness forgotten.

"Hador said I—we—will always be welcome here, for which I am grateful."

Eve did not reply, save to squeeze him tighter. Her skin tingled as he kissed her forehead gently.

There was a clatter from without and they sprang apart; the door opened to reveal Brother Ormund with another volume of history. Eve cooled her burning cheeks with the back of her freezing hands, her gaze averted, whilst Luke greeted his comrade with a secretive smile on his face only she could fathom.
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Chapter Seven
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The mirror was an innocuous object, covered with a dusty sheet. It stood in the corner of an abandoned chamber that was stuffed with accoutrements of all shapes, sizes and purposes. The servants struggled to free it of the maze of clutter, grunting and groaning under the strain, and coughing from the dust clouds that puffed with every step. Under Behan's watchful eyes, it was moved to Soren's quarters, where it was placed in a small drawing room away from prying eyes.

There, Soren unveiled the mirror, sweeping away the sheet in a cloud of dust to reveal the six-foot tall sheet of glass. A frame inlaid with mother of pearl surrounded it, and other than some small marks, it was spotlessly clean, despite the state of its shroud. Behan was ready with the incantation, noted in written form for him to use. Soren took the scrap of parchment, frowning as he beheld the slanted script and unfamiliar word.

"Leitha," he said. The word was unfamiliar and his tongue stumbled; he hoped he had said it correctly, for he had no understanding of how the magic worked.

A moment of nothing passed, and then the surface of the mirror plunged into blackness. Soren gasped and stumbled backwards, but as the mirror's surface swirled with things unseen, he could not help but edge forward once more, his jaw open in wonder as he beheld shapes coalescing inside the glass. By the time the room within solidified, Soren was almost touching the glass with his nose, and his outstretched fingers trembled millimeters from the mirror's surface.

It was a wondrous sight to behold. Soren stepped back to examine the mirror, which stood there, silent and unassuming. He looked behind the mirror, facing a corner of the room where two stone walls met—and the back of the mirror; plain, unassuming wood. With furrowed brows that rose into incredulity, accompanied by a delighted laugh, he looked into the mirror once more, examining every detail of the room before him.

Light, airy, and high-ceilinged, polished floors led to tall windows, through which he could see mountains. Mountains which were hundreds of miles away from him, appeared only hundreds of metres away instead. He shook his head. Amazing. He grinned at Behan, who smiled back, despite not seeming even half as impressed, but Soren suspected it was because this was nothing new to him.

"Hello?" Soren called into the mirror. "Hello?" he called a little louder.

Rustles, and then footsteps sounded before him from inside the mirror. A tall figure swept into view. Soren closed his mouth, which had been hanging open in awe.

"Your Majesty," said the figure, a male Eldarkind, offering a deep, sweeping bow. "It is a pleasure to meet you at last."

As he spoke, Soren regarded him curiously. He was far taller than Soren, it appeared, and long, pale hair flowed in a straight river down the back of his muted green robe, which fell from its high collar all the way to the floor. His brow was crowned in a delicate and interweaving silver and gold circlet. "My name is Tarrell. I am the king of the Eldarkind."

King? Soren thought, confused. Where is Queen Artora? After a moment's pause, his manners took over. "Your Majesty, it is a pleasure, also."

Tarrell smiled a thin-lipped smile that hid many feelings Soren could not discern. "I see your confusion. It is with a heavy heart I must tell you Queen Artora passed some weeks ago, of a sickness that could not be cured."

"I am sorry to hear. My deepest condolences for your loss," said Soren, though the words were an empty courtesy; he had known little more about the queen than her name.

"I thank you," replied Tarrell. "It has been a difficult time, but as ever, we move forward. How may I be of assistance to you?"

Soren took a moment to recover his thoughts. The wonder of the mirror, and speaking with an ethereal person both there and not there was distracting. "Dragons," he began. "The dragons are attacking along the east coast. The toll is terrible and growing and we have no means to defend ourselves. Last I met them, they were not hostile. I cannot fathom what has changed."

Tarrell's face closed, and his mouth set in a thin, grim line, but he did not seem surprised, which, in itself, surprised Soren. Tarrell explained to Soren, who listened aghast, of the recent rift in the dragon clan, and Cies's quest for destruction and revenge.

Soren took several moments to comprehend Tarrell's words, and his thoughts lingered on Myrkith-visir. The giant, black dragon had seemed invincible to Soren. And now he is gone. "This is grave news. By your words, they cannot be stopped by us, then. We need your assistance. Surely, your magic can help us?"

"There are greater events at play," Tarrell warned. "As I have said to Farran, I am reluctant to intervene my people in a matter which is not of the utmost importance."

"What about our pact?" said Soren, growing frustrated.

"The pact is broken," Tarrell replied flatly. "As it has been for some time now." He told Soren of all that had passed with Bahr of the fire, and of the awakening of the elementals as a result of the pact's failure. "It has been a long time in the breaking, and the consequences are dire for all of us. Cies is just the start. If he can be defeated, that brings some security, but worse will follow. We ally ourselves still with Farran and his clan, as we ally ourselves with you. That remains unchanged. But our priority is seeking to rebuild the pact."

"Why?" Soren questioned. "If Cies is the more pressing issue, then we ought to unite against him."

"Farran will have to fight that battle himself. Petty clan wars are no concern of ours, though we gladly offer any ally shelter. Our concern is for the greater go—"

"My people are being slaughtered!" Soren snapped. His cheeks were red balls of fury. "You would stand and do nothing whilst Caledan is destroyed? How is that aiding your allies?"

"You do not understand our mutual predicament!" Tarrell snapped back; the first sign he had lost composure. "The elementals have slumbered, bound, for a millennia. If they are allowed to rise, the world over will burn and be destroyed. Cies may seem a destructive force beyond measure to you, but I assure you, one rampaging dragon and his ragtag band of followers bear no measure of significance against the threat of the elementals. Mark my words, they are rising. They will come, and they will destroy us all if we do nothing."

Soren was caught off guard by Tarrell's fervent words. Something worse than Cies? He could hardly imagine it, but Tarrell seemed serious enough, and that alone was cause for concern. Soren swallowed. "How can we rebuild the pact?" He knew nothing of it, save it existed as some agreement that bound together the three races of human, Eldarkind, and dragon, in a lasting peace.

"We are not presently sure," Tarrell admitted. "It has been a millennia since the original pact was bound. We are combing through our oldest archives, and seeking the counsel of the great dragon Brithilca, but he is being as cryptic as ever."

Soren nearly laughed. The Eldarkind were cryptic enough to him, so Brithilca must be in an entirely different league altogether.

"I suggest you do the same," added Tarrell. "Mayhap we will find something of use between us."

Soren's amusement faded and he did not answer. There was even more serious work to be done, yet he had no idea where to start, and he was no closer to resolving the dragon attacks.
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Chapter Eight
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The walk to the crossroads was long and painful, but at least the exercise kept the chill at bay, for the day was clear and bright, and the winter sun did nothing to warm them. The monastery had no horses to spare, and so this part of the journey was to be on foot, though they hoped to hire horses at the crossroads; neither were capable of walking to Arlyn.

Both Eve and Luke were weakened after their infirmities—Eve still had not the strength to restore them with the help of her magic—and the weight of their packs dragged them down. Luke had insisted on taking both packs, but Eve refused, knowing he was barely capable of lifting his own. It was difficult to decide which of them was in a worse state.

It was the first day without a snowstorm that week, and despite Hador's protests that they were not fit to travel, Eve insisted on leaving. Some part of her felt a growing sense of urgency, as if they had tarried too long. Already, she could not recall how many weeks—months, even—it had been since she had left Arlyn. Five, she counted, and perhaps another. For Luke, it had been even longer still.

As they trudged on in silence, her thoughts turned homeward to Arylyn, her father, to Luke's mother and to what awaited them there. Hador had already informed her the fighting in the south had ended, and all had returned home. King Soren had defeated the uprising. That meant her father would have returned to Arlyn some moons ago. She no longer feared his wrath, though, she realised. After all she had endured, the anger of a mortal man counted for little next to the maleficent intent of limitlessly powerful elemental magic.

~
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DAYS LATER, THEY TROTTED through the familiar gates of Arlyn with relief that they had managed to procure horses to ease the journey, and for the sight of home. It felt surreal to return to a place they knew so well, but that felt so strange after months of nothing but wilderness and trees. Here, the din of people and businesses was overwhelming, and stone buildings towered above them, cutting out the weakening late-afternoon light.

"It's been a long while," noted Luke.

"And much has passed," Eve added.

They parted outside Luke's house. He dismounted and handed her the reins to his mount. Before he turned away, they shared a smile and a long look, filled with everything between them. She did not want to ride away, but home beckoned for both of them. At the corner, she paused and twisted in the saddle to see Nora clinging to her son—Luke hugged her just as hard—and sobbing into his cloak. A small smile crossed her lips. That's been a long time coming and well overdue, she thought gladly.

Minutes later, and she clattered into the courtyard, which bustled with familiar faces. They hailed her with surprise and warm welcome, banishing the awkward feelings of displacement and surrealism. The smell of home blasted into her face as she opened the front door: log fires, pine fresheners, and something roasting in the kitchens. For a moment, she stood on the threshold with eyes closed and a grin on her face, listening to the old sounds and immersing her senses in things she had not even realised she missed before she shut the cold out behind her.

The maids greeted her excitedly and ushered her into the kitchens for food, saying how dreadfully in need of feeding up she was. The familiar henpecking warmed her heart and she chuckled to herself. She waved them off, saying she needed to see her father first.

"He's in the drawing room, Lady Eve," they told her.

That's unusual, she thought. He could usually be found in his study at this time, but then, she had lost track of the days. Perhaps, he was resting instead of working. She flitted up the stairs and corridors. It mattered not that she had been gone so many months, she still knew the place as well as the back of her hand. It was good to feel the familiar stone flags beneath her feet, and the smooth, whorled wood paneling underneath her fingers.

"Enter," her father called after she knocked on the drawing room door.

She entered without delay to find him seated by the fire reading with a blanket thrown over his legs. She had not seen her father at rest for many years, which was even stranger, and when he turned round, she stopped dead in her tracks. He was grey and drawn. His face lacked its usual healthy edge and his eyes were dull. Even his hair looked thin. He stood slowly and his arms shook as he pushed himself out of the chair. Tears pricked her eyes as she rushed to embrace him.

"I've missed you, Father." Eve fought back a rush of tears and emotion that her father did not.

"I've missed you, too, my little dove," Karn's voice cracked as he clasped her close for a long embrace. "I've been worried sick. I did not know where you were."

"What month is it?" Eve asked, biting her lip. He looks as though he's actually been worried sick. It was disconcerting to see the only stable pillar of her life so infirm and worn.

"Let's see, we are a few weeks into the second month of the year."

I've been away five months, Eve realised with a shock. Five months... "You're not mad with me?"

Karn's eyes flashed to hers and he gave a tired smile. "I am ill," he said, "and war once more opens my eyes to the real issues of the world. It matters not, my little dove, only that you are home safe. I trust you went with good reason."

She nodded, her eyes cast to the floor. "I did." She did not say where she had been—and he did not ask. She could see he was too exhausted, so she took his arm, guided him back to the warmth and comfort of his chair before the hearth, and tucked the blanket around his legs again.

With a roll of her aching neck, she at last unclasped her cloak and sat at her father's feet, snuggled into the sheepskin rug and leaned against his legs whilst the fire comfortably roasted her back.

"What ails you?" she asked.

He placed a hand on her head for a moment, and took a while to reply. "The tolls of war were hard," he said at last. "I cannot sleep on account of the horrors I have seen and I cannot rid myself of this damned chill. It permeates me to the bone." His legs quivered behind her. "I worried for you also, of course. We have had no news for months, save a message from Ednor apologising for the delay in your travels and promising your return soon, but with no explanation for your absence."

Eve opened her mouth to speak—to explain what had happened, as best she could try—but her father continued, and so she subsided.

"I need your help, Eve. I have a greater need of you now than ever I have before. I know I have prepared you well, and although I always feared and knew this day would come as much as I hoped it never would, I know it is time I ask for your help whilst I battle this forsaken infirmity. I know I can trust you to lead Arlyn in my absence. I would rest easier knowing Arrow county were cared for by her daughter. Will you aid me in this?"

Eve’s shoulders slumped. A year ago, she would have been excited by the prospect: independence, control, and finally, a chance to prove herself. It was not so simple now, not so idealistic. I don’t want to lead any more. I don’t want to be the son he never had. I want to be me. Can I do this? she wondered. Her father's poor state concerned her and dampened her relief and contentment at returning home. There is little choice. He is not fit to lead. She accepted his offer with a sombre heart.

Karn heaved a shallow sigh of relief and sunk back into his chair with a small moan. "That gladdens me. Seek Hoarth, Captain of the Guard, about the defence and running of the town to begin with. He will tell you all you still need to know about how to manage Arlyn day to day. Water. Trade. Supplies." His voice trailed off.

"Father?" Eve twisted to look up at him. His eyes fluttered closed.

"So tired," she heard him murmur. "A little rest."

She stared at him for a moment, sadness welling in her heart, and then, as silent as a mouse, she left.

~
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IT WAS A FEW DAYS BEFORE she could chance a meeting with Luke again. Eve's head reeled from days of meetings with this important person and that to discuss everything from landholdings and winter fodder for the animals to the town's defence plan, and she was relieved to sneak away to the isolation of the wall to stand guard with him for a while.

Luke's position within the town guard had been restored despite his absence, though he was on light duties whilst he recovered, and stationed at the far end of the wall as far away from trouble as there could be. His fingers remained bandaged under his mitts.

"My lady," he said gruffly as she approached.

She laughed. "My lady? Really?"

His face was tucked deep inside the fur lined hat. He glanced furtively around them. "I didn't know if anyone would be listening."

“They're not." She laughed and tucked her arm into his. "Walk with me." Obediently, he strolled alongside her to the most secluded end of the wall, where it met the soaring crags of the March Mountain foothills. They settled upon the battlements companionably, shielded from the wind by the crenellations, which was a relief. Her cheeks and nose were rosy with the sting of it, and she huddled closer into her fur-lined collar.

“How’s your mother?” Eve asked.

Luke’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “She’s doing well. In frail health, you understand, but you know what she’s like: as fiery and independent as ever. She’s glad I’m back, and I am, too. I don’t know if she could manage without me looking after her.”

“It must be hard at the cottage—you said the roof was leaking?”

Luke scowled. “I can’t fix that blasted hole, no matter how hard I try. The water always finds a way back in.”

“Well, I have a suggestion. You and Nora should move to the keep. Your mother will be well cared for—warm and fed—through the winter, and looked after whilst you work. You won’t have to worry about her.”

“And me?” Luke turned to look at her, his eyes shaded under long, brown lashes, and his expression was inscrutable.

“You can stay with her. I’ll make sure you have adjoining quarters, and you can dine with the staff. It’ll be much nicer for you both. We have plumbing for hot water, which I’m sure will be much more pleasant for your mother.”

“And we would be closer,” Luke added.

“I suppose so.” She shot him a sidelong glance and a half-smile.

He grinned back and tucked her under his arm. Suddenly, she felt warmer than should have been possible on such a cold day.

Her contentment faded minutes later when he enquired after her father. She talked of his illness, though Luke had heard most of the gossip on the wind through his fellow guards.

“Has he... Has he mentioned your future prospects?” he asked with some trepidation. “Marriage?” he added when she looked at him with a blank face.

She scowled and her jaw set firm. “No,” she replied, with a steely glint in her eye. “He has not. And it matters not. Dane is dead, and I consider my betrothal ended. Father is too ill to think of it, thank the heavens, but I will tell him when he’s well enough I have decided my own fate. I won’t marry unless I choose my own suitor.” The fire melted from her. “I won’t be forced to marry someone I do not choose.” Her voice was subdued. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t strong enough to choose you, and I was so silly for not realising I wanted to until it was too late.” Tears pricked her eyes and she struggled to fight them back.

Luke pulled her closer and stroked her arm in reassurance.

“I’m sorry for not coming back for you. I feel like I failed you.” The tears fell now and she could not stop them.

“Oh, Eve.” Luke wiped her tears away with his mitt, and his lips warmed her frozen forehead with his kiss. “I know you would have returned were it possible. Please, don’t berate yourself. Look, here we both are now. Home, safe, and where we belong: together. Now, we have a chance to start over, if you want to take it?”

“You mean for us?”

“Yes.”

“To court?”

“Yes.” His determined expression made her smile.

“I’d like that.”

His grin spoke volumes as he lifted her chin with his mitt. His firm, warm kiss made her heart leap and was full of the promise of a better future.

~
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LUKE AND NORA RELOCATED to the keep within days, much to Nora’s excitement. Luke watched his mother with quiet contentment as she sat next to an open fire, warm and dry for the first time in months. Life there suited her, though she would not accept charity and had taken to offering her services and experience as a seamstress.

Luke was content; he could leave her and go about his business without fear for her health here, and it brought him closer to Eve, which he could not deny lifted his heart more than he cared to admit. Each time they passed in the corridor and shared a touch of fingers, or just a glance and a smile, the frisson excited him, but it was not enough.

“When will you tell your father about our courting?” he asked when they met again, this time in a dusty storeroom in the cellars. It was not the first time he had asked; she had already brushed the question off once. His lips pursed as he recalled the sting of feeling like he wasn’t good enough. Will it always be this way?

Eve leaned up to kiss him again, and he could not resist as her lips were the sweetest thing, but, after a few seconds, he pulled back and asked again. She bit her lip. “I dare not in his current state. He is so frail.”

“But what of us?” Luke asked indignantly. “Is this all we are?” He gestured around them. “Dust, cobwebs, and shadows? Skulking and chance meetings in the darkness? Snatched moments here and there? Neither moving forward nor backwards? I know I cannot raise a house for you, yet, but I ought to make my intentions clear to your father, at least, and before that, you need to.”

“I... I thought this would be best for now,” Eve stammered. “Is it not good enough for now that we live under one roof? We can easily meet, with both of our parents confined to their chambers. We’ve never spent so much time together. Don’t you enjoy that?”

“Of course,” Luke replied gruffly. “But we hide it from them and everyone else! It’s like you’re ashamed of me—of us.” His eyes bored into Eve, and she squirmed in his gaze.

“No! I never would be! I just don’t know how to tell my father just yet. His condition worsens if anything. He does not recover. I worry about upsetting him further—”

“Why, because I’m not some grand lord?” Luke’s tone was scathing.

“Yes!” Eve raised her voice, exasperated. “I’ve made my choice and I stand by it—I stand by you—but there’s a time and a place to tell him. You have seen his current state. It is not now, and it is not yet.”

“Is it ever going to be the right time for us to come out of the shadows?” Luke scoffed in disgust, and his lip curled in a grimace. He stood, quiescent for a long moment, and his anger softened, but the wall of disappointment that replaced it was even worse to see. It was clear he searched for an answer, but she had none to give.

“I...” Eve faltered, unsure how to voice her thoughts. It’s not about you! No... It’s not you? You are enough? No—argh!

He shook his head, turned, and walked away without another word.

“Luke!” she called after him, but he was gone. She swallowed. Guilt stabbed at her again. We finally had a chance to be together—even in secret—and I spoiled it. The disappointment, and hurt, in his eyes still bored into her as if he stood there.
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Chapter Nine
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“This is the fifth sheep this week,” said the Eldarkind through gritted teeth. “What’s more, the rest are in such terror that they have fled the pastures and several are still missing. We cannot continue like this.”

“Peace, Ilskun,” said Tarrell. His expression was purposefully impassive. “The dragons are carnivores and are wont to catch and eat their kills.” He held up his hand to stop Ilskun’s interruption. “I am aware this is unsustainable. I will speak to Farran-visir and ask that he and his clan hunt further afield, where they shall not encounter our own livestock.”

Ilskun scowled, not placated. “It may be so, but tell them also to keep their kills further from Ednor. It is unsavoury for everyone to witness such barbarism.”

Tarrell acknowledged Ilskun’s requests before dismissing him. He waited until the door had shut before he let out a great sigh of frustration and retreated to the window to stare upon the meadows and contemplate.

By all accounts, the dragons were unwelcome guests; this was not the first complaint. Already, he had heard how the bulk and size of the dragons had damaged much in Ednor: pavements and roads were crushed and broken, stonework knocked off buildings as they passed, and fences and even walls had been swept aside like piles of leaves by their tails. The complaints of missing livestock exceeded these grumbles in number, and even Tarrell himself was concerned about how long they could coexist with the dragons in Ednor, though he dared not admit it to anyone else.

Conflict at home was the last thing he needed when such momentous things were at stake outside the shelter of Ednor. Patience, he thought to himself, as he had many times before. Patience. He would have to show the patience his people understandably could not after the impositions on their lifestyles. Greater things were at stake than a broken wall or a missing goat. They would see that soon enough.
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TARRELL’S DAY IMPROVED with the return of one of his scouts. Sendari entered his office, executed a hasty bow, and gulped the cold glass of mint water whilst Tarrell waited for his report, his fingers tapping upon his knee in impatience. Finally, good news at last. I hope.

“Lord Tarrell, I thank you,” Sendari said. He sunk into the chair opposite Tarrell with a grateful groan.

“I welcome you back. What news?”

Sendari swept a sweaty mop of brown hair away from his eyes with a grimy hand. He had travelled hard, Tarrell noted. “It is becoming harder to move through Caledan of late,” Sendari began. “Even in the regions around Pandora where we have ever been welcome. The people are scared. The suspicion and fear created by the dragon attacks is making them ever more distrustful of anyone different, or foreign.” He tugged at his hair. “I had to travel in disguise so as not to attract too much attention.”

Tarrell shook his head in dismay. “This is ill news, indeed. If we are unable to travel freely, this may hinder our plans. Tell me where you have been. Did you fulfill your duties?”

“I did, Sire. I have travelled south and east across Caledan, across the isthmus, and roamed far to the north of Roher and Ladrin. I travelled the endless sands to where Arandulus of the Waters lies entombed.”

“And is all well?” Tarrell leaned forward in his chair. His hands gripped the armrests.

Sendari faltered and he shot Tarrell a troubled glance. “All is well, as expected, but there is the slightest taint upon the air I cannot identify.”

Tarrell stiffened and fixed Sendari in his steely gaze. “Explain.” His voice was quiet, but his tone brooked no argument.

“The faintest shadow on the energy stream,” he said. His nose wrinkled as he frowned. “It was like the flow of magic itself had some darkness within it as I have never seen to such an extent before. And yet, all was well. Nothing stirred. Nothing struggled against its bond. Arandulus sleeps soundly, as best I could determine.”

“It begins,” murmured Tarrell. “Or rather, it continues. Arandulus awakens as Bahr awoke.”

“It cannot be so,” Sendari said, aghast.

“That shadow is unmistakable. If you felt a taint upon the magic stream, it is happening. The slow unbinding and attrition of the magic that holds them is coming to pass. Is it not the same at the site where Oronimbus of the Air lays bound?”

Sendari had already returned from a previous mission west of the March Mountains and outside Caledan’s domain to visit a spot deep in the wilderness. In a steep-sided valley, where the white water flowed fast, Oronimbus rested at the junction of two rivers. There, the water ran fastest and most turbulent.

Tarrell remembered his skin crawling with unsettlement as Sendari recounted how, despite the turbulent meeting of the waterways, the place in the deepest water were Oronimbus slumbered was as still as a millpond, as if the creature within could lessen the impact of the water of its own volition.

“It was the same with Oronimbus,” Sendari confirmed. He hesitated. “It ought not to have been still in the very storm of the waters and yet, the water binding of Oronimbus is stronger, or He is weaker. If anything, Arandulus was worse. The taint of Her magic was much stronger. The energy stream was darker, and I could see the energy river’s unnatural flow around Her, where with Oronimbus, there are little visible disturbances. I lay a new bond with Arandulus, and it seemed to have a little effect.”

That was no consolation. Not all the elementals had been accounted for, and Tarrell knew if Arandulus struggled against her bonds, others did, too. “It is only a matter of time. I thank you, Sendari. You bring valuable news. Rest awhile before your next scouting, and leave as soon as you may. I fear we are running out of time.”

Sendari bowed and left. As the door snapped shut, Tarrell cradled his head in his hands. His fingers massaged his temples as he tried to alleviate some of his stress. It was worse than he feared. The elementals already struggled against their bonds, and successfully.

First, clashes between his kin and the dragons. Then, the threat from humans. Now, their worst enemies of all arose. All three races: man, dragon, and Eldarkind would have to come together to see the pact be remade to bind the elementals in time to save them. That peace would not come to pass until Cies was defeated, Tarrell realised. Cies caused the rift of distrust between human, Eldarkind, and dragon, and Cies was the cause of their own strife with Farran and his dragons, who would not have to coexist alongside them if Cies was removed.

Cies was the key. He must be defeated, and all who follow him if we are to have a chance of success to remake the pact and bind once more those who ought to lie sleeping forevermore. We must defeat Cies before the elementals awaken, but by then, it could be too late.

Tarrell sent summons at once for Farran to join him, and for Soren to scry with them later that evening.
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“WELL MET, FARRAN-VISIR,” Tarrell said as the great dragon set down in the clearing with a resounding thump.

Farran replied in kind as he folded his giant wings away.

“What’s this I hear of an incident this morning?” Tarrell asked, his tone carefully measured.

Farran rumbled. “My apologies. It would appear my kin is at fault.”

Tarrell huffed and paced before the dragon. “We cannot have this happening! Each day, we keep treading on each other’s toes instead of living in peace and harmony. My people feel threatened and they come to me, fearful and angry. Can you not control your kin?”

Farran’s growl turned into a snarl that made even Tarrell take a step back.

“I mean no offense,” said Tarrell, but he offered no apology for what he had said and pressed on instead. “It’s difficult not to be frustrated with the situation when our home is being destroyed and our carefully tended livestock frightened to death. We have ample space in Ednor outside the bounds of our dwellings. I am loathe to ask you to relocate further away—after all, we are allies—but it seems we cannot live in such close confines together.”

“I agree. We have a mutual problem.” Farran did not acknowledge the dragon’s part in that, Tarrell noted. “Perhaps, our kin—dragon and Eldarkind—need to understand our joint predicament. Perhaps then, they will all see the need to cooperate and cease this pettiness.”

Tarrell’s eyes narrowed at the insinuation his own people were at fault, but he swallowed his pride, because Farran’s idea was sound. “This could work,” he conceded. “The enemy is not here. It... Cies... is out there, and he is coming. We must work with each other, not against each other. We have left this too long.”
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“AND SO,” TARRELL SUMMARISED, having explained his scout’s findings and his own conclusions. “We must rebuild the pact in the limited time we have remaining. I do not believe this is possible whilst Cies remains as a threat dividing all three of our races. In light of this, I believe we need to discuss our strategy going forward. It may be in our best interests to unite on this matter. Our three races are as in need of each other as ever, both in relation to Cies and to the elemental threat.”

“We need your help now; we have needed it for weeks!” replied Soren through the mirror, scowling. Tarrell could see he was trying to bite his tongue. “We cannot defeat Cies alone, or at all, without your assistance. We do not have the knowledge or the strength. How can you concern yourself with the threats of the future above what endangers us all now?”

“Do not concern yourself with that just yet,” Farran rumbled. “Where are the attacks?”

“In the east and the south.”

“Do they travel in a particular direction now?”

“Yes. West and north, on a direct course with Pandora. Please, I cannot protect my people from them,” Soren implored.

Farran did not respond immediately, but his rumble intensified. “They are coming for us. I am sure of it.”

“Your kin can fly across the country in mere days. Why are they not already upon us?”

“Perhaps, they do not yet dare. Perhaps, they are unsure of our location. Or, perhaps, Cies enjoys his terrorising so much he does not make haste.”

“Regardless,” replied Soren. “Whether they come for you or not, at this moment in time, my own people cannot sleep sound at night knowing they are safe. Every man, woman, and child is at risk wherever Cies goes. What can I do? How can I defend my people? I cannot do nothing, Farran-visir. How can my people look to me, trust me, follow me, if I do nothing?”

Tarrell and Farran shared a look. “Humans were never meant to be able to defeat a creature such as us,” Farran replied eventually. “Our armour is impregnable to all your weapons, fire strengthens us instead of damaging us, and we are creatures of both night and day. We are wise and cunning enough to elude and to hunt you. Bahr of the Fire made us well. Our one weakness is water, in any of its forms: steam, water or ice. In great quantities, it will harm us and if we are submerged in water, we perish.” Farran paused. Memories of Myrkith-visir and other clan members plunging into the cold seas to their instant death flashed across his vision.

Soren took advantage of his lull. “How is this possible? From the reports, we cannot get close enough to have any chance. Your kin kill us from a distance with fire, or attack with such speed from the dark skies that we can neither see you coming, nor defend against you. Even if we could catapult huge volumes of water at a distance with perfect precision, we would be hard pressed to triumph. As I see it now, we are hopelessly outmatched.

“I have ordered the evacuation of many outlying villages to the larger towns and cities to keep them from harm’s way. Whether they heed my warnings is their own choice, but, even if they do, they are not safe. Do you know how that feels, to not be able to help the people who depend upon you? I could as easily be sending them to their deaths, depending on where Cies chooses to destroy next. If you value our alliance as you say you do, you must help us,” Soren implored.

“There is nothing we can do without openly engaging with Cies,” Tarrell said, “and we are not ready to do so yet.” He averted his gaze.

That enraged Soren further. “Whilst you wait, my people die. Make yourselves ready soon.”

With that, the mirror plunged to black and returned to reflect Tarrell’s own troubled face. He did not need to look at Farran to know the dragon felt as he did: their two races were too much at odds to unify yet.
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Chapter Ten
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Far to the north of Roher, on the border with Ladrin, the desert breeze blew warm and stifling under the baking sun as Tulia toiled in the fields alongside the other women of the village. It was a hard life she led now, far from the glamour of being the future king’s concubine, but she was glad for it. It was a much simpler existence. In the village, no one asked questions. No one cared where she had come from, what she had done, and why she was there. As long as she worked alongside them to sow what they would reap, they welcomed her to share what little they had.

She wiped her brow with a dirty hand and stood for a moment to shrug the sling into place. On her back, bound by the fabric, her son babbled.

“Hush, Haroon,” she said absentmindedly, bending over to toil again. He babbled back at her, and she knew that behind her back, his bright blue eyes, the spitting image of his father Zaki’s, would be watching the world around him with quiet intelligence. One day, he would grow strong, and then... what? She did not know. Named for her own father, she had no doubt he would grow into a fine man.

“You’ll get used to it soon,” said old, wrinkled Sarana with a wink and a toothless grin. “I bore twins one year. Now they were heavy.”

Tulia smiled fondly at the old lady. Sarana had taken her in when she’d been at death’s door with starvation. “You can carry Haroon if you wish.”

Sarana laughed and wagged a hand at her. “No, no, I think not, Tulia. My turn is done; now it is yours.”

With a smile, Tulia bent over again to dig furrows in the earth with her sharpened stick. Soon it would be time to sow a new year’s crop here in the hook of the river where the earth was full and rich. The ground is soggy today, unusually so, though we haven’t had rains for a while, she thought absentmindedly. She dug shallow trenches, well above the waterline, but today the water rose in the bottom of them, bubbling up as if it were trying to break free of the earth. In minutes, her feet were surrounded with water—unnaturally icy in such a warm climate. Tulia paused, and looked about her. The other women were already muttering in confusion. And then the water started leaping into the sky.

“What demon’s work is this?” Sarana shrieked, making warding signs with her hands.

Tulia looked to the sky and gripped her stick tighter at what she saw, as if somehow, it could protect her from nature itself.

What had been a hazy, sunny sky minutes before, was now piled high with black clouds. Shivers crawled down Tulia’s spine as she stood, still and alert, scanning her surroundings. This is not natural.

The women were already gathering, clutching hands in fear. Some chanted prayers whilst others spat upon the ground and kicked up the dust to keep back whatever demon was at work. They watched, as the earth continued raining upwards, under the piling storm.

The water drew to one single point, where it began to form a great ball and then into a being with arms and legs, as tall as the sky. Its legs reached down to the earth and its head was crowned by the storm. The air rushed with wind and an unnatural roaring and keening that set Tulia’s nerves on edge. The ground under their feet shuttered as it raised a giant leg and stepped towards them—again and again. The women scattered, screaming.

“The Gods have cursed us!” wailed Sarana. “Come child!”

Tulia followed, dropping her stick as the others had abandoned all theirs. What good was a stick against a god—or a demon? She had never seen Sarana run so fast, but the fear of gods had taken her. 

Tulia’s own heart beat in a frenzy as she ran, barely keeping her own fear at bay. She clutched Haroon to her chest just as the storm broke over their heads. Water lashed upon them so hard and fast, Tulia could see naught but a wall of water. The ground was slick beneath her feet and she laboured, struggling for balance.

She looked back, and wished she had not. Impossibly, the river had broken its banks and was rising into the air as if by this god’s will. More water than could possibly be in the river crashed down and raced across the fields towards them all, and the village some distance away on its spindly stilts.

Tulia let out a fearful whimper and pressed herself even harder. Behind her, the surge of water churned up crops and furrows and was an advancing dark wall of debris.

“Run!” Tulia shrieked as loudly as she could to anyone who could hear her, ripping her voice apart with the force. She knew the village would not withstand this; the stilts were meant for gently rising waters, not an assault. But her voice was lost in the maelstrom and she could neither see nor hear any others. There was only her and Haroon. For his sake, if nothing else, she knew she had to escape. 

The area was littered with rocky outcrops and she altered course, sprinting towards the nearest one as the roar of water grew behind her. Tulia threw herself onto the rocks and clambered as high as she could, reaching with her bare toes and grimy fingers for every crack and crevice that could bear her higher, away from the water. She wedged herself in a fissure twice her height off the ground and paused, shaking as exhaustion rolled over her. She looked out just as the water hit.

Not a moment too soon had she arrived. Already, the village was swept away, a jumble and tumble of broken wood, and the water battered the bottom of her own sanctuary with a force that rattled her. She braced with all limbs against the rough rocks through the worst of the impact, watching helplessly as her new life was swept away.

The watery god—or demon—advanced still, every step an earthquake. Tulia shrunk into the shadows, clutching her son tighter as it approached. It was so tall now that she could not see its head. Closer and closer. It stepped over the rock and, for one yawning moment, Tulia could see great legs of swirling water with vortexes of debris smashing inside. Freezing cold drops showered upon her. And then it was gone.

Tulia did not emerge for a day, until the water had subsided, and all that remained was muddy debris baking in the sun. She descended from the rocks and returned to the village, dazed and scared. The previous day seemed a surreal nightmare; a figment of her imagination. The sun was once more hot and baking upon her skin. The breeze warm and comforting. The birds wheeling in the sky. Yet reality left clues; a ruined field, debris piled high, and a missing village.

It was nowhere to be found. Where it had been was a flat plain, with a few snapped foundations.

Tulia combed the area for the rest of the day, but she found no one.

The next morning, only two other survivors could be found: the village dog and a boy half her age, who was wide-eyed and would not speak.

Tulia had to admit defeat. She murmured a silent prayer, knowing she would not see kind, old Sarana again, nor any of her new family. No tears came; she had learned long ago how to wall away her emotions from even herself.

“Time to find a new home.” It was not the first time Tulia had had to start over. She knew it probably would not be the last, either. She beckoned the boy, chose a direction, and began walking.
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“WHAT IS THIS NONSENSE?” snapped Harad as he rose from his throne. The figure prostrated on the ground before him shrunk further into the floor, as if trying to press himself through it.

“I beg your pardon, wondrous and mighty majesty,” stuttered the figure. “But I swear on my life, every word is true! The demon destroyed everything in a great flood. There are only four of us that survived, and—”

“Silence!” roared Harad. He gestured at a guard, who kicked the prostrated supplicant for him. The man suppressed a cry of pain. “You dare to spread news that the gods are displeased with Roher and seek to punish us? I will not hear another word of this treason. Punish this man accordingly for his lies.” With a sharp slash of Harad’s hands, soldiers jumped forward to grab the man. He protested, shrieking, as they dragged him from the throne-room.

“Let that be a lesson to anyone who seeks to spout such filthy, treasonous poison,” said Harad. Eyes dropped to the ground as his gaze stabbed at each of them. Climbing back onto his throne, he scoffed and beckoned the next supplicant forward with a sharp twitch of his finger.

It was the first, but not the last time that week, that Harad heard tell of a great demon or god of water drawing forth floods that destroyed lands and killed entire villages. By the middle of the week, he was apoplectic that he could not suppress such nonsense. By its end, he was concerned it was true, though he would never admit it.

So many rumours coming from such a widespread area could not be all a lie, surely? His troubled thoughts recalled his devastating losses in Caledan. He had blamed them on Zaki. Incompetent rat, curse his soul. Yet if the gods punished Roher, perhaps they instead held Harad responsible? It was an uncomfortable thought.

We are too weak to resist an invasion or wage war now that our army is devastated and our weapons, too. Perhaps the gods punish me for overreaching. Perhaps they punish me for weakness. He growled at the thought. Never before had he felt so vulnerable. It was not a feeling he enjoyed. Life was much more comfortable with a stockpile of weapons and a fully garrisoned army waiting to do his every bidding.

He paced his quarters like a caged animal, waging war inside his own head. He could not speak of this to anyone. To admit an insecurity was to invite defeat. Least of all could he speak to his family; even Janus, his son and advisor, was a snake he would sooner kill than trust. He wants my throne almost as much as I do.

“I shall have to increase operations,” he said to himself. He had already ordered the conscription of all men above the age of sixteen. Now, he would have them from fourteen. Plenty more young, strong bodies to bolster his ranks and keep his throne secure.
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AFTER THE THIRD NOBLEMAN had reported an attack by the next week amidst other tales pouring in from the north, however, Harad was forced to dismiss his ideas it was a fabrication of treasonous minds. He summoned Janus at once. He may not have trusted his son, but he knew he could rely on him for this.

“Find me the truth of the matter, Janus.”
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Chapter Eleven
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Eve perused the letter with interest. As she read, her fingers rubbed over the now broken royal seal and the grain of the parchment. With each line, her cousin, Soren asked, and at times even begged, for her help with the Eldarkind and the dragons, explaining that they had joined forces in Ednor and were for now withholding assistance from Caledan, leaving it at the mercy of rogue dragon attacks. He explained everything; the struggling relationships between the three races, the attacks across Caledan, which left a gnawing worry in the pit of her stomach, and his own need for eyes and ears in Ednor.

“I need you, Cousin,” Soren wrote, “to aid me as never before. Be my eyes and ears in Ednor. You are their kin; they will not look to you as an outsider as they would anyone else I could send in your stead. I need you to advocate for me, strengthen my position, and ensure my voice and Caledan’s pleas are heard and answered. We are in grave danger and desperate need of their help if I am to have any success in defeating the rogue dragons and saving our realm. I tell you in confidence and to impress upon you the urgency of the situation. If left unchecked, Caledan as we know it could well be destroyed.”

Eve let the wad of parchment fall into her lap. It took many minutes to digest its contents, and she re-read it thrice. Her hand tremored as she fought back frustration at what Soren asked of her.

I have only just returned home, she thought bitterly, and settled back into the fold. She thought of her father, frail and in need of her care, Luke, and their blossoming friendship as they both settled back into their own lives, and her own promises to herself to never again do anything she did not want. That did not stand when it came to the orders of her king. She swallowed. I have no choice, yet again. Unbidden, her fists clenched around the letter. She crumpled it and with all her might, threw it at the wall.

Confound it!
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HER FATHER TOOK THE news better than she thought. He understood the cost of duty above all else, so, perhaps, it was not surprising.

“I shall be fine,” he said, smiling his now customary wan, tired half-smile, half-grimace. “I have run Arrow county for more summers than you have seen, my little dove.”

Eve was not at all convinced, but she had no choice. “Take care of yourself,” she told him sternly, feeling more nursemaid than daughter. “I will return as soon as I am able.”

Karn grasped her hands in his own. His skin was dry and cool to the touch, almost insubstantial. She clasped his hands harder, as if to imprint the memory of them into her skin. “Be safe, Eve.”

“I will, Father.”

Before she left, her last visit was to Luke, with some trepidation. Of all the times to leave, she mentally berated Soren. Would that it be whilst we fought. Luke was less than pleased at her sudden mission, but she could not discern whether it was because of the nature of the task, or the fact they were no longer in harmony.

“Will you come with me?” she asked on impulse, though her voice wavered a little with uncertainty. “I leave at once.”

Luke shook his head. “Mother needs me.”

Eve swallowed and nodded. She had expected nothing less, given how frosty things were after their last meeting, though she had hoped for more. “I... I thought as much. Here.” She pulled a small wrapped parcel from her pocket and handed it to him. “A scrying mirror. I enchanted it so that at my bidding, sight and sound shall pass through it, so we do not have to truly be parted.”

Luke issued a gruff, “Thank you.”

“Look to it at sunset each day?” Her statement turned into a question.

Luke nodded.

There was an awkward pause, a long, yawning silence between them.

“Well, I must leave,” said Eve. She stepped forward to give him a tight embrace, which after a moment of surprise, he returned, and then she stepped back, turned around, and walked away without looking back.

Eve left as quickly as she could. She saddled Alia, checked her saddle bags had been packed with everything she had requested, and rode out into the valley, hoping the faster she rode to Ednor, the sooner she could return home to mend what was broken.
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EVE ARRIVED IN EDNOR just as the sun set, casting all in fiery red light as it dipped behind the mountains. Each day on her journey, she had scried Luke and spoken to him, though briefly. Things were still cold between them, as much as she hated it. Tonight, she had forewarned him they would not speak, knowing she would be still on the road for the final push to make Ednor before dark.

As she rode, Alia’s hooves were a rhythmic drumming upon the grassy meadows of the mountain valley. Her tumultuous thoughts over her troubles with Luke and her worries with her father calmed as she soaked in the familiar sights and sounds.

The valley was as it had been on her first visit: lush, green, and full of life; far different to the barren and eerie valley she had last visited. Yet, on the breeze drifted birdsong and the strangest roaring she could not identify. Her heart leapt into her mouth with a burst of fear-soaked adrenaline as she sighted dragons flitting high above distant peaks.

Quickening Alia’s pace, Eve rode faster until she reached the cover of the woodlands and familiar Ednor—once more bustling, and thrumming with life, vitality, and beauty. Magic hummed through her veins and she was almost dizzy with the strength of it. Her skin tingled and the very air seemed to vibrate with energy. For a moment, she simply closed her eyes to be lost in the full flow of the energy stream and reveled in the power of magic returned as she had never felt it before. It was good to be back.

Eve had already scried ahead and Tarrell awaited her at the gates of Ednor’s simple palace. He helped her from Alia himself and sent the horse away with a groomsman. Tarrell offered her a sweeping bow and greeting in Eldarkind, and she took the chance to examine him. Tall, refined, and with a hint of steel, she determined from his stance, eyes, and the set of his jaw. He dressed in sweeping robes, far more ceremonial than his predecessor, Artora, and Eve gauged he would not be so informal as she. Eve returned the greeting and bowed herself, noting Tarrell’s surprise in his raised eyebrow. She suppressed a smile. Not all ladies curtsy.

They walked leisurely into the complex with Tarrell engaging in small talk, much to her growing frustration.

“Perhaps, we have more pressing matters to discuss,” she said as politely as she could, though her tone was cutting.

He smiled gravely and bowed his head in acquiescence. “I sense you are angry with me?”

Eve paused, unsure and taken aback by his remark.

“Perhaps, you still hold anger that we did not come to your aid regarding your friend.”

“Yes,” Eve said, realising that frustration still burned within her. “I offered to sacrifice everything for Artora—for you—and you repaid me with nothing. For all you knew, I could have died out there, and you would not have come to rescue me. So, yes, I am angry. I asked you for the help I so freely gave, and not only did you abandon me, you doomed him.”

She fell silent; her own outburst had shocked even her. I haven’t said that to anyone, not even myself, before. The resentment bubbling within her was surprising, and not a feeling she enjoyed, but it was true.

“I understand your frustration, Lady Eve, but there is much more you ought to know, which your cousin, the King, may have hinted at, that led to our decision not to intervene. Would that I could have helped.”

Tarrell led her to the same drawing room Artora used. It was strange to be in this place again. Eve had twin memories: the bright and vibrant queen that glowed with her own light, and the dying queen, who had been pale, haggard, and as frail as a leaf. The spirits of Nolwen, Nelda, and Artora were with her in that moment. She could almost hear Artora’s rich, warm voice, see Nolwen’s lazy smile, and feel Nelda’s warm hug. Eve swallowed past the lump in her throat. There was still raw grief attached to their memories, and a fierce ache of longing. She missed the first extended family she had known from her mother’s side more than she could describe. So many years unspent. So many memories we will never make.

“Please,” Tarrell waved his arm to invite her in, as she teetered in the doorway. “Come. Sit.”

Obediently, Eve sunk onto a chair in front of the large windows, overlooking the familiar meadows, now bare of flowers and cold after a hard winter, and composed herself. “You know why I am here, I believe?” she asked Tarrell.

“King Soren informed me of your purpose here, yes. You are welcome to stay for as long as you please.”

“I thank you, Lord Tarrell.” She paused as drinks were brought to them, and took hers eagerly. The hot cup warmed her stiff hands. “What did you mean earlier, when you said there was ‘much I ought to know’?”

Eve listened in silence as Tarrell explained from the beginning; he echoed the fragments Artora had told her. The elementals did not disappear, as was the commonly told tale, but they were, in fact, bound by the pact of men, Eldarkind, and dragons, which Artora had last hinted at. He explained, to the growing chill rising through her, of the breaking of the pact, of Bahr’s rise and his demise at the hands of the dragons—Eve at last understood how Luke came to be free—of the return of magic, and of the threats that now loomed.

As he spoke of Bahr, vivid memories overwhelmed Eve and suddenly she was there again, in the freezing caves, darker than night, with Him; Bahr of the Fire. She felt the cold and fear as she had then. Her tongue tingled with the taste of tainted air and magic—and that cursed place. The mere memory made her nauseous. The feeling of the tingling, tainted magic faded as she shook herself and the warm, soothing magic of Ednor caressed her senses again, enveloping her in warmth and wholesomeness; a reassuring touch against the dark things of the world.

Eve realised Tarrell was watching her in silence. “More like him?” she said, unable to keep the dread and fear from her voice.

“More like him,” Tarrell replied sombrely. “They sleep for now, but some stir already and it will only be a matter of time before they rise and we are faced with the greatest challenge since our races first united.”

Eve did not respond, trying to process what he had said. I hope they do not call upon me to try and bind such a thing again. Bahr was nearly my undoing.

“This is why we could not help you rescue your friend,” Tarrell explained. “The wellspring of magic was tainted beyond measure. Now, it runs pure again, but even so, the elementals’ magic and their binding is too strong for the likes of us to journey to the ends of the world, binding them to sleep for eternity once more. It cannot be done. We must instead remake the pact between humans, Eldarkind, and dragons.”

“What of the dragons?” Eve asked, trying to understand exactly what was happening. Soren had spoken about dragon attacks, not elementals.

“Ah, you pre-empt me,” said Tarrell. “The threat of the elementals is certainly our greatest threat, but it is not our most pressing. Remaking the pact is our priority, yet we cannot do that when Eldarkind, man, and dragon are not united. When the pact failed, the dragon clan split into two factions: those who wanted to uphold the peace between our races, and those who did not. The latter, led by a dragon named Cies, seek to end both the dragons who reside here under our protection and friendship, and us also, for the simple reason that they bear no love for us. After we are vanquished, we believe they will take over the realm of Caledan as their own, and woe betide any human who defies them.”

Eve had only briefly met dragons at her time in Pandora, long ago, and had little understanding of the huge and highly intelligent creatures; just a healthy respect and fear.

“Therefore, our new priority is to address the issue of the rogue dragons, who are currently, as your cousin has told you, spreading fire, fear, and destruction across Caledan. Soren will find this most agreeable, I presume, as he has already discovered none can stand in their way. He will be free of them soon. We have already determined they seek to challenge us without delay.”

“Is Arlyn safe?” Eve asked. Her first thoughts were of her father, Luke, and her people’s safety.

Tarrell did not answer, and when she pressed him, would not.

“I cannot guarantee anything, Lady Eve. Humans cannot stand before them.”

A tingle of fear shot through Eve’s stomach at his words. “Can the Eldarkind?”

“It is possible, but to do so, we must work in cooperation with the dragons here, which is proving difficult, given the vast differences between our races. We hope and presume they speed to Ednor, and do not divert, so we may engage Cies. We have the best chance of all three races here in Ednor to engage him successfully.”

“What can I do to protect my people?” Eve pressed him.

Tarrell drummed his fingers on the armrest of his chair as he considered her question. Eve shuffled with impatience as the silence stretched. “Protective wards may help,” he replied eventually. “I fear there is little you can do to defeat them in the case of an attack, but you may be able to protect your people from harm by drawing on the power of nature to sustain enchantments. That is more than can be said for most of Caledan.”

Then all is not lost. Eve knew she could cast such enchantments if she needed to. “They are coming here beyond any doubt, though?”

“Yes.”

“Then, if they fly west, there is a risk to my homeland”

“It is us they seek, not you.”

Eve didn’t feel reassured. She could see the dragons high on the peaks, soaring and looping through the clouds. It was not hard to imagine them striking fear into hearts wherever they travelled, especially under cover of night. According to Soren, certain death and destruction was the fate of all that came into their path, and Eve could not help but think of Arlyn. The town had fortifications, but it would be no match for dragons.

In her mind’s eye, she saw hordes of the great, nameless beasts falling from the sky and her town roasting in flames, and shuddered. If Arlyn were to fall into the sight of the dragons, that would be its fate, regardless of any ward she could cast. Her muscles twitched, and only her duty to Soren kept her sitting with Tarrell. Every muscle urged her to return home as quickly as possible, to do whatever could be done to keep her people safe—just in case.

Not for the first time, she wished she could follow her own desires instead of duty.

Tarrell saw her consternation, for he leant forwards, and caught her gaze. “Nothing may happen at all,” he said. “All may be well.”

Eve was not reassured. 

~
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AS SHE UNPACKED HER few possessions into a small bedchamber that looked over the valley, she could not help but worry about what to do. The obvious solution was to lay a protective ward. She paced back and forth. Before that, I’ll need to let everyone know. What will they think? Will they take me seriously? Will they trust me if I need to use magic to protect them?

Magic was a maligned thing in Arrow county, to the extremity that Eldarkind were not welcome there after a thousand years of fairy tales had twisted them into villainous and malevolent characters. Even Lord Karn had had to keep his wife’s lineage and his daughter’s half-blood status a close secret, for fear of repercussions.

Not to mention the dragons: creatures from myth and legend, never seen in those parts in living, written or spoken memory. How can I return home talking of the Eldarkind as our allies, ‘good’ dragons and ‘bad’ dragons? They’ll call me a madwoman, especially if I talk about more wars and battles to come after so many have only recently returned from fighting Zaki... and many have not. It will already take years to recover from such losses and rebuild lives.

She sighed. This would require some thinking. It had been a long day, and there was much to consider. Now, she knew the full picture of events from Tarrell.

That evening, she scried Luke and was glad to see his familiar face after a day of unsettling revelations.

“Are you well?” he asked. “You seem... I’m not sure.”

Eve shook her head, and briefly recounted what Tarrell had told her.

Luke did not respond, except with a huff of surprise at her news. His hand worried at his beard as he contemplated what she had said.

“I need your help, Luke,” Eve asked, when he did not reply. 

“Are you that scared?”

“Bahr—or more like him—are rising, the dragons are coming, and we have no way to defeat either of them. Of course, I’m scared!” The goosebumps on her arms had little to do with the night chill. “They’re destroying everything in their path, and you saw what Bahr could do, which was far worse. Arlyn is in danger!” She knew her message was garbled, and pushed on to try and impress her seriousness upon him. “I don’t feel safe. They are coming. Will you come for me, so I can ride safely home? The dark of night feels all the more terrifying now that I know what it hides.”

“I cannot come,” Luke replied after a pause.

“Why?”

“I need to stay here to care for Mother, and I have my job to do. You do not understand that I cannot drop everything for you.”

“Nora will be fine; we have servants who can care for her. I need you.” Her voice was almost plaintive. She hated feeling so vulnerable, but it was true; she trusted him as no-one else, and felt safe with him as with no-one else. More than anything, he was the one person she had always been able to count on. He’s never rejected me before; maybe I deserve it after how we left things. For a split second, she could see now how he had felt when she had refused to talk to her father about their relationship.

“Do you?” His voice was flat, and his eyes dark in the mirror. “What for? What are we?” He threw up his arms. “What is this? I should drop everything for you. Again? My mother needs me, and I won’t desert her again on your account. She has nothing and no-one else! Look where it got me last time: abandoned, nearly dead at the end of the world and no good to anyone.”

Eve recoiled at the resentment in his voice. “This isn’t a whim, Luke. It’s serious, as it was last time. You followed me willingly; I didn’t even know! How is that my fault? You chose to sacrifice yourself, but you blame me for the consequences? I tried to save you and I could not. They all died. What else could I do? Return and freeze to death with you, or try and find help? You know I didn’t want to leave you. How many times must I apologise—atone—for it?”

Her own frustration took over as the guilt she had suffered those past months at what had happened emerged. “I managed to make it back to civilisation. I sent you help. I still feel guilty I couldn’t return myself, and I’ve tortured myself over that. I had every intention of returning. I would never abandon you! I was so ill and delirious after what I endured to send you help, the abbot would not hear of it. What else could I do? I need you, now. I need someone I can trust with my life. Of course, I would ask you first and foremost.”

“When will you learn that not everything revolves around you—what you feel and what you want? I’m not your serving boy to do your bidding,” growled Luke. “I’m not a dog to follow you around. It feels that way, as if I’m at your beck and call! Not today. You have the Eldarkind and their magic. Ask them.” He vanished.

Eve ended the scrying and her hands shook with anger as she packed the mirror into its case.

“Damn it all, why doesn’t he understand how important this is!” she snapped to the empty room. “What else can I do? I apologised for leaving him, I apologised for being unable to return, and still he holds his own choices against me.” She stomped around the room, muttering darkly until her anger had run its course, and then she threw herself into a chair and sighed.

There is so much unresolved between us, and I don’t know how to fix it. I know he hurts. His accusation that she abandoned him when he had chosen to sacrifice himself and encouraged her to leave, confused her. How do I make him understand it’s not like that? Her eyes closed, but she could not escape her own thoughts.

Our feelings must place second; there is so much more at stake. Should I leave? she pondered. Should I return home? Perhaps, I overreacted. Maybe it will never come to pass. Arlyn could be perfectly safe. She tried to ignore the worrying niggle and looked out onto the still, calm valley. It was peaceful and wholesome. Nothing to fear here. It was easy to be scared in the night, for it was full of terror and overpowering fear if allowed into a susceptible mind.

That night, she kept the candles burning, but even so, she had an unsettled night’s sleep. In the morning, she awoke and, despite feeling exhausted and bleary-eyed, felt better in the light of day. It was cold and clear outside with blue skies as far as the eye could see. Maybe I should stay here, for now, as Soren has asked. She prayed and hoped all was well for her home, and that her return, and her fears and worries, were unwarranted.
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Chapter Twelve
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The letter bore the seal of House Orrell. Soren rested it atop the pile of opened letters, before scanning the next from House Balaur, his cousins and family to the south. He had already received letters from Arendall, Varan, and Denholm. Not many houses remained unaffected, for few counties had not yet been marred by the horrors of the dragon attacks.

Another day, another attack. The pattern did not cease. The attacks travelled west and north, and thankfully had missed Pandora, but it was still little relief. Evacuated villages had been all but destroyed, and their residents crowded into towns and cities. They were full to bursting, running short of food and water, and rates of crime and sickness escalated, yet there was no way in sight to stop the attacks, and no way for Soren to offer his people any chance of safety.

Soren dropped his latest letter onto the pile just as Barclay of House Walbridge rapped on the door and invited himself in. Soren grinned and welcomed him warmly, grateful for the respite from his duties.

Barclay was his own age, and an unexpected friend and ally, despite the differences of their parents. His father, Lord Willam Walbridge, had never been a staunch supporter of Soren’s mother, Queen Naisa, and Soren had struggled to keep Willam’s allegiance during the testing times of his short reign so far. A friendship with Willam’s son proved both useful and enjoyable, and Soren was frequently reminded of Edmund’s advice, though it seemed an age ago since he had given it.

“Be careful in whom you place your trust, Soren,” Edmund had said. “The sons of your enemies could be your friends, yet the sons of your friends could well be your enemies. Judge each person on their own merit, but be careful in whom you place your trust.”

Usually, Barclay was a confident, relaxed, and carefree young man who loved to joke and fool about, but today, he was uncharacteristically subdued. Soren stilled, as trepidation uncoiled in his belly.

“There’s been another attack,” said Barclay. He refused to meet Soren’s eye.

“Where?” The knot of tension within Soren that rarely disappeared clenched again.

Barclay shook his head, much to Soren’s confusion. “No, not a dragon attack. This one is different.” He paused, and briefly met Soren’s glance before looking away again, staring at the sheaf of parchments on the desk as if his gaze could burn a hole through them. “An Eldarkind messenger was attacked.”

Soren’s heart sunk. No...

“He lives, but barely.”

“Who would do such a thing?” Soren’s dread turned to shock and then to anger.

“The perpetrators are not yet apprehended, “Barclay admitted.

“You must determine at once who dares attack our allies.”

Barclay looked up again, and this time, his gaze did not fall. “Are they our allies?” His brow furrowed. “They are strange beings, and seem to have walked straight out of myth and legend. In my home county, they are less than benevolent.”

“Such tales are twisted lies, I assure you,” Soren was quick to correct him, and tried to hide his shock at Barclay’s ill-informed view. “I assure you, they are the most noble of races, ever our allies, and work for the force of good. We seek to ally with them more than ever before in the face of these new attacks, alongside those dragons who also side with our cause: one of peace and harmony.”

Barclay was incredulous, and he regarded Soren as if he were a stranger, or had lost his wits. “You want us to ally with dragons? Have you lost your mind?”

“I am your king,” Soren reminded him frostily. “You are my good friend and so I forgive you that, but do not presume I am ignorant. I know secrets which are never spoken of. I know of things beyond your ken, and I bear these burdens so Caledan might live in peace.” Soren leaned against the desk, feeling overwhelmingly tired all of a sudden. Kingship; it was such a weight to carry. Edmund was gone; his closest friend and confident, and one of the few others who knew most of the kingdom’s secrets. Now, only Behan, the Lord Steward of Pandora, would share such knowledge. It would always be that way, Soren’s secrets to bear until his heir was of age to know them; a long and lonely existence with the burden of those secrets.

“I apologise, Soren,” said Barclay. “I mean no offense. You know I would not. I simply cannot understand how we would ally with a creature so barbaric. Look at what these dragons do.” He gestured to the pile of letters, for he knew their contents. “I have read some of your letters. I have heard the tales. I have seen the pleas for help. How can we befriend, and trust, such monsters?”

“Because they are not all thus,” said Soren, as a gnawing desperation rose inside him. Barclay would not be the only one who held this view, or felt strongly enough to express it. There would be more; many more. How can I convince them all? Soren fought back the feeling of overwhelm.

“I fear I must call a council meeting on this before it spreads further. I can no longer act alone in this, and we must ally with the Eldarkind and dragons. It is not only critical to our survival we do so, but it sends a message. I will not tolerate attacks on our allies. An alliance is the only way we may be sure of defeating those which conspire to destroy our nation.” He omitted to mention the threat of the elementals. “Send the summons.”

“Yes, Sire.” Barclay bowed and left, leaving much for Soren to contemplate. His head felt heavy and overburdened as it had already been without this fresh problem.

~
[image: image]


SOREN SURVEYED THE solemn, impassive faces of the council sitting before him around the round table as the council meeting began. Lord Steward Behan, seated to Soren’s right, hefted himself out of his chair with a groan and an audible creaking of his bones, to call a member of each county to stand forth in attendance. It was the only ceremonial flourish before the matters at hand were discussed.

Each member stood in turn. To Soren’s left hand sat Barclay and his father Willam of House Walbridge. Lady Elsard of House Orrell was more stern-faced and thin-lipped than usual. Rafe of House Bryar, son of Asquith the traitor and just as untrustworthy, dabbed the sweat from his tufty moustache with a silken handkerchief as he bobbed his head in greeting. Godwin of House Bryar, the other loyal spur of the house, cast sidelong glances of disgust at his young, distant relative.

Lord Heligan, chief amongst the law readers was a welcome ally, as was his cousin Lord Finihan of Duncombe, and Doren of House Kinsley, brother to another dead traitor, Loren. Filling the second to last seat next to Behan was Theodore, older cousin to Dane, nephew of Edmund, and new Lord of Arendall House. Soren still could not adjust to how uncannily alike in appearance he was to Edmund and Dane. Last of all to arrive, red-faced and muttering apologies, was Soren’s cousin, Ilyas of House Balaur. He attended on behalf of his father, who minded over Balaur territories to the south. It was his privilege to give the first account of the day.

By his account, it appeared Lowenmouth, the heart of his county, was in grave danger of being attacked, but the dragons had veered north, and nothing had been seen or heard since. They were still on high alert.

Lord Verio was, unsurprisingly, not present, having refused to leave the safety of his stronghold in Denholm county. He had been hit hard by the attacks, but Soren reckoned his absence was due more to cowardice. He said nothing, for Tristan, Verio’s son, attended in his stead; instead, Soren graciously welcomed him with as much politeness as he could muster. Tristan was the shadow of his father, puffed with the same intolerable air of self-importance.

As Soren looked about the table once more, he realised Lord Bron of Rainsford was absent and had sent no-one in his place, though Behan, of the same house would stand in for him. No one from Arrow county sat, either. Karn was sick and Eve was on his own private business. Still, Soren regarded those before him feeling pleased. Not only was it the largest council gathered in a while, most of those attending were loyal to him, which was reassuring, given what he had yet to accomplish.

“I welcome you all,” Soren began, his hands spread in invitation. “You are aware in part why you are here: to discuss how we can put an end to these dragon attacks.”

Furious murmurs erupted as those about the table expressed their fear and anger at the devastating attacks. The clamour grew as they berated any lack of solution. Many of them had been personally touched, and Soren was taken aback by their vehemence. This could be more difficult than I anticipated, he thought, but there was little choice; onwards, or defeat.

Soren held up his hands to quiet them, but it did not work. “Your attention, please!” he shouted. Eventually, they subsided enough to listen, though now all seemed riled and in disagreeable moods, much to Soren’s dismay.

“I have a solution.” That captured their attention. Now, every eye was fixed upon him, every mouth was shut, and they leaned forward almost as one. “We cannot defeat these dragons. That is a fact. We cannot get close enough, we do not have the weapons to harm them, and we have not the strength to best them. You know this to be true.” He looked into the eyes of every man and woman there, and saw the truth of his words reflected in their eyes. Good. We are agreed on that, at least. Perhaps there is some hope yet.

“There is one solution. We must ally ourselves with those who can. You remember, the dragons were my allies when I cast down Zaki. They have been our allies for a thousand years, as have been the Eldarkind, in a pact invoked by my forebear and the first King of Caledan, King Beren the Unvanquished, First of his Name.”

They still watched him. Soren felt the pressure of their attention boring into him, like a rabbit transfixed in the eye of an eagle. “Not all the dragons are those perpetrating the attacks. That is only the minority. The majority of the clan still wish for peace and the old alliance to hold.” He exaggerated the numbers to give them hope the situation was more favourable; a gamble he hoped which would pay off.

“The dragons and the Eldarkind have the skills and the strength needed to defeat these rebel dragons who lay waste to our land and break the peace between our races.” It’s now or never. “We must invoke the old alliance, and ally ourselves with the Eldarkind and the dragons.” He braced himself for their response, but was overwhelmed by their forceful denunciation of his plan. Barclay remained quiet, though his expression spoke volumes; he had already had chance and forewarning to say his piece.

Reeling from the overwhelming attacks now coming from all sides, he took a moment to regroup before he stood tall again, now with a thunderous expression upon his face that gave some pause for thought even before he spoke.

“Cease this madness!” he said. “Listen to reason. Of old, dragons, men, and Eldarkind fought and they were to tear each other’s races to pieces. All would be destroyed, and there would be no winners. So, instead, they forged a lasting peace to ensure all three races could live in prosperity.”

Soren glared around the room, challenging anyone to interrupt him. “That peace has now been broken by a mere handful of dragons, who rebel against this notion of good sense, which has endured a thousand years.” He knew the numbers were far worse. The clan had split in half, and possibly more had defected to Cies. He could not be sure, but it was irrelevant; he could not afford to add more fuel to the fire. Better to let them think we have the greatest chance; that this will be easy.

“We must join with our allies to defeat them. We cannot do it alone; our many recent losses show this. We need the magic of the Eldarkind, and the strength of the dragons; and they are willing to give that in order to restore peace for themselves, also. We must act in good faith now, before it is too late,” Soren stressed.

He was at once shouted down as a deafening uproar ensued.

“Dragons cannot be trusted!” snarled Tristan.

“Where have these feckless Eldarkind been through our wars?” Lady Orrell said haughtily.

“Cowards!” Rafe said, with spittle flying from his mouth. The irony was not lost on Soren.

“Hiding goodness knows where!” Willam pounded the table. He hated cowards.

Soren was shocked by the hate, anger, and fear he saw upon their faces. He was surrounded by wide eyes, flaring nostrils, and thunderous brows. Hands were slashed, clawed hands were shaken, and fingers were wagged as each strove to shout their opinion.

“They are not monsters!” Soren replied, trying to make himself heard. “Dragons are wise creatures as old as the world—as are the Eldarkind! We need their wisdom and their strength. We need them!”

It was no use. He stared at them all as if they were strangers, wondering why they were so alienated from him when he was trying to do the right thing. Why can they not see? In that moment, he missed Edmund more than ever; a voice of calm and support throughout everything, a steadfast friend. Even Ilyas, his cousin and loyal supporter, was muttering darkly and shaking his head, with his brows furrowed in anger. Soren understood his people had felt the devastation firsthand, but he had hoped Ilyas would be more receptive to a solution; even a drastic one.

Will anyone trust me on this? Soren wondered. After all it had cost to secure their hard won loyalty regaining the country from Zaki and repelling attacks from Roher, it seemed as though all that support had vanished in an instant.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Janus left at once with a band of his most trusted riders to see the truth of the matter for himself. He chose the closest reports to investigate, but even so, they were three days ride from Arrans.

He could see the devastation from miles away as they crested the last hill before the valleys rolled away into the northern deserts. Beyond the river which marked the edge of Roher, there was nothing but waves of sand. But before it, cutting deep into the valley, was a trail of devastation no man could create.

Janus rode hard, pushing his riders the last of the way until they galloped through uprooted woods, through crop fields that were now heaps of dried mud, and past the remains of villages that were nothing more than piles of firewood. As they rode through the mess, his men were silent, observing the destruction about them.

There were no people, nor habitation left to question about what had happened. Janus kept riding with his men in tow in the direction the trail of debris left. They rode for another day before they espied the storm ahead, and then Janus could see only too clearly the truth of the matter for himself. He paused upon the edge of the forest, watching the dark clouds whorl and grow miles ahead of them, and the figure as tall as the sky that walked over the lands, preceded by a dark wave that glinted in the storm-refracted light.

His men muttered prayers to The Mother to protect them and The Warrior to give them strength. Janus said nothing, watching the spectacle before him and not knowing what to make of it. He knew his men were devout and fearful of the gods’ wrath. He knew only their loyalty to him would keep them from speaking treasons or worse. And he knew what they would think: that the gods were angry with them, that Roher was out of favour, and perhaps, after the army’s recent losses in Caledan, that their wrath was aimed at his father.

Janus needed to see no more. It did not matter if he coveted the throne for himself; there would be no throne to covet if they did not fix this mess and placate the gods, for this would cause an uprising that would endanger them all.

~
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HARAD WAS GREATLY TROUBLED by his reports, but he knew Janus would not lie in this, for it affected his own future. The safety of Harad’s crown was Janus’s guarantee of kingship. Janus would selfishly guard that.

“The gods are displeased, then,” Harad said, scowling. “But with what?”

Janus shrugged. “It matters not. We must be seen to appease them for the people’s sake, and their continuing faith. It cannot be stopped by force, that is clear.” He had already described to his father at great length what he had seen.

“I agree. We shall host games and feasting in the gods’ honours. They must commence tomorrow. We have no time to waste! Make the arrangements. These must be our grandest. We must show our strength to the people, and the gods.”

Harad’s advisors swiftly assembled to take note of his ideas.

“It shall be three days, yes, three days, of games and feasting. I want every male hard-labour slave in the city over the age of eighteen bought and sent to the arena. Their masters shall be compensated. Three coppers a single, and a silver per half-dozen.” Harad paused to glare at his treasurer who had begun to fuss over the cost.

“The price of the gods’ happiness is immeasurable. Let it never be said I saw fit to scrimp and scrape. Mind, I am not foolish. Levy a tax to pay for it. ‘The Gods’ Tax’ it can be called. People cannot say no to their gods.” Where was I? Ah, yes.

“Three days of games. I want fighting, I want wild animals, I want crowd-pleasing, blood-thirsty entertainment. I want feasts that revel coronation celebrations.” Harad paused again whilst his chief of ceremony held a whispered conversation and sent his underling scurrying.

“Yes, quite. The arrangements need beginning immediately.”

“Sire?” Janus said. “What is to be done with those slaves who are not killed in the games?”

Harad met his son’s eyes. They were as ruthless as his own, but he knew he would shock Janus with his revelation. “On the third day of the games, at the closing ceremony, they shall all be sacrificed to the gods.” He was right. Janus’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly, but he was smart enough not to say anything, and instead nodded and saluted his father.

“Sire, are... are you sure this is wise?” said his chief of ceremony.

“It is drastic, yes.” Harad spread his hands wide and shrugged slightly. “Yet, what is more important? The happiness of our gods? Or... no. Of course, only their contentment is of value to us. We are all but slaves to them. Sacrifice was practiced until some short decades ago. Why as a boy, I remember it from my grandfather’s rule. It served us well then, and will serve us well now to return to the favour of the gods. Our slaves should be honoured to lay down their lives to serve our gods in the next life.” His tone was soft and honeyed, persuasive, but it sharpened.

“These are my orders and I expect to see them carried out with meticulous precision. Anyone who does not fulfill their duties will join the sacrifices on the third day.”

Janus and Harad watched them with identical cold eyes as they bowed, and scraped, and left in a hurry.

“Are you sure that was well done, Father?” Janus questioned in his usual arrogant manner.

“You ought to remember I am your King before I am your father,” replied Harad coldly. “I am doing what I feel is best to secure our future on the throne. You would do well to appreciate it.”

Janus inclined his head. “My apologies, Father.” Harad could tell the words were hollow. Janus was a cold, callous, and ambitious man just like himself. At times, it was something to be proud of, at others, something to be frustrated by. Ever as I train him to be a strong king, he looks for a chink in my armour. Harad loved Janus as little as Janus loved him. Crown Princes in Roher did not survive on their father’s warmth; they were far more motivated by their deaths.
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THE GAMES WERE HELD, and the capital city Arrans held festivities that were well attended by all in the city and those who were able to travel in time for the hastily put together events. Nothing could be faulted. Harad’s councilors were skilled at hosting many such events. It was but a trifle to them to do it at such short notice. Harad was pleased. Everywhere, he saw revelry and pleasure, and not a trace of fear of the gods’ wrath upon them.

Yet, his closing gesture shocked them all. Only the heavy army presence and forced enjoyment by his supporters staved off dissent as thousands of slaves were herded into the arena in chains, offered to the gods, and sacrificed. The sand, especially transported from the nearby coast for the purpose, was not enough to soak up all their blood.

Their bodies burned long into the night on giant pyres that covered the city in a heavy, sickly smog. Up in flames they went, along with other offerings to the gods; fine fabrics, crafted goods, jewellery, food, and wines.

Harad was satisfied; he had made his point. His people feared him more than they feared the gods, and in that, they were wise. For now, at least, both they and he were assured the gods were placated, so he could return to ruling Roher in peace. No greater or grander an event could have been thrown, no more lavish, or expensive, and certainly, no more generous to the gods in lives and chattel. As the cleaning operation began and Arrans returned to business, Harad was confident he had solved their problem. No more would this god trouble Roher. He had shown the gods his strength and knew they would be appeased.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Myrkdaga lazily uncoiled in the cave as the mid-afternoon breeze swept in and tickled his nostrils. The air was different, here in Ednor. Sweeter. No salt from the sea, for one. It was filled with the scent of life and nature, instead of the barren desolation of Kotyir. One by one, he stretched every limb, right down to the tip of his claws, before unfurling his wings, shaking them, and refolding them neatly by his side.

A pang of hunger snaked through his stomachs, and he considered whether to move. There were no hard choices here; food was guaranteed, not hard won. Myrkdaga had to admit, it was enjoyable to feast on fat, well-fed beasts rather than the best Kotyir had to offer: wiry, tough mountain goats. As the pang reappeared, more insistent this time, Myrkdaga stirred, contemplating a hunt for a juicy deer to stretch his wings and fill his belly.

“Oy!” A voice cut through his thoughts. Myrkdaga was already enjoying a fresh, warm kill in his mind’s eye. “Who’s there?”

Myrkdaga moved faster, his scales hissing as they slid over each other. He poked his head out of the cave, and almost collided head first with a young, red-faced Eldarkind, who squeaked and scrambled backwards as he was confronted by the huge dragon head.

Myrkdaga rumbled, slow and menacing, let coils of smoke tumble from his nostrils, and stared at the young Eldarkind with narrowed eyes. He rather enjoyed scaring people, and had mastered the art of freezing creatures in their tracks with just one gaze. They made for easier meals.

To his surprise, the now pale-faced Eldarkind recovered from his shock and stepped forward, jabbing a finger at Myrkdaga. “You! What are you doing in my cave? Get out!”

Myrkdaga could not decide whether to be surprised or impressed, but he had no intention of complying. He rumbled louder and opened his jaws so the sound swelled around them. “How dare you speak to me thus. I am Myrkdaga, son of Myrkith-visir!”

“You don’t scare me.” The Eldarkind had to shout above Myrkdaga’s rumbles. “You’re only a small dragon!”

Myrkdaga spluttered with disbelief. This pathetic worm has the nerve to call me tiny? He had never been called small by something as tiny as this being.

In Myrkdaga’s moment of distraction, the Eldarkind surveyed the landscape. “Hey, you’ve destroyed all my things!” He stepped closer to Myrkdaga, now with a snarl of his own. “This is my cave, and you—” he jabbed at Myrkdaga again, though not quite touching him, “—have no right to come here and break everything. I built all of this by hand! It’s taken me years! I didn’t create all this so some jumped up dragonet could smash it to pieces. It’s not yours to touch, or move, or break. Get out of my cave, now!” He picked up a fractured piece of wood and threw it at Myrkdaga. It bounced off Myrkdaga’s shin. There was a moment of silence.

“Make me!” Myrkdaga growled. He opened his maw and roared his loudest in the Eldarkind’s face, forcing him to clap his hands across his ears and scream a spell of protection, but, to Myrkdaga’s extreme annoyance, he did not retreat.

With a huff of annoyance, Myrkdaga retreated back into the cave, curled up, and went to sleep. Breakfast would have to wait. He had a point to make.
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THE UNMISTAKABLE THUD of another dragon arriving widened Myrkdaga’s smile, until he heard Farran’s voice outside.

“What is the meaning of this?” Farran snarled. “I could hear your commotion across the valley!”

As Myrkdaga poked his head out of the cave, the Eldarkind cowered before Farran, visibly shaking. Myrkdaga’s smugness increased.

“Farran-visir, thank you for your concern, but there is nothing to trouble you with. I was sleeping quite peacefully when I was disturbed and accosted by this insolent rat. I taught him not to wake a sleeping dragon.” Myrkdaga made to withdraw back inside the cave, but froze at Farran’s command.

“Is this true?” Farran’s gaze incapacitated the Eldarkind.

“N-no, sir!” he eventually said, more of a forceful squeak than anything else.

“Then tell me your version of events.” Farran shot a sidelong glare at Myrkdaga.

“My name is Lorellei, sir. This is my cave! I found this dragon sleeping in my cave, having destroyed all my possessions—” Lorellei gestured around him, and it was plain to see that seemed to be the case. “—and when I challenged him, he roared in my face and would not leave. I had to cast a spell to save my ears from bursting!” he added indignantly. He stood a little straighter, his fright forgotten in his anger. “I will not be bullied by a dragon!” He quailed however, as Farran rumbled, turning his gaze from Lorellei to Myrkdaga.

“Is this true? Did you destroy items from within this place?”

“I did,” said Myrkdaga sullenly. “I don’t know why that should be a problem. I’m a dragon! My sleeping comforts are far more important than some pieces of carved wood.”

“Enough!” snapped Farran. “This is precisely the kind of behaviour we seek to avoid. Myrkdaga, I am disappointed in you. The Eldarkind are our friends and allies, and they offer us sanctuary; you know from what. Find another place to stay, and be sure to help Lorellei restore his dwelling.”

Myrkdaga began to protest, but Farran cut him off with a sharp glare and warning growl.

As soon as Farran departed, buffeting them so hard with gusts of wind that Lorellei fell over, Myrkdaga opened his jaw and hissed at the Eldarkind, before taking to wing himself.

“Wait! You’re supposed to help me!” Lorellei shouted after him.

“Help yourself!” Myrkdaga snarled.
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Chapter Fifteen
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The breeze blew from the north and west, and upon it, Cies could smell dragons. Familiar dragons, ones he had not smelt in quite some time. And there was something else, too. A smell he did not recognise, but one that wove strongly with the smell of Farran’s kin, and one he could identify because of that: Eldarkind. Cies opened his mouth in a hiss of delight and strained his wings to fly faster, so he could meet the cowards who had led him on this merry chase all the way to the northern reaches of the world.

The sun already slipped from its zenith, hanging low in the sky to the south. Dusk was his favourite time to attack, but he would not wait that long today. He was too eager for the taste of fire and blood and death. An almighty roar tore from his throat, and, one by one, his dragons took up his war cry. As one, they flew behind him, hugging low to the ground and racing across the grassy meadows so they could not be seen as silhouettes against the darkening sky.

Before anyone could spy them, react, or signal the alarm, Cies was upon Ednor. With the greatest grim glee, he spurted far-reaching jets of flames from his maw, mirrored by his kin. In seconds, Ednor was burning to the sound of his fires crackling, his prey screaming, and his kin roaring. This was the part Cies loved the most, picking them off one by one. He struck one Eldarkind with a swipe of his tail, sending them into a tree with a sickening crunch from which they did not rise. Another he caught with a snap of his razor sharp teeth, shaking the lifeless form for good measure and tossing it aside. A third was fried to a blackened crisp in a second of his white hot fire.

He could not enjoy himself for long, however, because the roar of his enemies heralded their arrival. In an instant, the sky was a mess of claws, teeth, fire, and wings. Dragons tore at each other with tooth and claw, sending Eldarkind fleeing for cover. Blasts of air from powerful wing-beats battered the air, and anything else that stood in their way. With the arrival of Farran and his kin, some of the Eldarkind rallied. Cies could once more feel the stinging, tingling hits of their spells upon his hide in a most peculiar way. It was a small annoyance he could withstand, and nothing more, so he dismissed their presence again until he saw the Eldarkind wielding blades that glowed with blue fire.

The magic burned his nostrils from a distance, and he wheeled up and out of their reach to assess this new threat. The blades looked insubstantial, shorter and thinner than a dragon claw, and yet this magic, he knew, was harmful. Sure enough, he could see it slicing through dragon-hide even easier than his own teeth or claws could whenever dragons were foolish enough to stray within their reach. He growled and examined the blue flames, unable to discern them. This was something to be wary of.

The shriek of a dragon distracted him from his thoughts, and as he surveyed the wider battlefield once more, he could see the tide had turned. Those who entered the reach of the blue flames fell, not to rise again, and the damage to his attack was done; the Eldarkind and Farran’s dragons surged forward in a renewed attack.

Cies was pushed back with his kin, some of whom were injured; wings rent, missing claws, and teeth wounds puncturing their hides. He attacked all the more ferociously as the fires swelled around them.
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MYRKDAGA JOINED THE fray with fury and vengeance burning through his heart. He blasted an inferno of white-hot flames towards his enemies, and joined in fighting with tooth and claw, using his bulk to smash smaller dragons out of the way, but he was not foolish. He knew he was not a large dragon by any means, and others larger than he would not hesitate to kill him with ease, so he stayed out of the way on the fringes of the fight, targeting the smallest and puniest of Cies’s followers. It would be many years before he could challenge the likes of Cies’s bulk and strength.

A familiar cry caught his attention, and he looked down to see Lorellei amongst the flames, cornered by a dragon of Myrkdaga’s size. The Eldarkind glowed with light and stabbed towards the dragon like lightening, but the dragon caught him, battering him with a claw. Lorellei crumpled, and the dragon closed in.

Myrkdaga dropped from the sky like a stone to intervene. He crashed onto the other dragon, snapping his jaws around his neck, but Myrkdaga’s enemy was larger than he, and Myrkdaga lost his grip. Now he was too close and too low to retreat, so he was forced to engage in close combat. Mid-air, they writhed, a flashing dance of sharp edges, attacking and retreating in a deadly dance serenaded with hisses, snarls, and roars. Pain lanced through Myrkdaga with every injury suffered, but he continued relentlessly, out of the air and onto the ground.

As Myrkdaga landed, a tree root caught him and in an instant, he was on his back. The larger dragon pinned him by his neck, constricting his breathing. He struggled futilely, as stars danced across his vision, and thrashed. Myrkdaga landed glancing blows, and some well placed scores, but it was no use, the other dragon had his weight pinned down and it was only a matter of time before Myrkdaga ran out of breath and energy.

All of a sudden, a white light so bright Myrkdaga had to close his eyes emanated from behind the dragon on top of him, silhouetting his form. The dragon released him and retreated, squealing in pain. As the bright light blinded him, Myrkdaga took his chance regardless. He sprang to all fours, and as his vision cleared, attacked with all his remaining strength.

Lorellei was beside him looking worse for wear, but fighting off the dragon with a flame-ensorcelled blade. With every strike, the metal shrieked, and skittered off the dragon’s hide in a blaze of sparks, but every hit left lingering trails of blue flames that seemed to cause the dragon growing pain. With a look and a nod to each other, Lorellei and Myrkdaga wordlessly drove into a two pronged attack, dividing and circling their enemy instinctively, to attack from two sides and conquer him.

As they converged at full speed, the dragon launched himself into the night, out of their reach and their sight, to the sound of their cheers. As they met eyes, the heat of battle faded, and they stood in silence for a moment.

“Thank you,” they muttered simultaneously with their eyes averted, but Myrkdaga could not hold back a grin, and neither, it seemed, could Lorellei. Perhaps the Eldarkind aren’t so feeble, after all, Myrkdaga pondered, and perhaps they were more alike than he cared to admit. A grudging, small respect, had formed. Very small. And very grudging. But there nonetheless.

Lorellei jumped and punched the air with a whoop, unable to contain his excitement. “I’ve never fought a dragon before!” His eyes glittered with heady excitement.

“Clear your mind,” Myrkdaga warned. Already his excitement had faded, and his eyes scanned their surroundings—out on the fringes of the battle—because he knew the fight was not over. One enemy vanquished does not mean a battle won.

With that, they dove back into the fray still erupting around them.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Eve had fallen asleep reading a book on earth magic in the reading room, but she awoke to a nightmare. The world had descended into a hell described straight from the book of God. Fires burned everywhere Eve could see as she stumbled out of her room, disorientated after being woken by the din in the middle of the night.

Dark smoke stung her eyes and she scrabbled to hold the door frame. It was the only way she could determine which way was up in the confusion. Choking smoke blocked the hall, and there was no sense of an exit. Black and billowing clouds made the darkness complete around her, and, unfamiliar with that part of the building, panic rose within her as the sound of crackling fires and the clashing outside deafened her.

Pushing back the panic for a moment, she checked herself over. No pain, or injuries. Her sword, which she had taken with her after a brief sparring practice, was still in its scabbard at her hip, but she had nothing else with her. No light. No water. Nothing to cover her mouth with. As if reminding her, she retched and coughed once more, but the smoke was so thick she could not rid herself of it. A fear far greater than that which she had felt even confronting Bahr of the Fire took hold of her and she shook with terror as she stumbled along with both hands pressed to the wall.

Her eyes were closed, useless as they were in the dark, and she took the tiniest breaths filtered by the cuff of her sleeve, though it didn’t seem to help. The coughing overcame her and, in a fit of dizziness, she sank to the floor to discover both visibility and breathing improved.

For a few seconds, she lay there, taking shallow breaths of the sour air, before crawling with slightly renewed vigour towards the bottom of a door. With a hard shove of her shoulders, it opened, and the breath of a breeze tickled her cheek. Her heart leapt in her chest, until she saw the way before her more clearly as the smoke shifted. Ahead, the light grew, but it was not the cold light of a starlit sky, it was the bright, hungry glow of fire.

She cried out in fear and exhaustion, but the only way was forwards, for now she recognised the great entrance hall, and the smoke rose to reveal the way out. Through danger. Fire encircled the space, clinging to the walls, the wooden floors, and the fabric hangings. The air, now partly cleared of smoke, burnt her lungs with its fire-fuelled heat. It seared her eyes and skin, and her lips felt like they would crack and peel with the intensity of it. Eve realised her mistake, and looked back, but now the way she had come was cut off by the fire as it devoured all in its path. A squeak escaped her lips as she looked around and realised she was surrounded by a wall of flames.

Her heart pounded in her chest and she felt both ice cold and a feverish heat as she trembled from head to toe, and looked one way and another, like a rabbit frozen in a fox’s glare.

A gap in the flames opened, and without a thought, she sprinted. Flames lashed at her, searing her skin. Sparks skittered. Flames danced across her. As she burst through the other side, she was on fire; a living flame. Locks of trailing hair were ablaze, every hair on her arms was singed off, and she screamed as the pain of the heat bit into her skin.

Hands grabbed her, patting her roughly down and cold water doused her. The shock of it made her gasp big breaths that didn’t seem to take in any air. Eve sunk, shivering, to her knees, in shock and unable to discern the muffled voices around her before she fainted.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Tarrell pushed forward with his kin as the dragons before them fell back from the ferocity of their attack and the strength of their magic. Together with Farran, they rallied to form an orderly and hard attack at the flagging dragons before them. They were still reeling from the ferocity and suddenness of the attack, but Tarrell pushed that deep under a layer of honed concentration and mental clarity. The result of years of meditation and control over his own mind urged him to push forward. He was determined to unify everyone in that one moment.

“We are struggling in the cold,” shouted Farran mentally to Tarrell, soaring high above the battlefield. From the heights, he could see vast swathes of Ednor aflame, and below him, both air and land was a twisted mess of battling Eldarkind and dragon, kissed here and there with the blue fire of Eldar magic. “Though we have had some time to acclimatise, which will aid us in the long term—” He broke off to smash a dragon from the sky and bathe its falling body with flames. “We tire now, and we fight dragons fresh from the warm climes of the south.”

“For us, it is the opposite!” Tarrell replied, darting in to slash at the tip of a dragon tail that slithered too close. He was rewarded with a howl as the end sliced clean off. “We are well used to the cold, but these fires; we cannot withstand their flames or their strength. Worse of all, our weapons are useless unless the dragons land, for they can attack well out of our reach.”

“I fear the upper hand will slip away if we do not seize it now. We begin to hold them back. We cannot falter. We must push now!” Tarrell had the fleeting mental image of Farran saying it through gritted teeth, if that were possible for dragons.

“On your word, friend,” Tarrell shouted. Farran soared high above him, dealing crushing defeats to any dragons who fell into his path.

Farran’s roar above him signalled his acknowledgment, and suddenly the air was thick with more wing beats as dragons strove to be at the very front of the drive to push Cies and his followers away from Ednor, and low enough to be vulnerable to the Eldarkind’s blades.

Tarrell drove his kin forward with a rallying cry, and the fire on every sword blazed brighter and stronger as the magic feeding them was reinforced.

As one, they drove forward on foot and on wing. The dragons saved their fires: to preserve themselves against the cold, and because they would not be of aid against dragonkin. The Eldarkind chanted a discordant and disjointed song that bound precision and sharpness anew into their blade. 

In a moment, they met the enemy, and drove back Cies and his kin with such fierceness they were caught off guard, complacent still in their surprise attack. Farran’s dragons attacked those in the sky, diving upon them to knock them from the air, rent wings and inflict great gashes that rained purple blood on those below. On the ground, Eldarkind attacked, weaving and dodging between their enemies, striking and withdrawing beyond the flames, flailing claws, and teeth, to leave trails of blue fire lancing pain through Cies and his kin, and sword cuts nicking scales.

The organised attack made short work of Cies; and before they knew it, the night was silent. Dragons melted away into nothingness, until even their wing beats could not be heard over the raging inferno that continued to grow, feeding on Ednor.

Tarrell did not let down his guard, and Farran returned to patrolling the lofty heights. For a time, there was silence. Tarrell stood, his sword raised and every hair on his body risen and shivering. Every inch of his skin was alert and tingling. His breath stopped, but his heart pounded on in his ears like the thud of a dragon in flight. Thud. Thud. Thud. Nothing. Nothing in the darkness came for them. The drumming of his heart pattered with the drumming of landing dragons upon the hard ground as Farran signalled the descent.

Once more, the flames crackling leapt into focus, and the chatter of Eldarkind and dragons became a cacophony. Still, Tarrell stood, seeking anything in the valley, but, before him, the valley was dark. The brightness of the flames behind him obscured his vision; it was a void of the blackest night. They were out there, he knew. Somewhere.

“They have fled,” said Farran, breaking the spell upon him.

Tarrell breathed a sigh of relief, but he did not dare ask.

“Far away. They will return.”

“For now, we are safe, though?”

“For now.”

Tarrell felt too numb to be angry. He was in shock now that the action of the night had faded. He turned to survey the devastation. A good portion of all he could see was burnt or smouldering.

His kin moved about, quiescent themselves at the devastation before them. There were many injured to tend to. They wandered pale-faced and bleeding, clutching injuries and helped along by their kin. And then there were the dead, who lay splayed and broken; scattered like autumn leaves upon the forest floor.

Tears glistened on his face as he walked amongst them, mirrored by his kin, as what had passed now sunk in.

There would be much work to do to make Ednor good and whole again, Tarrell knew.
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THE SCALE OF THE DEVASTATION was only clear the following morning in the cold light of a new dawn. Blackened and charred structures still smoked. Much had been flattened; collapsed through fire, or the bulk of dragons, whose bodies lay across entire buildings, having reduced them to rubble. Their death toll had been low, but the Eldarkind’s was much higher.

The more Tarrell saw on his slow walk through the once lively and beautiful streets as Farran plodded next to him, the more his anger grew; a cold, inexorable rage that seethed in the pit of his stomach. He could barely wait to be out of earshot of his kin before he turned to Farran and unleashed the fury.

“Look at what you have brought to my people and our home!” he accused. “Death and destruction! Such suffering we did not deserve for our compassion to you and yours!”

“Cies would have sought you eventually, and without us to aid you, you would have been entirely at their mercy,” Farran growled. “There is something far greater in motion. You ought to know that and act upon it!”

“Yes, we must remake the pact, and we cannot afford for this.” Tarrell gestured at the devastation around them. “This will take years to make good, and what of my kin until then? Shall we freeze and starve in the meantime? What of those who ought not to have died? Their death is on your conscience!”

Farran rumbled menacingly. “I refute that, yet I understand your grief. We must remake the pact and the only way it will be achieved is by defeating Cies. Only then can the three races be in harmony. Only then can the pact be restored.”

Grief broke through Tarrell’s anger and he faltered in his rage. For a time, he sunk onto a blackened stone and simply thought, only realising Farran still stood beside him when his reverie broke some time later.

The anger was useless, he knew. And the grief. They would not be dismissed easily, and nor should they, but they would not help in what now lay ahead of the Eldarkind and the dragons. Tarrell knew the truth in Farran’s words, as reluctant as he was to admit it. “You may be correct,” he conceded. “If there is strife between the three races, the pact will not bind. Cies and his followers need to follow the ways of peace... or be defeated. The former is unlikely and therefore,” Tarrell sighed, “the latter is our only choice if that is the case. Even if you are right, how can it be done? It is clear we are sitting targets.”

“We must play to our strengths,” Farran hinted. When Tarrell looked at him, nonplussed, Farran sat on his haunches and elaborated. “We struggle in the cold, and you struggle in the heat. How can we combat that?”

Latching on to the problem at hand, Tarrell set aside his anger. “Protective spells from the cold and heat respectively.”

“Yes, for our sakes, but I meant in the form of attack. How can we use this information to weaken our enemy? What of your blue fire blades? They did much damage with their cold fire. How did that happen?”

Tarrell shook his head. “I know not much about them. In my lifetime, I have not seen a blade behave thusly, though I am very gladdened they did, for without their imbued magic, we would have had a harder fight.”

Tarrell drew the blade that still sat at his hip, examining its unremarkable, and now silver, surface. Experimentally, he moved it slowly closer to Farran, who watched with one giant eye. As the blade drew closer to the dragon, it glowed with a blue light, mirroring the previous night.

“Stay still,” Tarrell said, as he scrambled to his feet and moved back. With all his might, he ran towards Farran and swept the sword in a mighty arc towards him. At the last moment, he deflected the blade into the ground, just as it erupted into blue flames. As the energy of his attack faded, so did the flames until they sputtered out and once more left a blade that was extraordinarily cold.

Farran huffed a ring of smoke from his nostrils. “Interesting.”

“I do not know this magic,” said Tarrell, frowning. “But it is mighty useful. Our master smiths of old were great blade-smiths and spell-casters if they could make our blades so strong and powerful that they can endure thousands of years and still be thus. I must speak with our master smith and see if he can explain it. We need this protection if we are to succeed.”
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THE MASTER BLADE-SMITH caressed Tarrell’s blade like a treasured artifact, and examined it in silence for many minutes whilst Tarrell waited. He was not usually impatient, but now he had to force his foot to cease tapping upon the cobbled floor of the smith.

“It is a beautiful blade,” Jarnsmi said with an approving nod. “An old blade, too.”

This Tarrell knew, for its lineage was recorded from his grandfather’s hands at the time the pact was made a thousand years before, and even earlier than that.

“All the old blades are made thusly,” replied Jarnsmi in answer to Tarrell’s question. “The heirlooms of Ednor tell a tale of our history. All the oldest blades were made with such magics to repel our old enemies the dragons. Unused as weapons against claw and scale for a thousand years, such skills have slept, but now they awaken as our old enemy seeks to challenge us once more.”

“Does the magic have a limit?” Tarrell asked, wondering if the magic might have been used up in the battle. To his surprise, Jarnsmi laughed.

“No, for it will draw the energy of the world to sustain it, such was the skill of my forefathers. Then, should that fail, it will call upon the wielder, and, last of all, the blade itself, so above all, the blade and the spell endures.”

“What of our newer blades?”

Jarnsmi shook his head. “The art has not been practised in a thousand years, given there was no need. It is a complex and lengthy process I only know snatches of theory from, but it is not used in our modern weapons.”

“Can it be?”

Jarnsmi pursed his lips and pondered. “No,” he said eventually. “It would take weeks now to forge a blade using this technique; a slow and lengthy process during which I would need to research the old ways and practise them. I am sure the outcome would be less than perfect.”

Tarrell tried to stave off disappointment. “Not all carry blades as old as the times of the wars. Not all will have the protection afforded, or the ability to defend themselves. Can the protection be added to weapons already wrought?”

“No.” This time, Jarnsmi was quick in his reply. “The spells do not take to cold metal already wrought. As with all spells, they must be imbued when the blade is in the making and the spells must be cast at precise points in the forging to bind with the metal for all time.”

Tarrell deflated. He had hoped there was some solution. “What of those who do not have old swords to protect themselves?”

“The ice-fire itself can be made,” suggested Jarnsmi. “It can be coated upon the blades, or whatever surface you chose. It will be nowhere near as long lasting, though.”

“Still, that could help us.” Tarrell latched onto the idea, and his excitement grew. “As we carry fire in jars to travel with on occasion, we could also make and store this, no?”

“Theoretically,” Jarnsmi acknowledged. “If it be stable enough.”

“We must test it. Will you retrieve the old records and put to practice this theory with any of our kin you deem could help?”

“I will.”

Tarrell swept out to call a meet of dragons and Eldarkind to share his news, confident he had found a way to successfully defend them against Cies.
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“WILL WE NOT BE SITTING ducks, as we were this time?” Sendari asked, as a host of all able-bodied Eldarkind and dragons met that evening.

Tarrell shook his head as the spark of an idea formed. “I have an idea which can avoid this, though it requires the cooperation of our dragon friends. The Eldarkind and dragonkin could fight together, as one, in the sky, where dragonkin are most powerful and where we can lend our abilities in close quarters.”

“How is this possible?” asked Farran.

“We, ah, we could ride upon you.”

Angry roars erupted around them as dragons stood, flexing their wings, kneading the ground with their claws, and shouting down his idea.

“We are not like these mules you ride,” Farran said, glowering. “We are not beasts to be ridden.”

Tarrell bowed his head to Farran and held up his hands, which had little effect to quiet the insulted dragons before him. “I cry your forgiveness,” he shouted above the din. “I meant no offense.” He paused as the discontent subsided. “With greatest respect, unless we can do this, how can we get close enough to Cies and his kin to aid you? We either sit on the ground, waiting to be picked off by flame, or attacked from above; or we join you in the skies to both protect you and fight with you: tooth and claw, magic and blade. Will you not allow us to engage in a fair fight?”

He looked around. The Eldarkind had already shrunk away in doubt, still unsure of their ‘allies’, whilst the dragons recoiled with open disgust at being asked to be beasts of burden.

Unexpectedly, the young black dragon, Myrkith’s son, Tarrell remembered, stepped forward.

“I will fight alongside you,” Myrkdaga said. Smoke dripped from his nostril as his growl deepened. “I would see Cies, coward of the silver scales, destroyed and my sire avenged at any cost.”

Lorellei pushed forward through the ranks of Eldarkind. “We fought well together. I would be honoured if you would consent to bear me into a new battle.” He bowed to Myrkdaga.

“You understand I am not your beast to be commanded,” said Myrkdaga stiffly.

“I do.”

“No liberties will you take with me. You will treat me with utmost respect at all times.”

“I shall.”

“Then I will bear you, as I bore King Soren.”

Lorellei grinned, and there was a fierce challenge in his eyes as he moved to stand next to his new dragon partner.

Tarrell’s eyes widened at Myrkdaga’s words. There was a story here he did not know. After a moment, he recovered his composure. “Myrkdaga, I am honoured and gladdened by your commitment. Together, we can succeed. Lorellei, for your willingness to stand first, I will bestow upon you the greatest sword of your house to fight with. Are there any more amongst you who would follow this fine example?”

When all was said and done, only a few dragons came forward to consent to Tarrell’s idea, and Tarrell struggled to recruit enough Eldarkind to match them. It will have to do, he thought as he surveyed the paltry gang before him. Nevertheless, with Farran’s insistence to his kin that it was necessary, he partnered Eldarkind with dragon, so one could fight from the ground and one from the air, always in constant contact with each other and able to help where needed. Those with spelled blades he gave the most important task of ensuring those Eldarkind on the ground were protected, and he hinted at his solution that would allow more of them to temporarily give their blades the same power.

“Now, we wait,” Tarrell finished. “Set a watch,” he instructed.

“Fly patrols,” Farran added to his own kin.

The group made to disperse, until a voice piped up. “When will the attack come?”

“With the dark,” Farran replied grimly. “Cies will want the element of surprise, and the cloak of darkness. We must use all of our senses to detect him, and the night to our own advantage. He will not want us to regroup. He will be swift to seek retribution.”
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Chapter Eighteen


[image: image]


Bang! Bang! Bang! The smash of hammer upon nail drifted through the window into Soren’s study, jarring his already pounding head. He peered out over the square in front of the castle. Out of sight, he knew a messenger pinned up the first of a stack of decrees bound for all corners of western Caledan.

“It should not have come to this,” he said with a scowl as he paced around his study.

Behan stood by the door with his hands clasped, examining the rug beneath his feet with greater interest than normal. He made a noncommittal noise as a reply.

“The Eldarkind are our allies,” Soren stressed, glaring at Behan, who would not meet his eye. “Surely, you do not think otherwise?”

Behan met his eyes for the briefest moment, shook his head, and looked to the floor again.

Soren halted, his consternation rising, and looked at Behan. “Never have you been silent on a matter, Lord Steward. Speak to me now, Behan.”

At his name, Behan shuffled uncomfortably. “They are not natural creatures, Sire.” He detailed what his many intelligencers reported back. “People are scared. After the dragon attacks, they fear anything they do not know. Who are these fleeting fey folk, with pale hair as bright as starlight, smooth faces, and lilting voices? Where do they travel from and to, and how do they travel so unseen and unheard? In the west, you know of the old tales of the fey folk. Are they to come to steal our babes, make us take leave of our senses, rob us? Which tales they know determines their fear.”

“You should be able to sift rumours from truth, though, Lord Steward.”

Behan twisted his hands together.” It is difficult to know what to believe in times such as these,” he admitted.

“I expect better of you than this,” said Soren, a hint of sharpness about his tone. He narrowed his eyes. “For a thousand years, the Eldarkind—and the dragons—have guarded our borders, our people, and kept the peace of Caledan, whether or not it was known. They are our allies, now and forever.”

Behan surprised him by meeting his gaze with a surprising fire in his eyes. “You cannot think this of the dragons, surely?” He bobbed his head apologetically as Soren glared at him for speaking out of turn, but his eyes still fixed upon Soren with a passion he was taken aback by.

“Not all dragons are our enemy,” Soren said, wary of Behan’s strange mood. “There are a few bad eggs in every race. That I need to issue a decree stating it is against our laws to attack a member of the Eldar race—who have never done anything to harm us—is unthinkable.”

“That you have to issue a decree at all shows the magnitude of the problem,” replied Behan quietly.

Soren tremored with frustration at his words, and before he could say anything he would regret, he left. It would take a lot more than words to change Behan’s mind.

~
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“GOOD MORNING, SIRE.” Barclay strolled in with a nonchalant grin on his face and bowed as low as he could without tripping over; wobbling as he almost lost his balance.

Soren did not smile.

“Come, what ails you, Soren? It’s far too nice a day to be glum.” Indeed it was; a fine and warm winter’s day, and the snows had almost melted, but Soren could not shake the chill in his heart.

“There have been more attacks on the Eldarkind, and Behan thinks I’m a madman for issuing the decree to protect them.” He trusted Barclay intimately with most details these days, and was glad for the close friendship they had developed.

Barclay nodded, but his grin faded.

Soren huffed, and threw his hands up. “What? Say it! Everyone clearly knows something I don’t. Damn it, be honest with me.”

Barclay sighed and regarded Soren solemnly, with all trace of merriment gone from his eyes and his voice. “I say this as a friend, you understand?” A trace of anxiety flitted across his face, causing Soren to frown as he beheld it.

“There is a... growing discontent, shall we say—that you will not have seen for yourself—and a distrust of your actions. People see you fraternising with what they perceive as the enemy. There are whispers you are losing your mind and are not sane or fit enough to rule.”

Soren froze, not even breathing. “Swear you do not lie to me.”

“I swear it.”

“Who says such things?”

“Who doesn’t? What is a rumour but a wildfire of words? Come, you know how court works.”

“And what say you?” Soren held his breath as Barclay deliberated his answer.

Barclay faltered and his mouth twisted. “I count you as the dearest of friends, Soren, this you know. I think you not mad, but I cannot help think what do you is madness. Dragons? Dragons! They attack us, and yet you want to befriend them?”

Soren held his tongue for the moment. “And what of the Eldarkind?”

“You know my feelings. They’re a strange people, and I cannot fathom them.”

“Barclay, will you trust me on this, if I ask you to?”

Barclay paused.

“I know how difficult it may be; how counterintuitive. I say what I said before: I know things not privy to most. I act with reason, and in Caledan’s best interests, always. Now, more than ever, it is crucial to find a way forward. Believe me, I have tried to find another solution. The only way is to ally with the Eldarkind and the dragons. At least, those who remain on the side of good. Those who attack us are not one and the same. The alliance would be primarily to seek their defeat in the short term. As my subject, my advisor, and my friend, will you trust me in this?”

Soren could see the indecision in Barclay’s eyes and the instinct to say no. It danced on the tip of Barclay’s tongue, as his lips parted to give his answer, and then paused.

“Yes,” said Barclay at last. His tone was not convincing, and the set of his jaw betrayed his concern, but Soren would take that for now. Once given, he knew Barclay’s word was good. He hoped he could still trust that.

Soren found himself wandering aimlessly through the castle, lost deep in thought, until he arrived at the archives where all the castle’s records were kept under lock and key. He let himself into the dark room and stood for a moment. A deep sigh escaped. I must find a way to rebuild the pact.

“There must be some written record of how it was achieved,” he mused aloud. He looked around. It was the first time he had ever visited, and he was surprised by the size of the room before him. What he had expected to be a broom cupboard, going by the diminutive size of the door, was, in fact, a tall, airy space in one of the castle voids.

It was filled with crooked shelves right to the ceiling, which was lost in the gloom, and ran to his left and right in between the castle’s interior walls. It was a gloomy place, dark and forgotten, with a thick silence that was hard to break. It was dark, too. The only light came from lanterns that had not been cleaned in many years, and they burned dim and faint. Soren paced slowly, running his hand along the spines of a row of books, reading their titles as he passed. Every shelf was filled with heavy old tomes and countless stacked and bundled sheaves of papers.

“May I assist you, Your Majesty?”

Soren jumped out of his skin at the noise and spun around, grasping the shelf for support. Before him stood the wizened old record keeper standing four feet tall, an ankle-long beard tucked into his belt, and a robe that drowned him.

“Y... yes,” said Soren, with a cough, to cover his surprise. Inspiration struck. He should know this place well! “Show me where the oldest records are kept.”

The old man hobbled to an antechamber with Soren close in tow. A door so small Soren had to bend over almost double led into a pitch black space. Light blossomed over the cupboard as Soren passed a lantern in. It was cold, Soren noticed, distinctly chilly, and it smelt old, of things that had lain for an age, gathering dust and mould.

“Is there anything in particular you wish to see, Sire?” wheezed the record-keeper into his handkerchief.

“Do you have any records on the pact?” Soren kept his tone intentionally light.

The record keeper’s nose scrunched and his bushy eyebrows wriggled. “Which one, Sire?”

“Ah, I’m not sure,” said Soren, feigning ignorance, and suppressing his disappointment. Of all the agreements made, if the old man didn’t recognise mention of ‘the’ pact, he did not know anything, Soren surmised. “That will be all. You may return to your duties. Thank you for your assistance.”

The old man bowed and backed away with a curious glint in his eye, leaving Soren alone in the tiny room.

He searched through every document in there with painstaking slowness; some of the documents were so old they cracked as he opened them, threatening to fall apart. He searched until the day was late and dust caked him from head to toe, but it was fruitless. He could find nothing that mentioned the Eldarkind, dragonkin, or pact of any kind. As he shut the last tome with a huff of frustration, he admitted defeat for the day.
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Chapter Nineteen
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“Oh thank goodness!” Luke cried from the wall as Eve plodded towards Arlyn gates on her weary mount. She was just as exhausted, having not even slept in the saddle as she rode home without delay after the horrors she had witnessed at Ednor. She heard his voice, but did not have the energy to lift her head, and only when he appeared beside her to grab the reins and help her slide from the horse, did she see the consternation upon his face at her poor state.

“I was so worried!” he fretted. “What happened? Are you okay?”

She didn’t answer. Her throat was parched dry and she could not find the words. Instead, she reached for him and buried herself into his chest, breathing in the scent of leather and horses, which made the most welcome change from the stench of fire and death that had clung to her for days. As she shook with exhaustion, she finally allowed the tiredness to overtake her.

“I need a healer,” she croaked, and clutched at him as her legs buckled. He steadied her in strong arms.

With help, he escorted her back to the keep, shouting for assistance as they arrived in the courtyard. Maids arrived and an outcry arose at the poor state of their mistress. A healer appeared, and Eve was put to bed. Luke hovered about awkwardly, not allowed into the room, but not wanting to leave. As the door opened and closed with each new visitor, Eve saw him peering in, but she didn’t have the energy to smile.

They undressed her from the clothes she had worn since the attack, and her body was as sooty, blackened, and burnt as her garments. Her skin was festered with blisters, pale and infected, and she could not hold back the screams as they peeled the scraps of fabric away, for they had fused with her skin, which was red, white, and oozing.

Worst of all were her arms. The healers tried to clean her as best they could, but the soot in her wounds caused even more pain as they tried to rid her of it, to the point where she nearly fainted due to the white-hot pain every touch overloaded her senses with.

Luke’s face peered through the gap once more as a maid scurried out to fetch honey, lavender oil, and cloths. She was soon back. The soaked cloths were a cold relief against the hot fury of her skin and the lavender’s scent masked all traces of fire and pus. Hands held up her limbs, body, and even her face as they wrapped her in the cloths, and she knew this would be her fate for weeks without magic, but she had not the strength to perform the magic needed to heal her burns, so extensive as they were and as tired as she felt.

Eve did not have to see the rest of her body to know it would be marred with a multitude of scars, magical healing or not, but that was a thought for another day. For now, she had to do battle with the burns that already began to angrily sting again as the cooling effects of her bandages wore away.

Last of all, they brought in sheep-shearers. Her hair was all but gone; they roughly chopped it at the shoulders and burnt chunks littered the floor. Her eyebrows were gone, too, they told her; but they were blonde to start with, she reasoned in her quiescent state. It was a little loss compared to all else.

Like a child, she tipped her chin back to accept the draught: a sleeping potion infused with pain-easing remedies. Within minutes, she sank into blissful slumber; a haven away from the pain.

~
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EVE AWOKE TO LUKE SAT at her bedside, with his gaze boring into her. He started as she opened her eyes and sat up from his slouch. “Eve! Welcome back.”

“Water.”

He hurried to hold the cup to her lips and tip it so she could drink the cool, refreshing water. She savoured every drop flowing down her parched throat and lay unmoving as he returned the cup to the side-stand, testing out her senses. The pain had dulled, but returned with a vengeance as she attempted a twitch. Waves of exhaustion still rolled over her.

She had not expected her return to be so. She had dreaded seeing Luke again for one, still unsure what to say, but he seemed to have forgotten their quarrel for now.

“What happened?” asked Luke. “When you didn’t scry, I was so worried.”

In a dull monotone, Eve explained haltingly, and in as few words as she could, of the dragon attack on Ednor, and how death, fire, and fear like she had never known came upon them in the night. “I barely escaped with my life. I’ve never been so scared before. I don’t know which is worse: the dragons or the fire.”

“I’m so glad you’re here. You’re safe now. I’m sorry I didn’t take you seriously.”

Eve nodded. They fell into silence. What more could be said? Their previous quarrel seemed trivial in light of what had happened, but it still nagged at her. “When you said I abandoned you,” she said slowly. “Did you mean that?”

“I–” Luke looked away. “It’s hard at times to know,” he mumbled. “I asked you to leave, but I didn’t want you to. Would you have come back for me?”

Her instinct was to laugh off his question because to her it was ridiculous, but she could sense he was serious. “Of course.” There’s more to this. “Why would you think anything else?”

Silence lengthened between them.

“I suppose I spent so much time chasing after you, that I never stopped to wonder if you would do the same for me.”

Realisation dawned on Eve. “And you were hurt that I didn’t return for you—personally.”

Luke’s silence was her answer.

“And that made you doubt everything between us.”

“Sometimes... Sometimes, I do doubt this will work.” He gestured between them. “Look at us.”

“It doesn’t matter. After all we have been through.” She shook her head. “I can think of no one I would rather be with. Your rank doesn’t matter; neither does mine. To me, you’re Luke. Just Luke. My Luke; and I would have returned for you the moment I could.”

“Thank you,” he muttered, and his hand shook slightly as he placed it atop her bandaged fingers. The pressure made her burnt skin scream with pain, but she did not flinch, instead, savoring the feeling of peace between them once more.

“I’m so relieved you’re safe,” he said. Eve could see the frustration within him; at himself for not heeding her warning.

“You couldn’t have known,” she said. A thought struck her, and she bolted upright, shuddering as pain ripped through her. “The dragons could be coming here! I must warn everyone! We must prepare!”

Luke tried to stop her from moving, but her entire body was covered in burns and bandages, and he was loathe to touch her. “You cannot get up—you must rest.”

“There’s no time, Luke. If Ednor falls... even if it doesn’t, we might be their next target. Their attacks are already rife across east Caledan. The west could be next.” She ignored his protests and forced her legs to swing over the side of the bed, dangling until her toes brushed the floor. For a moment, she paused, gasping, and shook her head until the feeling of passing out faded.

“Help me,” she commanded.

Luke rushed to her side and gingerly supported her as she staggered to the door. “Where are you going?”

“To the forest,” she said through gritted teeth. Stars danced before her eyes and her skin crawled with irritation and pain. Eve ignored Luke’s protests and pushed forwards so he had no choice but to help her. Strange looks followed them as they moved excruciatingly slowly through the keep and out into the gardens, for she wore only her nightgown which billowed in the breeze.

Every movement hurt: the ache of the long ride and the increasing agony of the burns. As Luke opened the door, Eve sighed in relief as the cold air froze her skin. She held onto Luke doggedly and started up the hill, through the herb gardens and into the forest. They moved at a snail’s pace and out of sight of all Arlyn past the tree line until they came upon a clearing. Eve let go and sunk to the floor with a moan. Luke cried out and moved to raise her to her feet, but she stopped him with a sharp slash of her hand.

“Stand back,” she warned.

The sodden ground welcomed her. Water soaked through her garments and in seconds, her cloak was drenched. It was cold and foggy, too. Now, the cold was not a comfort, but a leech. Eve shivered with cold and nervous anticipation.

She buried her hands into the freezing, wet mosses that carpeted the forest floor, entwining her fingers in the soft fronds and took a deep, steadying breath before she began to call the magic forth. Carefully selecting the energy of the large beings of the land in her mind—trees, fungi, and that which would not be weakened by her needs—she called out in the old tongue.

“Ia kvedja a ethera ro feld att mina ethera endurnyja, mina sarr laekna, ja min heild endr efla. Nema adeins a ethera etrele ja jurta spenna, ja inge skada einhevrr lifanti hlutur fram mina coinsiasa.”

I call forth the energy of the land to replenish my energy, heal my wounds, and make me whole again. Take only that energy which can be spared of the trees and the plants and bring no harm to any living being on my conscience.

Magic crawled up her arms from the ground, visible if she half closed her eyes, coiling and trailing over her skin. It was an angry tingle at first contact that subsided into a soothing caress as the magic took hold. A sigh of relief escaped her lips as the agony subsided and her energy grew as the spell replenished it.

It could have been minutes or hours, she had no concept of time, only feeling, as the magic staved off the cold biting into her from her sodden clothes, and banished the stinging burns. The pain faded, and her aches dissolved. Eve felt her well of energy grow again until she no longer felt dulled by exhaustion, and relished in the feeling of sharp clarity and focus.

As the magic faded, she waited, until the last drops had gone, and then she stood. Taking a deep breath and filling her lungs with the pure air of the forest, which now felt refreshing instead of bitingly cold, she remained standing, and still, with her eyes closed, mentally checking every part of her body. All was well. Her hands flew to her hair. It had not grown back, but little had she expected that.

Eve opened her eyes and gingerly pulled back some of her bandages. Her arms were indeed healed. It seemed as though they had been healing for a month, not days. She swallowed. The pus filled, oozing, inflamed skin was gone, but now rivers of rippled scars covered her. White scars, slightly reddened, crisscrossed her arms, and she knew most of her body would be the same. She tugged the rest of the bandage away. Even her hands were scarred. She stared at their ugliness in a moment of fascination and disgust, before a wave of despondence swept over her at her state. There would be no fixing this, not even with magic. Forever now, she would be marred.

Luke appeared beside her. “That’s amazing. You are healed!” A smile broke his face. “You are well?” he frowned at her sadness.

She nodded slowly. “I am well,” she murmured, “but I will never be as I was. I cannot rid myself of the scarring.” Feeling self-conscious, she pulled the bandages over her skin again and rubbed her arms as her cheeks reddened.

Luke clasped her hand, giving it a squeeze. “It doesn’t matter.” He caught her gaze and stared at her. “It doesn’t matter,” he repeated. “Only that you’re well.” He smiled, and her lips twitched in reply, but it was all she could manage.

They returned to the keep where the maids and healer were in awe of her strength and sudden recovery.

“By the grace of Eldarkind magic, I am healed,” she told them. It set muttered gossip aflame throughout the keep, but she did not care. Let them talk, she thought. One day soon, they will discover who I am, and it will matter not that one of their own has magic, for it shall save them all. If her plans came to fruition.

She insisted above their protests that she was well enough to continue in her duties, and sent them scurrying to fetch the captain of the guard and his deputy.
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WHILST SHE AWAITED for their arrival, she had a brief respite, and took advantage of her solitude to scry Soren.

Her appearance shocked her. It was the first time she had seen herself in a mirror since before leaving for Ednor. She touched the places where her eyebrows had been, fingered the harsh edge of her hair, and traced the flame-like scars up her neck.

Soren was equally appalled at her state, and more so when she revealed she had been in a much worse condition and would still be without magic to heal her. She showed him briefly the scars upon her arms to illustrate her point. Pity filled his eyes. She knew why, but did not dwell on it. It did not matter, now.

“Cousin. I am so very sorry for sending you into harm,” Soren’s voice was fervent, and Eve thought she could see a tear in his eye. “I feel responsible for this.”

She shook her head. “It is what it is, Cousin. You were not to know. I scry with you now because I am returned home to Arlyn. I—” Her voice broke. She cleared her throat. “I have never been so scared in my life. The danger is clear. I need to prepare our defences. I do not know if Arlyn could be next. The Eldarkind and the dragons barely fought Cies off, and I know we stand no chance. What I saw... What I experienced... I cannot... I cannot say. It is so horrific.” She swallowed. “I cannot let my people suffer the same. We must be ready to flee, for we cannot defend against these creatures. I apologise for failing in my duty.” She bowed her head to him.

It was Soren’s turn to brush aside her apology. He shook his head, and his mouth set firm. “You have not failed. Stronger men would have quailed where you stood firm. Your commitment to your people is noble and admirable. Your duty is to honour and protect your countryfolk. I understand that. They are lucky to be led by you now.”

They briefly spoke of the Eldarkind, and Eve detailed the destruction of Ednor in the raging fires and the casualties of the attacks.

“I left with little notice,” she added. “As a result, I have little understanding of Tarrell or Farran’s plans, but I know they would be pushed to succeed against further attacks.”

Soren sat back in his chair. “Even the Eldarkind and the dragons fail in this?”

She nodded. “It is no easy task, that is certain.”

Soren exhaled a long puff of disbelief, and pondered awhile. “This is ill news, indeed. I have not been able to scry with the Eldarkind for several days now. I imagine this will be the cause.”

“Yes. Much of Ednor was destroyed, and the main buildings suffered the worst. They are much preoccupied with ensuring the injured and dead are cared for, and the living have somewhere to stay.”

There was little to say after that, and they exchanged some empty pleasantries. Eve shared her father was still ill and unable to fulfill his duties. Soren shared how his sister was flourishing in court life, sheltered from matters of state. Eve was glad, for Irumae had already suffered much beyond her years.

“I hope to see you both in the flesh soon,” she said with a smile.

“May it be so,” Soren hoped.

Soren wished her well, and she him, though they both knew it was very much against the odds with what lay ahead.

~
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AWAITING HER IN THE drawing room once she had finished was Hoarth, captain of the guard, and his deputy, Nyle. Her father was not present; still too ill to attend. It felt strange to meet people there, Eve noted as she sat in her father’s chair. This was where her father held his meetings, which she had never been allowed to attend and was instead sent to play, school, or be scolded for trying to eavesdrop. Now, she sat in his chair, conducting his business. His presence was heavy in the room, despite his absence, as if he leaned over her shoulder.

Luke entered behind her and closed the door with a soft snap, but he did not sit with them. He was there as her guard, not her confident.

Eve invited them to sit, gesturing with a bandaged hand. Their lingering glances told of their interest in her condition, as they openly stared at her shorn hair and bandages.

“My lady,” they said in unison, bowed, and took their seats.

“Forgive me the intrusion, my lady,” said Hoarth. “I do not mean to pry, but I expected you to remain abed for quite some time. You seem remarkably well given the extent of the injuries you suffered, as they were described to me.”

“I am much better than I was, thanks to the grace of Eldarkind magic,” Eve said.

Hoarth stiffened and his eyes narrowed.

“Captain, please suspend your prejudice. Nyle knows of the Eldarkind; he accompanied me once to Ednor.” Eve glanced at Nyle. His own eyes were hard. He had less than fond memories of that trip, and she hoped he still did not bear her ill-will for what had happened. “He can vouch they are a fair and noble race and their magic is a force of good. They bear no resemblance to the wives tales.” She stared pointedly at him.

“It is so,” Nyle said begrudgingly.

Eve nodded, satisfied. “By the grace of their powers, I am healed. Their blood flows in my veins,” she dared to admit, “and I am blessed with magic. I have healed myself from the gravest of my injuries, so I may help Arlyn prepare for what may come.” Ignoring their shock, she peeled back her bandage to reveal a scarred arm and hand. “This injury happened not a week ago. See how I have healed it? I will always bear these scars, but magic means I lived through them, and return whole to lead my people once more.”

They did not reply—in shock from that admission, she presumed—so she continued, knowing she now had to show her strength for them to trust and follow her.

“I thank you for joining me today. Let us return to the business at hand. We have no time to delay.” She detailed what had happened in Ednor again; her duties there, and what had befallen the Eldarkind and the dragons who allied with them and now resided there. “I witnessed this first hand. I survived. Barely,” she emphasised. “The Eldarkind and the dragons were barely a match for those that attacked. We will not be able to stand in their way. You have heard the reports from across Caledan. It is all true. They could well come here next, or soon, and we must prepare.”

Hoarth shuffled in his chair. “Surely, this is unnecessary. They would not trouble us so far west.”

Anger rose in Eve. She ripped off all her bandages and stood to show him scarred flesh on every limb. “This covers my entire body,” she said to him with bared teeth and red cheeks. “I am fortunate to have magic to be able to heal myself, but even so, I endured this for days with no ministration as I rode night and day, to return in time to warn my people. Would you like this or worse to be the fate of your wife? Your children? Parents? Friends?” she snarled.

“I do not have time to waste with disagreements. The dragons have come to the west. The Eldarkind and their dragons may yet drive them off, and then where will they go? They will not disappear. They could well come here. They will not wait on courtesy to attack. As they did at Ednor, they will come with the night and we will all be dead before we know it. I do not want to suffer what I have witnessed again, and I will protect my people from it whether you like it or not.”

Hoarth subsided, taken aback by her vehemence, and Nyle sat as imperturbable as ever. Eve dared not look towards Luke, who had moved to stand behind her.

Eve grasped one of her father’s blankets lying across the back of the chair and draped it across her naked legs. “Set a guard up night and day.” She softened her tone, but kept the edge so they would be in no misunderstanding that she meant what she said.

“I want our walls constantly guarded. I want alarms sounded the moment any man, woman, or child hears so much as a whisper of anything. I care not if it is a false alarm. I would much rather the entire town be roused and return to bed cold and grumpy than for the alternative, for fear of inconvenience could mean we miss our chance and all end up roasted in our beds.”

Hoarth nodded. Worry lined his face.

Good, she thought. Perhaps he begins to take me seriously. “We also need to have an evacuation plan in place. Where can our people gather if Arlyn is attacked? We must find somewhere everyone can reach quickly, without being detected, that will be safe beyond measure. Where can they go?”

Hoarth sat up, now his input was required. He stroked his beard and chewed his lip as he contemplated. “The forest?”

“Hmm,” replied Eve noncommittally and shook her head. “Even if it is wet, I’m not sure it can withstand dragon fire, or hide our people.”

“The lake?” suggested Nyle.

“Too open,” Eve dismissed the idea, as frustration grew. She did not want to alienate them with her refusal to entertain their suggestions, but the ideas they proposed would not prove fruitful solutions. “The dragons may not suffer water, but their flames can travel many hundreds of yards. We cannot outrun or outreach them.”

Behind her, Luke shuffled and coughed. “Erm.” They turned to look at him, and he coloured slightly at their attention.

“Yes?”

“I don’t mean to interrupt. What about the mines?”

Yes! Eve thought. “The old iron workings! I had not thought of that. Brilliant idea.” A brief smile flashed across her face, and Luke smiled in response as she turned back to Hoarth and Nyle. “This could be the solution we need, no? They are close, they are safe, and our people may stay there without fear of detection. The dragons attack mostly from the air, and do not land very often. Are the caves safe?”

Hoarth shrugged and grimaced. “I cannot be sure. Folk don’t go in them for good reason, but they could be shored up with ease to be sure.”

“Make it so,” Eve decided. “Send every man you have to reinforce the walls and ceilings where you can. Nyle, I want you to brief the town cryer. He must inform everyone of the danger and what to do when and if the time comes.”

“My lady,” they replied in unison, stood, bowed, and left.

Eve sat back in her chair and closed her eyes in relief. That had been both harder and easier than she had expected. I hope they have some understanding of what we face... and are committed to following my orders.

“Thank you for that,” she said to Luke, and reached out to squeeze his hand in thanks. As she saw the scars on the back of her hand once more, she faltered, and pulled her hand out of his grasp, self consciously covering it with the blanket. “You look tired,” she said. “Rest. Eat. I’ll be fine. Go.”

Luke nodded and turned away, but before he reached the door, he returned to stand before her. Gingerly and gently, he freed her hand from the blanket and placed a soft kiss upon the scars before he left.

She swallowed and placed her palm across the back of the hand he had kissed. The skin felt so strange and wrinkled. It would take a long time to accept her new body, but perhaps it were not so dreadful and hideous as she feared.

Shortly after he left, she followed suit, and headed in the opposite direction, out of the keep and towards the woods once more with an idea forming from her earlier spells and the works in Ednor she had read about the powers of earth magic. Could she draw upon the power of the earth again to protect her people with a ward of colossal proportion? There would only be one way to find out. I might not be able to fight dragons, but I can protect my people, she thought determinedly.
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Chapter Twenty
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It was clear that the gods had not been appeased. The devastation continued apace across northern Roher, and the streams of refugees flooding into the capital clogged the streets. Already, Harad had ordered the roads to be purged, with any beggars cast out into the merciless desert and stragglers flogged publicly in the squares, but it did not seem to dissuade them from arriving in ever increasing numbers, as if their king could protect them.

They would think it his duty, Harad knew, yet what more could he do? He had thrown games, made sacrifices, ordered Roher to complete days of fasting and prayer, and the capital of Arrans to be purified throughout. Nay, this could not be a god, for no god would think him weak, Harad reasoned. This must be a demon. That did not make his predicament any easier; demon or god, it mattered not. He could vanquish neither.

Harad doubled the conscription rates, lowered the conscription age to twelve, and doubled the city guard to ensure his control of the army, and thus the country, was secure. To keep his citizens busy and free of dissent, he doubled the days of fasting and praying, whilst spreading news that Roher could not be forgiven by the gods until its citizens had atoned for their wrongdoings. Let the fervent punish themselves to please their gods. I pray this demon leaves us alone. Harad’s bluff would not stand to be called.
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Chapter Twenty One
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Farran was correct. With the night came the dragons. This time, no cacophony heralded their arrival. This time, it was a silent descent of deadly assassins from the sky. Frantic horns rang out as the first fell from the stars, and the warning keening of Farran’s watching dragons snaked through Ednor, signalling them to spring into action.

Myrkdaga met Lorellei’s eyes with grim glee, and Lorellei gave him a shaky smile before clambering up Myrkdaga’s leg to sit upon his back. He fumbled with the makeshift straps that would lash his legs in place and keep him safe during Myrkdaga’s aerial manoeuvres, and grasped the loop around one of Myrkdaga’s back spikes in front of him. Last of all, he checked his sword was accessible by both hands. Being ambidextrous would come in useful that night, he was sure.

Myrkdaga shuffled and stretched under Lorellei, testing out this new and unfamiliar weight upon his back; it would take some adjusting to ensure his flying remained stable. Though Lorellei was not heavy to him, the slightest adjustment in weight was the difference between a well-executed loop and tumbling out of the sky. Myrkdaga was ready for the challenge.

“Ready to fly, friend?” said Myrkdaga, his grin wide and toothy.

“Ready!”

Myrkdaga launched into the air. His wings snapped out and beat powerfully to speed them upwards. Lorellei whooped. Myrkdaga wobbled under his weight just a little, and shifted his wing position and tail to his new balancing position, trying small manoeuvres to test his balance.

“This is amazing!” said Lorellei into his mind. They had agreed to communicate this way throughout the battle, so the wind and din could not snatch their words away.

“Welcome to my life,” said Myrkdaga with a joyful roar. As they soared away from Ednor, Myrkdaga rose in thermals, for his strategy as a smaller dragon was to stay on the fringes of the battle and pick off those dragons he could outmatch.

“This breeze is low, which is good for stable flight,” he told Lorellei. “And yet I do not welcome it, for it stinks of dragons.” He growled.

Lorellei did not answer. All dragons smelled fairly odious to him, not just Cies.

At last, they levelled out, soaring high above Ednor valley. Lorellei struggled to look down; it was dizzying.

“Now, we are in our ideal position,” explained Myrkdaga. “Above the enemy. Best to be here, as it’s far harder to be attacked from below without warning, and far better to attack from high, approaching behind your enemy, so they cannot see you until it is too late.”

“Won’t they see us if they look up?”

“No. Look. Ednor burns.” Myrkdaga pointed his head towards Ednor, which had once again erupted in flames as dragons swarmed over it. “The night sky means little light coming from above. For us, our enemies will be silhouetted below against the fire whilst they shall be so blinded by its light we shall appear from the darkness as wraiths.” Already, his keen night vision was enhanced by the light of the flames; shapes darted thither and yon, indicating both his kin and enemy. His nostrils flared, tasting their scents upon the air.

“Wait for my direction,” warned Myrkdaga. “Attack only those I attack, for I can tell friend from foe, even in this confusion. Are you ready? I’m about to dive.” His wings fluttered as he caught himself from diving, thinking it best to warn his Eldarkind counterpart first.

Above him, Lorellei gripped him tighter between his thighs, and wound his hand into the loop. “Ready.”

“Hold on tight!” Myrkdaga shut his wings and dropped from the sky like a stone, gradually opening them to corkscrew out of the sky, faster and faster.

“Aaaaaargh!” Lorellei had to close his eyes against the sickening blur that threatened to claim the contents of his stomach

“Now!” Myrkdaga cried.

Disorientated, Lorellei struggled to draw his sword, which glowed blue, and brandished it before him, careful not to touch Myrkdaga. As he regained his composure, he had but a moment to perceive the dragon below as they approached it at breakneck pace. Lorellei focused all his attention on their foe, and his blade erupted into blue ice-fire as Myrkdaga sunk teeth and raked claws into the dragon before them. Lorellei leaned forward and slashed, catching the wing membrane. The dragon shrieked, and sped away. Myrkdaga snapped out his wings and it felt to Lorellei like they had slapped into a wall in mid air. Myrkdaga laboured, flapping his wings to gain height again.

Lorellei vomited over the side of Myrkdaga’s shoulder, and the remains of his evening meal rained on those below. He sighed with relief. At the very least, that felt better.

They repeated the tactic on another smaller dragon, and this time Lorellei kept his concentration better. He clung on for dear life and kept his eyes open with sheer determination, though they stung from the wind rushing past them. As they approached this time, his sword was already ready and aiming, and together they delivered blows that left bloodied furrows from Myrkdaga’s claws and trails of blue fire from Lorellei’s sword across their opponent.

“That was well done,” Myrkdaga grunted.

Lorellei whooped on his back, exhilarated by their success. His eyes, slowly improving in the darkness, though nowhere as sharp as Myrkdaga’s, scanned the skies for their next engagement.

All of a sudden, a great weight crashed upon them, crumpling Myrkdaga’s wings, and crushing Lorellei against Myrkdaga’s hard, sharp-edged scales.

Myrkdaga roared in frustration as a larger dragon plummeted towards the ground with Myrkdaga firmly in his grasp, and Myrkdaga knew what it was about to do. He struggled, but could not escape. Lorellei moved upon his back, wriggling free of the straps lashing him in place.

“What are you doing?” shouted Myrkdaga.

Lorellei did not answer, save with an incoherent battle cry. He freed his sword arm and began to hack with all his might at the dragon who held them, leaving rents in the dragon hide; it swirled with blue flames that crawled into the wounds. A giant twitch of the dragon dislodged Lorellei and he fell with a high-pitched scream into the abyss. Myrkdaga roared, an ear splitting, determined roar, and pushed with all his might away from the dragon, making sure to dig his claws into the wounds Lorellei had left.

Free of his enemy, Myrkdaga fell into a dive, the fastest he had ever performed, seeking the blue blade falling beneath him. At the last second, as the ground hurtled to meet them both, he caught Lorellei and snapped his wings out to break their fall into a gliding descent that tumbled them into the tree tops. As impact approached, Myrkdaga cradled Lorellei in his claws, tipped onto his back, and broke the force of the crash landing with his own body.

After a second of allowing himself to be stunned, Myrkdaga shook his head with a growl, clearing away the stars that danced before his vision. Delicately, he opened his claws to reveal the crumpled form of Lorellei, shaking like a leaf. He set the Eldarkind on the ground, where he did not rise, but instead sat, a gibbering wreck.

Myrkdaga surveyed their surroundings whilst he waited for his companion to regain his senses. They had fallen far from the battle, it seemed. He could hardly smell fire or dragons here, and he could not see any sign of flames through the trees. They were on the outskirts of Ednor, he surmised. He looked back down at Lorellei, who was managing to clamber to his feet with the support of a tree trunk, though still shaking.

“I thought I was dead,” Lorellei stuttered. “Thank you.”

“Anytime,” Myrkdaga said gruffly. “Thanks for your help, too. Without your quick thinking and bravery—or foolishness—we would both be dead now.”

Lorellei nodded. His face was as pale as the moon.

“The battle is not over. Are you ready? We still have more to do.”

Lorellei straightened and coughed. He took a deep breath, and met Myrkdaga’s eyes. The fear was still there, and exhaustion was beginning to show, but there was determination, too. “I’m ready.”

~
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THE COST COULD BE COUNTED when dawn came anew. More broken, blackened buildings. More bodies. More injured to tend to.

Farran and Tarrell walked amongst the smouldering ruins in silence. Both were exhausted after a long and sleepless night. They had watched into the darkness, but Cies had not returned after their sustained and organised defence.

“He is gone for now, at least,” murmured Farran. “He could not stand before us.”

“We were nearly spent also.”

“Cies does not know that. We presented a strong and unified front to him. He will know there are easier victims to terrorize, not least because he will be severely weakened, both in body and in leadership. He has much work to do before he can challenge us again.”

“Where is he now?”

“I do not know,” Farran rumbled.

“What would you do, if you were he?”

Farran paused. “I would regain my strength, and I would ensure no division in my clan. This defeat will weaken him. Dragons do not follow loss and defeat; only strength and success in battle. He will need to prove himself again to his followers.”

“Surely, this means they will attack again?” Tarrell stopped, aghast. We cannot sustain this.

Farran stopped also, and met his eye. “He will not attack here.” The implication was clear.

Tarrell shut his eyes momentarily and swallowed. In his mind’s eye, he relived the past two battles, and knew no others stood a chance of resisting Cies as they had. “It will be a massacre,” he said through gritted teeth.

“It is inevitable.”

Tarrell shook his head. He refused to believe it, yet he knew it to be true. They had managed to save themselves, but nothing could be done for those in Cies’s path.

“We must gather our kin. We cannot continue as we are.”

~
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“WE ARE TOO ISOLATED here,” Tarrell addressed his kin and Farran’s, who watched him with shadowed eyes and hunched shoulders.

“As you know, our sole purpose is to rebuild the pact, to ensure our true enemies lay sleeping, and the peace of our realm and others is saved. We can only accomplish this by defeating Cies to unite our land and three races in peace once more. However, we cannot do this alone.” He paused, to meet the eyes of those before him. Their gazes bored into him. He could feel the weight of their losses as his own.

“After the events of the past days, Cies will not return here. We are safe for now. Yet, he will choose easier prey. Humans who cannot evade or repel him. We cannot remain here and allow innocents to suffer when we have the power to vanquish him. It is our duty, under the terms of our pact, broken as it may be, and I intend to uphold it.”

Dragons rumbled their assent, and Eldarkind nodded, but many looked doubting. He could understand why. Their victories had cost them much.

“Will you follow Farran and I away from Ednor, to help in whatever way we may?”
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Chapter Twenty Two
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The messenger was clearly an Eldarkind in disguise. His hair was dark brown, but sleek and shiny, and his face was covered in uncharacteristic stubble. Unlike the Eldarkind messengers who came before him, he wore the clothes of a human messenger, and carried the royal seal that would grant him unbarred access to the king’s own confidence. Yet, the slender set of his jaw was unmistakable. Soren ushered him in, casting a glance at the empty corridor outside. His guards, facing forwards and staring into nothing, closed the door behind him.

The messenger sagged with relief as the door snapped shut. Soren poured him a hot drink from the kettle by the fire, so he could warm against the winter chill that permeated inside the castle as relentlessly as always. A plate of steaming food arrived minutes later, and Soren fidgeted, waiting for him to finish eating. The last mouthful was barely in the Eldarkind’s mouth before Soren asked, “What news?”

The Eldarkind swallowed the last morsel and rose to his feet to execute a sharp bow, despite his obvious exhaustion. “Sire. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Sendari and I travel at the behest of Lord Tarrell.” He explained of the attacks on Ednor. The news was bleak. Death tolls, destruction, and many injured; Sendari spared no details, and by the end of his recount, Soren gripped the arms of his chair with white knuckles.

“This explains why I am unable to scry with Lord Tarrell?” he questioned.

Sendari confirmed his suspicion. “Much has been destroyed. There is not a mirror or pool left from which to scry in Ednor. That is why Lord Tarrell sent me. I travelled without stopping to reach you as soon as possible.”

Soren frowned. “This is ill news indeed. I am sorry for your losses. I have had no word of further attacks. Does this mean Cies is vanquished and will trouble Caledan no more?”

His heart sunk as Sendari replied. “It is unlikely, Sire. Lords Tarrell and Farran believe he will choose an easier target to allow him to consolidate his power after a humiliating defeat at our hands, and that means an attack on your people. He may well have already attacked. I rode here without delay, but your human messengers are not so fast. News will be slow to come, or it may not come at all.”

“We are vulnerable, then.” Soren sighed. “We do not know where he will strike, or when. And yet it matters not; we cannot defeat him.”

“We are only vulnerable in isolation,” Sendari cautioned. “We must work together in this, my Lord urges you. I come at Lords Tarrell and Farran’s behest because they wish to negotiate a relocation of both races to Pandora. We are isolated and vulnerable, too, but they believe by working together, we can succeed.”

A relocation, Soren pondered.

“Our people are not yet convinced it is the best option,” Sendari admitted, biting his lip. “The dragons are all for it, being—pardon me for saying—a bold and more confrontational race. My people are more cautious. We have never before abandoned our sanctuary in Ednor, and many are loathe to do so now. Lords Tarrell and Farran request your opinion on this matter with great urgency.”

“I am in two minds myself,” Soren replied. “I believe our best chance lies in unification, and a relocation to a stronghold like Pandora makes great sense. Together, we could defend a position of strength. We have the fortifications, resources, and position.

“However, there is too much discord at present sowed to act on this.” He explained about the growing intolerance and even hatred towards both dragon and Eldar races, but his words were brief. Sendari had his own knowledge of this, first hand. “Peace is barely holding. I fear a coup or worse, and any proposals of an alliance have so far been shouted down most strongly. Take this news back to Tarrell and ensure him I support him fully and will do all I can to ensure we three races can work together. On my part, it requires great tact to orchestrate. I will do my best. Ensure he can scry with me soon—I would speak with him and Farran. I am gravely concerned.”

Soren summoned Behan to share the news the moment Sendari departed for Ednor. However, the steward was not as responsive as Soren had hoped.

“You cannot be glad for the attacks upon Ednor, surely?” Soren asked, dreading the answer. “You cannot celebrate the weakening of Eldarkind.”

Behan did not respond to deny it.

“You do not count them as friends?”

“No!” said Behan, and scowled most uncharacteristically. “Where have they been throughout the years of your mother’s and grandfather’s reign? Hiding in the mountains whilst our people fought and died when the Roherii invaded.”

“They are a peaceful folk, and not bound to die for us, and why should they? Surely, the fact they are willing to abandon their homeland and stand with us, when they themselves are attacked, proves they are our allies?” Soren knew he was getting angry, for he could feel his cheeks reddening and could not keep the scowl from his own face, but he fixed Behan in his gaze and tried to remain calm. Losing his temper would not help.

Doubt crept into Behan’s face, and he tapped his fingers together. “I cannot say, Sire.”

“These are our allies,” Soren pressed. “Remember, they have come to our aid in times of gravest danger before, unasked and unpaid. They have laid down their lives with us, because we are their ally. And now, they are prepared—and preparing—to do so again, despite their homes being devastated, and despite many wanting to stay ‘hiding in the mountains’, as you say. Everything they hold dear is gone, perhaps, and still, they have the courage to stand hand in hand with us in this. How can they be evil? Have you ever known them to be thus? Is this gesture an evil one?”

“No,” said Behan, reluctantly.

“I should think not,” said Soren determinedly. “So, why do you distrust them now? Of all people, I trust you highest.” Soren softened his tone. It was not lost on him the absurdity of a man of his age chastising an elder, whether he was king or not. “You are wise beyond your many years, and well-versed in our history—our shared histories.”

“It is hard to know who is friend and who is foe in these troubled times,” Behan admitted.

“They are not our enemy,” said Soren simply, with a shrug. He could not shrug off his concern, however. He knew he owed a great debt to Behan for his support in earlier troubles: for regaining his throne from his usurping Uncle Zaki, and for supporting him doggedly when storm clouds of treason were brewing in his attempts to stave off an uprising and hunt down Zaki. Without Behan’s support, he would have failed in all tasks. Without Behan’s support, he would no doubt be dead now, captured and executed by Zaki.

Soren could not shake the apprehension that grew at potentially distancing his most staunch supporter, and someone he trusted so deeply, but Behan’s opinions were growing dangerously intolerant. If it were true of his greatest supporter, what did it say of others? If Behan did not support him, who else would be like-minded?

As they feasted in the hall that night, Soren felt in a bubble on the top table, set aside from the usual revelry and casting a suspicious eye over all who attended. Their smiles were friendly and their eyes shone with merriment, but to him, all seemed cold and calculating, and Soren could feel a palpable tension. Am I imagining things?

Barclay slid into the chair beside him. Lost in thought, Soren started at the interruption, but smiled with relief at who had joined him. “Well met, Barclay.”

Barclay replied with his usual lopsided grin, and slouched in the chair, reaching forward to grab a chicken thigh, which he picked at idly. “It’s not hard to see you have something on your mind, Soren. What ails you?”

In hushed tones, careful to not be overheard by anyone, Soren recounted his meetings with Sendari and Behan, and his fears that his support was dwindling in this crucial time.

“Will anyone try and rise against me?” he asked Barclay.

Barclay tossed his bone aside and cleaned his fingers meticulously on a napkin before tossing it in a crumpled heap on the table. “Well, you know you can count on me, on House Walbridge, I mean. Father is still lord, of course, but he’s getting on a bit now, and not what he once was. I command a good deal of respect from our men, and I am set to succeed him.”

“Thank you,” Soren said, throwing a grateful smile to his friend. Who would have thought I could count on House Walbridge first and foremost, he mused. “I am fairly sure I can count on the rest of House Balaur to support me. Uncle Andor and Cousin Ilyas have ever been good to me. The other houses are bound to me by loyalty or ward, but I feel it counts for so little in these testing times. I feel these bring out the best and worst in men.”

“I can toast to that,” said Barclay wryly. “Don’t forget the womenfolk, though. They’re not as sweet as they appear. It’s a good thing House Orrell is so small. Lady Elsard certainly fancies herself for queen, though gladly no one else thinks it. She’d be a mean and shrew-like ruler.” He pulled a comical face of disgust, but wrinkled his nose at Soren’s grim response. “Oh, come, I meant a jest. She would not dare. She’s ambitious, not stupid.”

“Mmm,” replied Soren. “Perhaps, I should up my guard, or get my food tasted.” He sighed.

“You could be worrying too much.”

Soren forced out a chuckle. “I might be, but I’ve been around this court too long to be naive to what happens. I have always relied on Behan to deal with any plots, and yet his demeanor worries me. Speaking of which, I have not heard such whispers in a while, which is suspicious in itself. Is he hiding things from me?” Soren knew the question was rhetorical, and Barclay could not answer, but he wished he could discern the truth. Is it omission or neglect on Behan’s part? Either way, I am vulnerable. Soren did not fancy eating anything now, and looked at his plate grimly.

Beside him, Barclay stood, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Worry not, Sire. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open, and my nose to the ground. I wouldn’t concern yourself. You’re king, and it’s as simple as that. If they don’t like it, they have to lump it. That’s the perk!”

Soren forced out a smile as Barclay turned away, but it fell as soon as his friend left. He swallowed. The pressure was palpable. I have to act, but how? I cannot let this insecurity rule me, for that alone will be my downfall. Yet, how can I plow ahead with a course of action so vehemently opposed by so many others? What’s worse: insanity or incompetence? He hoped they did not talk about him like this, but Soren knew it was a futile wish.
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Chapter Twenty Three
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Sustenance, and a lot of it, was needed to recoup after the defeats at Ednor. Another day and another village was burnt to the ground and all its livestock eaten; bones and all.

Cies looked upon his clan with suspicion. He knew they would be questioning him behind his back—it was only a matter of time before he discovered it—and he would not suffer dissent. Their eyes fixed upon him slyly, watching and waiting for him to prove himself, and the biggest looking for their opening to challenge him.

One dared challenge him for the biggest cow, rushing forward with wings outstretched, and teeth bared in a hiss. Cies defended his prey, roaring deafeningly loud and pinning his opponent down by the neck. He grasped the dragon in his powerful jaws and shook it like prey, tightening his vice-like grip until the dragon could struggle no more for its breathlessness. Cies ached with the effort, but he would not show it.

He released the other dragon after a pronounced pause, and met the eyes of all those who looked up from their feasts to regard the spectacle. His bold stare sent the message he wanted. Challenge me and I will crush you. Cies tossed aside his challenger like a twig and it backed away hissing, with hate in its eyes.

Cies turned back to his meal, knowing he would not be challenged again—at least, that night—and glad for it. The cold hastened the weakening of Bahr’s magic, it seemed, for he felt somewhat worse for wear.

They had flown down from the mountains to milder climes, where the forests sheltered their plump prey and would guard them from the worst of the howling winds. There would be no sleep, merely a few hours of laying still and resting with open eyes and alert minds to rest their muscles before moving on, but it was a stop they needed nonetheless. It was still too cold, even out of the cold heights. Cies knew the south was warmer, and he did not want to fly back to Kotyir; despite those isles being an oasis of warmth and sustenance, they were in the midst of cold bleakness. Besides, to fly back to their homeland would be defeat to him, and he could not tolerate that.

His plan was to move south; closer to the warmth that would enliven and sustain them, not this cold that stripped them of their strength and sapped them of their energy. He told his followers just that, in no uncertain terms, proposing they move south and replenish themselves in warmer climes.

“You would flee like a coward?” said a dragon big enough for Cies not to challenge him at that.

Cies snarled instead. “How dare you insult me. No, I have a better plan, one that will aid us as it weakens our enemy.” He paused, waiting for the other dragon to subside. It drew its head back into the shadows and he continued. “We ought to wait for Farran to weaken himself—and all those worms who follow him—in the cold north, whilst we grow strong in the warm south. The lands there will be rich and plentiful.” His voice was silky and smooth as it painted a picture none of them could resist.

“They’ll be full of prey for the taking—fat, juicy and plentiful—and humans for conquering, and we can return in the high spring, waxing whilst our enemies wane. They will cower before us; them, and their little Eldar friends who think their clever magic tricks can defeat or intimidate us.” He scoffed.

“We have already shown Caledan we are unbeatable. No human may stand before us. Now, let us conquer new lands without anything to get in our way. Let us show every human we meet our ferocity and strength. No longer are we bound to such weak races as humans and Eldarkind. No longer do we have to suffer this humiliation.” Cies’ grin stretched wide over white, serrated teeth. “Who will fly south with me?”

Roars drowned him out. Smugly, he sat on his haunches and watched his followers work themselves into a blood-lust-like frenzy.

They flew through the night, so energised were they, following the March Mountains south, until new lights were spotted on the horizon. They twinkled in the distance. An invite. Cies was full; his stomach strained from how much he had eaten. Now, though, he had a message to send to the humans and to his clan. He was unbeatable. No one could stand before him.
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The bells and horns rang out deep in the night, rousing Eve from her slumber with a curse, as, bleary-eyed, she realised what they could herald. A frisson of fear jolted her awake in an instant. Please, be a false alarm.

The fire burnt low in the grate, giving her just enough light to see by. She threw on a jumble of clothes, donned some light armour and snatched up her sword, which was now always close to hand. As she ran downstairs, the rest of the house was alive with noise, already rousing, and when she reached the courtyard, her father was waiting. Men carried him out on a makeshift palanquin, but he was struggling to sit up and insisting he was well enough to walk or ride. Her cheeks blushed with embarrassment for him.

“Let him down,” she ordered. The men complied without delay and soon her father stood, held up by two of his guards. He was as haggard and drawn as ever. “Come, Eve, we must leave.”

“I cannot,” she said to him. “In your stead, I am the Lady of Arlyn, and I must see everyone safe.” She drew close to him. “I am protected, do not worry,” she breathed into his ear. She prayed the wards would hold, and that they would do as she asked. They encircled not only her, but every living thing within Arlyn’s walls, drawing upon the power of nature to sustain them.

“Be safe, my little dove.” 

She pecked him on the cheek, and nodded to his escort. “Quickly, now. Take Lord Karn to safety. Ensure no-one you encounter is left behind. Go.”

She turned away, surveying who else was in the courtyard. Luke aided his mother across the hard ground. Eve strode across to them, and greeted Luke with a sharp nod. “You know what you must do?”

“I do.” Luke was equally grim. It was Luke’s task to escort the people of Arlyn to the caves and protect them from harm.

“Keep them safe.”

“I will.”

They shared a long look with much unspoken, but it was time to part; Eve had a different task. She swallowed and turned away.

There was no time to watch as her father was led away, or as Luke shepherded people down the quickest path. Eve mounted Alia without delay and rode for the town with the few guards who had insisted on her need for protection.

Arlyn was already well alight as she rode from the courtyard; the high walls protected the castle from the winds, but they also hid the town from view. She could hear no screams, because the roar of the inferno, and something much worse, drowned out all else.

Eve fought back the rising panic that clawed through her with memories of that terrible night of Ednor. It’s real. They’re here.

She could not help but pause under the shadow of the gates in awe and terror before her. Dragons, illuminated by sickly orange light from below, dove upon the town, wreathing it in jets of flames that instantly ignited whatever they touched. After a moment of hesitation, Eve forced down her panic, and rode for the walls where Hoarth awaited.

Hoarth indeed stood atop the walls, sweating in the heat as waves of scalding air rolled off the growing inferno.

“Nock! Release! Nock! Release!” his command rolled down the line of archers upon the walls. They loosed quick successions of arrows, peppering the dragons, but their volleys soared away into the dark, and skittered harmlessly off dragon scales. Eve took only a moment to appraise the situation. Hopeless. “Captain, order a retreat.”

“I protest, my lady! We cannot abandon the town.”

“What would you have me do?” she snapped. “Our arrows are clearly of no use. We cannot fight them with swords—we cannot fight them at all. Sound the retreat. The town is lost, and our people must be our priority. We can rebuild a town, but we cannot bring back the dead.”

Hoarth failed to hide his scowl, but saluted her and signalled for a retreat.

“How many are dead?” Eve asked, as archers just about managed to form an orderly scramble off the wall.

“None of mine yet,” replied Hoarth, as he and Eve filed from the wall last of all. “Report!”

“One.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

His archers replied by number, until Hoarth was satisfied they were all present. “By some miracle, we are alive yet, though some bear injuries,” he said with gritted teeth. 

Eve hid a small smile. Perhaps, my wards work after all. “That is lucky beyond measure,” she said. “Fall back to the caves, now. Conduct a sweep of the town and bring any stragglers with you.”

Hoarth snapped a salute and bellowed at his men to form up. In seconds, they had disappeared into the chaos.

Now, with no one to distract her, the panic rose again as Eve realised how far the fires had spread, how tall they towered and how close they were. She fought to keep her breathing steady and push aside the rising panic that inexorably crawled through her.

She closed her eyes for a moment, but that made it worse. All too suddenly, she was aware of the heat pressing in from all sides. Beside her, Alia whinnied and pranced, with the whites of her eyes rolling and her mouth frothing. She tugged at her halter with increasing strength.

“Woah, girl, woah.” Eve rushed to sooth her. “Not long, girl. Nearly safe, girl,” she said, as much to Alia as to herself. She mounted Alia and untied her, gesturing to the guards who waited still in the saddle for her. “Come, we’ll do one last sweep through the main streets.” The side streets would be overtaken by fire by now, she knew. She shuddered at the thought of burning debris raining down on them.

Squeezing her heels into Alia, her horse bolted forward, needing no encouragement, and only Eve’s confident and steady hands kept her under control as they raced through the town. Thatched roofs burned merrily as far as the eye could see, and slate roofs cracked under the heat, already caving in. Shutters were blown out and doors were gaping maws into fiery bellied homes. The air was scalding hot and choking with ash, smoke, and debris, and floating specks created pockmarks of black on their garments. Eve could not help but notice when they alighted on her hair and skin. They caused no damage or pain.

The ward is working, she realised with relief. Smoke blocked any hint of the night sky. They could see nothing, but the roars of dragons wheeling above them, and the ear-splitting spontaneous combustion of their fiery jets igniting the town were deafening. They were not safe yet.

They rode on through the empty streets, meeting more stragglers the closer they got to the old mines. Eve and her men chivvied them on urgently, sacrificing their horses for those more in need. Alia was soon burdened with an old woman and two children whilst Eve ran on foot beside her. Eve’s men followed suit.

Shingle beaches met them on the far side of the town, where it gave way to the still and calm waters of the lake. Standing in contrast to the chaos behind them, The lake was glass still and as peaceful as any other night. The night sky was clear and bright here; the moonlight cool in contrast to the dirty orange at their backs. This was the most exposed part. Eve looked back towards the town, hoping the wall of smoke would shield them for long enough.

They straggled in silence; a long, gangly line, around the shore of the lake, until they reached the small pricks of black in the cliff face that signalled the old mine workings. Into the dark, dank cave they went, ushered by Eve and her guards, down into the black bowels of the earth. It was lit further in where the light could not be seen from outside, and it was far more welcoming, with friendly, though fearful, faces waiting.

Men lined the passage, offering reassurances and direction to those who entered. Many were hysterically sobbing or in silent shock. Eve followed and was last of all to reach the large cave that the mines snaked off. It was warm, dry, and well lit; and safe, thanks to her instruction. Newly cut wood lined it, shoring and doubly shoring areas to make certain they were safe.

Her people were not quiet, but neither did they talk. Instead, a fearful murmur echoed and whispers chased around the cavernous space; a thousand voices of worry for every one. Some had already begun the process of salving and bandaging burns and cuts with whatever they had to hand.

As Eve moved through them, they greeted her with deference and many clasped her hands, muttering fervent thanks. She smiled back at them with smiles as hollow and scared as their own, whilst laying a gentle hand on a shoulder, head or hand as she passed. Now they understand the danger of which I spoke, she thought, though she wished it had not come to pass. She had never wanted to be proven right less.

Her father greeted her with relief. Set aside from most, he had relative privacy. She greeted him, but moved on, searching the grubby faces until with relief, she spied Luke. Relief blossomed in her chest and she rushed over to clasp hands with him for the briefest moment. Even in her fear, his mother gave her the smallest of smiles before her brows scrunched and her mouth twisted once more in concern.

“Thank goodness you’re both well,” said Eve.

“And you,” said Luke. She could hear the fervour in his voice, and longed to sit and rest, but it was not over yet.

“I must go back. I must see if there is anyone else,” she said, careful to not be overheard.

“You cannot go back out there,” Luke hissed. “It would be madness!”

“I have no choice. I could not live with myself if any were harmed.”

“I’m coming with you, then.” Luke scrambled to his feet.

“You should not leave your mother.”

“Go with her,” said Nora sternly.

Eve smiled, grateful, and squeezed Nora’s hand in thanks before they left the strange homeliness of the cave and dove back into the cold, dark, and choking night. From their vantage point across the lake, it was clear to see that Arlyn was devastated, or it would be, by the time the fires had burnt out. The tower of fire and smoke reached as far as they could see into the sky, and the entire town was alight, it seemed.

There could still be people trapped. She had no way of knowing, but her conscience would not let her rest. What if the ward fails? Those inside the caves had had miraculous escapes, whether they realised it or not yet, but she could not be sure how long the protection would last.

As they prepared to mount to return to the town, darkness swept over them, blotting out all light. A dragon as big as the sky soared over them, wheeling back towards the town. With a screech, it burst a jet of flame into the air.

Eve shrank back into the shadows of the cave.

“It’s not safe,” said Luke grimly, moving back into the shadows too and sheltering her with his body; his instincts taking over. “We cannot go. They will see us.”

He was right, Eve hated to admit. If any lived out there, Eve would have to trust to her wards that they would find safety.

~
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IT FELT LIKE AN AGE until the cold, grey light of day arrived, and with it, silent apprehension of what lay outside. A sleepless, never ending night filled with the sound of crackling, spitting and roaring of fire, and the hiss of the rains that eventually came was a nightmarish lullaby.

Eve was first to venture back to Arlyn. Fires burned plentifully, though the worst was over. Stone houses were piles of rubble on the ground, and wooden buildings nothing more than charred ruins. The dragons at least, were gone.

Eve sent for all those who were fit and able to come from the caves. Immediately, lines were set up to pass water along to dampen the fires, in whatever vessels could be salvaged. It was a lengthy, tiring process. Fires burnt out before they could be put out, but it needed to be done.

Whilst they busied themselves with that, Luke was in charge of accounting for all the townsfolk. Of all its residents, only five were unaccounted for, presumed dead. Eve said a silent prayer, grateful for her ward, which undoubtedly saved a huge number of lives. Her ward only protected against the dragon attack however, and it did not include other ailments; so, there were many injuries to tend to, from falls to cuts and scrapes. They were better injuries than the alternatives she had witnessed at Ednor.

The keep was mostly intact as its walls were so strong and thick the fire could not penetrate them. Yet, many of the outbuildings were destroyed: servants’ quarters, kitchens, and stables. Eve ordered the injured to be treated in the castle, for it was the only solid space left in the town. Healing supplies were eked out as far as they could go; what had been left in the town was destroyed. People took only what they could carry, or nothing at all, so many were without food, water, clothing, and shelter.

It was a dire situation to be in, in the middle of winter. Those who had space in undamaged buildings gladly shared it, including Eve, who gave over her room to a family with four young girls. They were naive of the dangers of the previous night, and thrilled to be spending the night in a castle despite the smoke damage to all the furniture.

As the sun began to set, Eve set off to the woods for some moments of quiet recollection, away from the hubbub, where she could begin to solve the problem of how to keep her people warm, dry, and fed without any shelter or food. But as she came upon the clearing where she had laid her spell, it was much changed. Every tree was dead, bare, and barren. Every blade of grass was shrivelled to nothing. Every plant. Every flower. Every moss. Every fungi. Every living thing within a radius as far as she could see was decimated.

This was the price of my ward, Eve realised with sadness, placing her hand upon the lifeless bark of a tree. So much energy was needed. She had not realised just what it would cost to protect her people from the dragons’ attack.

Eve sunk to the floor, wrapping her hands in the desiccated mosses. There was no life here now, only freezing water that pooled around her hands and knees.

“I’m sorry.” She knew the dead things could not hear her, but she was. “I’ll make this right, somehow.”
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Chapter Twenty Five
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Soren read Eve’s letter. It shook in his trembling hand. She wrote of the attack in Arlyn, sparing few details, and other small villages in Arrow county. Her news told of the utter devastation and many dead in the county, though the people of Arlyn had been spared thanks to her wards. She requested a lengthy list of aid: food, healing provisions, cloth, and all manner of practical things that had been lost. He did not spare much time to re-read her requests as he knew in the chill of winter, they would need such things and soon.

“Make a copy of this list and send as much as we can spare, immediately,” he instructed.

He pondered a moment on his cousin’s plight. It was hard to think of Pandora lying in ruins and hopelessly without provisions or shelter, and yet, that was what she faced in Arlyn. He had hoped it would not come to this, not after what she had endured in Ednor, but it seemed the fates had a different plan for her. He would send all he could, he knew, but it would be only a fraction of what was needed.

His frustration grew as he read more news of the day, for most of the other reports mirrored Arlyn’s: attacks and devastation heading south along the March Mountains, and struggling villages and townships elsewhere that had previously been destroyed requesting similar help. He could take no more.

“Summon the council at once!” he shouted to the messenger who waited outside, and strode from his chambers.

As his lords arrived in various states of hurriedness and some looking decidedly rumpled, Soren paced, filled with anger and in silence as they sat. Not one word was spoken and the tension was palpable. They sensed him, and he sensed them.

“Well met, Lords, Ladies,” Soren greeted them, his voice clipped. “We have urgent business today.” Today, he would not waste breath on pleasantries. He explained without preamble the devastating dragon attack on Arlyn and Arrow county.

A murmur arose at his words, and a shocked babble grew as those before him wondered at it amongst themselves.

“We must act now,” said Soren, glaring at them all. This was not optional any longer, and he would not suffer their objections and dithering. ”We must ally with the dragons and Eldarkind against this.”

The expected disagreement arose, and he cut them off.

“Silence,” he said, in a dangerously brittle tone, and slammed Eve’s letter on the table. Those closest to him jumped. He read a few choice excerpts. “Would you like this to be your kin? Your homes? A village might be expendable to you, but not to me. A hundred villages might be expendable to you, but not to me. A town? A city? Pandora? Arlyn was defensible, and it lies in ruins. Pandora is defensible. It too will suffer the same fate unless we act. What stops us from becoming the next target? Blind luck. Would you like to be burnt alive in your beds?”

Lady Elsard flinched at that, and all eyes flicked away from his searching glare, unwilling to meet it.

“They. Will. Come. It may be tomorrow. It may be a year, but they will come for your homes and they will come for Pandora. Would you look to Caledan’s utter destruction because you were too proud to work with those who have ever been our greatest allies?

“I ask you to support me. Have I ever led you wrong? I may be young, but I have been sorely tested, and each time, I have led Caledan to victory and peace. I have shown my character to you. I have shown my worth. I will do whatever it takes to save Caledan, whether you support it or not. I do this for all of us. The choice is yours: stand with me, or burn.”

Barclay rose with a scrape of his chair. His face was closed and solemn. “I will stand with you.”

A shadow of fury crossed his father Willam’s face at Barclay’s insubordination, but he stood, too. “If my son stands, then I stand first,” he said. “My lands and my people are at stake, but I will not give my command to the Eldarkind!”

“Hear, hear!” came the sudden outcry, and his indignation was mirrored by all around the table.

“Command is given to no man, or Eldarkind,” Soren said, though he thought them foolish for not wanting to accept the advice and knowledge of those far wiser than them. This will be something to overcome, but not today.

“Each shall have order of their own command, as has always been the case. I will manage the Eldarkind and the dragons. I will ensure they act in our best interests.” It was a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep, but the mood changed in the room perceptively and suddenly, those who a moment ago had shook their heads were instead nodding.

Lady Elsard stood next, slowly, and pointedly. She looked around the room regally, as if she expected them all to hang off her every word. “I will support this, if there is the means to kill the dragons by our own hand. I will not stand huddled in the shadows with the womenfolk and children awaiting the grace of the Eldarkind to save us. I want power in my own hands and in the hands of my men to deal death to these abominations.”

Her sentiments were echoed by others.

Soren held up his hand to stem the flow of conversation. “So, am I to infer that as long as no Eldarkind interfere with your command, and as long as we have means to fight on our own terms the dragons who harry us, you will all stand for this?”

“Aye,” came the many-bodied response.

~
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SOREN RUSHED BACK TO his quarters at once, having sent away the council to summon their forces to Pandora. He had one last thing to do before the ball would be set rolling, unable to be undone: invite the Eldarkind and the dragons to Pandora. The scrying mirror now worked, and Soren called forth the magic.

Tarrell was swift to appear, and they exchanged terse greetings.

“The worst has come to pass,” said Soren grimly.

Tarrell’s shoulders slumped. “I have been unable to scry these last days. Where?”

“Arlyn. Much of Arrow county. Now, the attacks continue, moving south.” He recounted the details once more.

Tarrell did not respond for some time and stood, shaking his head. “I knew the risks, but I did not expect this. Cies has gone over and above to exact his revenge. I feel responsible. If we had not driven them off, if we had killed them, instead, this would have been prevented.”

“Do not blame yourself,” Soren said. “Casualties in Arlyn were limited, thanks to Eve’s wards. It could have been far worse. There was no way to prevent it.”

Tarrell nodded, but his face was lined with grief and guilt. He stirred at last, from his reverie. “Your accounts match mine, at least. I scried Cies but a few minutes before you happened to call for me. He appears to be moving south, and swiftly. They follow the coast, but do not fly over the sea. I have spoken to Farran, and he is adamant it confirms his theory they fly south to warmer climes where they can grow stronger. The cold of our northern climate weakens them. Farran thinks we are rid of him for now, but that he will return.”

“Then we must act, before he does.”

“Agreed.”

“You are prepared to relocate to Pandora?”

“At once. We can arrive within but two days.”

“Then come without delay, please. We will host the dragons in the castle grounds and receive the Eldarkind at the castle.” Soren did not mention that was because he did not trust his lords to welcome their new allies.

“I thank you for your generosity, Soren. We will see you on the morning after tomorrow.” Tarrell drew back, about to end their connection.

“Wait!” Soren held his hand up. “Make a grand entrance,” he said. “My people have grown to fear the dragons greatly, and even your people to some extent. They will be suspicious. They will expect savagery. Make the grandest entrance you can, so we may persuade them otherwise.”

Tarrell regarded him for a moment, his expression inscrutable.

“I’m ashamed to ask what will be obvious to you, but there is no room for error.” Soren’s cheeks began to burn. It felt ridiculous to ask a guest to behave, as though they would not; especially, those as noble as the Eldarkind or the dragons, and yet Soren could not afford for this to go wrong.

Tarrell smiled sadly. “I hope the tensions between our three races will soon be behind us. Certainly, the dragonkin and my own kin are much closer after our shared battles. I am sure we can unify all three races once more, when we are together in Pandora.”

Soren hoped he was right.

~
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WITHIN A DAY, NEWS spread through Pandora about their incoming allies and the forthcoming celebrations to welcome them. Soren hoped they would be treated with respect, not feared or harmed. He was nervous, though. The mood was still volatile, or so it seemed to him, but he kept second guessing himself until he was not sure of anything.

As the Eldarkind began to arrive upon dragon-back, making just a grand an entrance as he had hoped, Pandora’s citizens flocked to the streets to welcome them. At first, screams of fear rang out, for the approaching dragons were huge and fearsome. But as they alighted outside the city, and the Eldarkind dismounted and formed ranks for their civilised parade to the castle, the mood turned to celebration, much to Soren’s relief, as the citizens realised the dragons and the Eldarkind were no threat. In the light of day, their grand entrance into the city left no uncertainty; these were intelligent and benevolent races, not the terrifying savages that destroyed towns and villages.

The noblemen and women of the court greeted their new guests extremely civilly, much to Soren’s relief, and they dined and feasted that night in the great hall, with great braziers burning and the vast doors thrown open to the dragons. The dragon crowded in the courtyard to dine on fresh meat, out of sight of their human guests.

It went as well as Soren could have hoped, and he formally welcomed the Eldarkind and the dragons to Pandora. In turn, Tarrell and Farran went to great lengths to state their peaceful and friendly intentions; Tarrell much more wordily than Farran, as was his nature. Soren breathed a huge sigh of relief as the day was done.
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Chapter Twenty Six
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Soren, Tarrell, and Farran met the following day in the great hall; the only place in the castle that Farran could fit through the doors. He basked happily before the huge open fire, rumbling with contentment as they reflected with relief at the success of their arrival.

“Perhaps, there is little to fear now that we are here,” said Tarrell. 

“I am glad you are here regardless,” replied Soren. “We are in need of hope as much as help. If my people see you as our allies—and I hope they already do—it will give them great hope to know that we fight fire with fire.”

Farran grinned, revealing great, jagged teeth. “Fight we shall. I look forward to the day I next meet that cowardly worm, Cies. It shall be his last.”

Soren was not convinced by the dragon’s bravado and confidence. He looked to Tarrell. “Can we do this? Is it possible?” he asked frankly. “I have trawled through our oldest records. Nowhere can I find mention of how dragons can be defeated. Rather, the opposite. The only way we could survive, judging by records from King Beren’s reign, was to ally with the dragons.”

“It is possible... with our help,” said Tarrell. He explained their strategy from the previous battle with Cies, and, most crucially, how the old blue ice-fire magic had crippled their enemy. “It is a weapon most fearsome that it seems they cannot stand against. This, and working together, are our best hopes. We stand a good chance.”

Farran rumbled his agreement.

“How do we procure some of this ice-fire magic, and what is it?” asked Soren.

“It is fire infused with ice magic, and it has the power to quench a dragon’s inner fire. In large quantities, I have no doubt it could kill. In the quantities we have, it physically hurts them. It allows our blades to pierce their hides with ease, which human weapons cannot do at all.

“This magic is a lost art in some ways; our oldest blades are created with such spells imbued. We no longer have the knowledge, or the time, to create such weapons before they shall next be needed. However, my smiths have already experimented successfully to create the essence of the ice-fire in isolation. It can be used to coat non-magical weapons and thus, gives them the capabilities of an ice-fire blade until the effects wear off.”

“This means that we could use it?” Soren leapt at the chance to have a weapon that could make a difference in this fight. He felt helpless otherwise.

Tarrell hesitated. “It is a secret of the highest nature. Moreover, it is not given freely away, for it has the power to harm other living things, also. We cannot give it into hands that may misuse it.” He fiddled with his furs, tugging them closer and folding his arms.

“But we need it,” Soren replied. His brows furrowed. “Without it, we are as near as useless. We won’t be able to fight Cies. We’ll be nothing more than sitting ducks! I won’t have my people fight to die, but neither can I command them to retreat. They will not allow you to fight this battle for us. Sharing this weapon could give us a fair chance. Without it, we have no hope of success. Will you not afford us the chance to defend our homes and our people?”

“I appreciate your problem,” Tarrell replied delicately. “However, humans have not exactly demonstrated that they can be trusted to the level we would require to share a weapon of this nature.”

Soren’s frustration spiked as Tarrell continued.

“We are... intuitive of human nature. We can see how distrustful and fearful your kin are of us—of both our races,” he said with a glance towards Farran. “Even now, when they know we are no threat to them. Humans, armed with a weapon that could kill dragons? This could backfire on those who are their allies.”

“I beg you, Lord Tarrell. We need this. Without it, we will be utterly useless in the fight to come; nothing more than spectators waiting for our own doom. Please, allow me to show you we can be trusted. I will see to it personally that it is given the highest security and secrecy. On my shoulders be it, if any mishaps occur.” Soren stood tall and straight, bearing Tarrell’s scrutiny and Farran’s, whose great orb of an eye watched him unblinking.

Eventually, Farran huffed, and Tarrell sighed. “We will hold you to that. It is greatly dangerous in the wrong hands.”

Soren’s spirits lifted with hope. “When may I have some to test?” His fingers twitched with enthusiasm. “I want to try it on swords and arrows, see what can be done with it.” His imagination teemed with ideas.

Tarrell held a hand to stymy him. “I have not decided yet. I will consider it.”

Soren was forced to swallow his pride and accept Tarrell’s decision. Patience, he cautioned himself. It is not a no.

Their conversation turned back to Cies and where he might be. No further reports had arrived from Caledan that hinted to his whereabouts, but his trail of destruction implied his destination.

“So, you believe he moves south from Caledan, then?” Soren mused once Tarrell and Farran had explained their theory. “Will he attack Roher?”

“He may yet travel that far south, but our best guess is he will return to us to seek out the personal grudge he had on Farran and the clan who remain here in Caledan.”

“Wherever he roams, he will be back,” growled Farran.

Soren stilled. “I heard reports from the steward yesterday that trade lines are disrupted from north Roher of late. Goods once plentiful are now scarce—and their prices high—and some of the usual traders have not arrived at all this season. We are unable to find certain wares at all. Could Cies and his dragons have something to do with this?”

Tarrell and Farran shared a meaningful look.

“It could be,” said Tarrell.

Soren narrowed his eyes. What is he not telling me?

“I think needs must. I must scry Cies, and... Arandulus.”

“Aye,” agreed Farran ominously.

Who? wondered Soren. He discovered soon enough as they retrieved Soren’s scrying mirror at Tarrell’s behest. A nonplussed servant carried it to the top of the tower where Farran could land to join them, for he could not fit inside the castle.

“Leitha Cies,” Tarrell said. The mirror swirled black and cloudy until the image cleared, revealing Cies flying over hills of sand and arid desert plains. His scales were dazzled by the sun and in all directions, all that could be seen was an ocean of dunes and barren hills undulating to the horizon.

“He is north of Roher.” Tarrell frowned and squinted, leaning into the mirror to try and see any details he could. “Alas, I cannot fathom where. From the direction of the sun, he flies east.”

“He flees,” Farran scoffed. “Come. He is not worth our time. Search for Her.”

“Who is it you seek?” Soren asked, his curiosity thoroughly piqued.

“Arandulus of the Water,” Tarrell replied sombrely. “I spoke to you of the elementals rising from their bindings? Bahr was but one. The bonds holding Arandulus in slumber are weakening, and I know She struggles to rise from Her prison. Arandulus sleeps north of Roher, where the sea of sand stretches as far as the eye can see. It is remote, so no human would ever stumble upon Her. And yet, if She has arisen, She could easily cause enough chaos to disrupt the Roherii trade routes.”

“Does Cies seek Her?” Farran lifted his head and growled.

Tarrell allowed himself a bark of laughter. “He will not know She sleeps there; or that he passes Her so close. If he did, he would flee as far as he could. She has no love for dragonkin. Arandulus would destroy Cies in a heartbeat, whether he sought to ally with Her or not. He bears the gifts of fire—of Bahr—and that is enough to earn her enmity.”

Farran rumbled, darkly amused. “That would save us much trouble.”

“Lessa.” Tarrell turned back to the mirror. He took a deep breath. “Leitha... Arandulus ro foss.”

Once more, the mirror plunged into darkness and Tarrell waited with bated breath as it cleared. Soren leaned forward and Farran snaked his head closer.

A great storm. Flashes of lightening upon a darkened landscape that ought to have been bright sunshine, and the glint of light on water where there should have been none. Soren’s skin prickled. The mirror sharpened, and he gasped as he saw the watery figure as tall as the heavens stalking through the dunes, followed by a flood of epic proportions.

“No...” whispered Tarrell.

“It is too late. She has risen,” growled Farran.

“I don’t understand,” said Soren.

Tarrell tore his gaze away from the mirror where the figure blazed a trail of watery destruction to Soren. “It is worse than we warned. I told you of the threat from the elementals, but now that they are awakening, it lends even greater urgency to us all. We must defeat Cies to be able to rebuild the pact. And we must mend the pact before we can bind the elementals anew.”

~
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TARRELL CAME TO SOREN that night as pensive as he had been that afternoon upon discovering Arandulus was free of Her bonds. Soren received him, surprised he had come. Wordlessly, Tarrell handed Soren a small black pouch made of a woven material he had never seen.

Soren opened it and pulled out the small, clear, stoppered bottle inside. It was filled with a blue substance like no other. Neither solid, not liquid, nor gas, it emitted its own blue-white light that undulated around the bottle of its own volition like a living flame, though starved of air it must have been in the container. Soren looked at Tarrell, the question clear in his eyes. The gravity of what he held was not lost upon him.

He was solemn as Soren had not seen him before. “With this gift goes my trust,” said Tarrell quietly. “This is but a small sample of our ice-fire. I have my kin preparing more night and day so we shall be ready when the time comes. In the meantime, I entrust this to you for your use only, for any testing you may wish to carry out. Look inside the bag.”

Soren did as he was instructed and pulled out two gloves, made of an identical material to the pouch.

“The pouch and gloves are the same material. They are woven of both cloth and spells of protection, so the bottle shall not break, even if you dropped it from the highest tower of this castle. The gloves are a necessary precaution. Wear them when you handle it, or you will come to great harm. Skin is no match for the ice-fire. It will harm dragons and men alike, it is so powerful.”

Soren made to put the gloves back in the bag, though he was still captivated by the beauty of the ice-fire. Tarrell caught his wrist before he could move. “Do not let anyone touch this, promise me.”

Soren nodded, and held it more gingerly, still worried about breaking it. “I promise I will keep it safe. The Lord Steward will know of somewhere it can be kept, where it shall not be taken or tampered with.” He placed the bottle in the back and tightened the drawstring handle, holding it carefully. From the outside, the bag was nondescript; something that the eye would easily pass over. That would serve discretion well, Soren hoped.
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Chapter Twenty Seven
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Soren inspected the dragon’s wound cautiously. She radiated warmth in strange contrast to the chill held by the last winds of winter that crept inside his furred cloak. He pulled it closer as he bent forward to peer at the clean rend through her scarlet scales—which oozed violet blood—and the sparks of blue ice-fire that lingered on her still.

She growled, a constant low rumble of discontent, occasionally whimpering with the pain and snarling when the Eldarkind working to heal her prodded too hard, or for too long.

“Tell me what happened, Iolanta,” Soren asked.

Iolanta opened one of her ruby red eyes just a crack. “The human threw the essence of ice-fire at me without provocation.” She snarled. “I should have roasted him where he stood.”

“But you did not,” said the Eldarkind, not looking up from her work. “For I was on hand to stop it. An eye for an eye never ends well.”

“You are not the one being poisoned by your very bane,” Iolanta snarled.

“Peace,” her healer whispered, and placed a hand softly on Iolanta.

Iolanta huffed unhappily and smoke puffed from her nostrils.

Soren suppressed a cough. “What happened next?” he prompted.

“I immobilised the pair of them,” said the Eldarkind, as if it was as simple as that. “We were in the gardens. I was admiring the view over the great lake from the treetops when I saw the human behaving most furtively. I climbed down to follow him. I recognised the pouch of ice-fire at once, for I have been helping to create it. Before I could ask what he was doing with it, Iolanta appeared and the human attacked. I alerted Lord Tarrell and Farran-visir at once—and yourself by our trusted messenger.” She met Soren’s eyes almost apologetically.

Soren suppressed a scowl. It did not need to be said that a human messenger would not have acted with discretion on this matter. “Where is the perpetrator now?”

“In the dungeons,” said Behan as he arrived with ruddy cheeks. He leaned heavily on his walking staff heaving great breaths as he recovered.

Soren turned immediately. “Do we have his identify? And how on earth he came to possess ice-fire? I charged you to protect it!” he gestured sharply at Behan. “I vouched personally for our good conduct.”

Behan shuffled and his eyes did not lift from the ground.

“What is it?” Soren pressed him.

“My nephew,” Behan admitted in a voice barely louder than a murmur. “I asked him to carry the ice-fire to Heligan directly, where he has a place for safekeeping anything which needs protecting. My arthritis pains me greatly today and I cannot walk so far or fast. I thought it would be safer to send it with him, for he could carry it to safety far faster than I.” Behan bowed his head in shame.

Soren stood in stunned silence for a long moment. “Bedenor did this?”

Behan jerkily nodded. “I do not know why he acted thusly. I told him of its great importance and the urgency of its safekeeping. I have always placed my faith in him.”

“You realise the difficult position this puts me in?” Soren said softly. “The dragons may well want an eye for an eye, and I cannot refuse them.”

Behan’s eyes closed, his brows furrowed, and he bit his lip.
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BEDENOR PROWLED AROUND the narrow confines of his cell. The dark, windowless space shrouded him in shadows barely lit by the slow-burning oil lamps hanging outside. “I did it because I do not want to associate with monsters and heathens,” he snarled.

Soren could tell he bore a deep-seated anger that had nothing to do with Iolanta; she had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. He sighed. “They are not monsters and heathens,” he said, though he knew words would not convince Bedenor, such was his fervent belief. “They are our allies, and as befits their status, harm to them is treated as harm to any man, woman, or child under our laws. You realise this must carry the same weight as if you had attacked a fellow human?”

Bedenor stopped his pacing to stand squarely in front of Soren on the other side of the barred gate. His set jaw jutted out mutinously and his arms were folded under corded shoulders. “I do.”

“And you accept the consequences?”

Bedenor did not answer. How can he accept the consequences of a decision he does not agree with? Soren suppressed another sigh and gritted his teeth. “So be it. You may await my judgment.”

He left without another word and did not look back, in case his own anger surfaced. Bedenor had sealed his own fate, whether or not he accepted it. His actions made Soren’s own position even more precarious.

It was Soren himself who had sworn to accept the consequences of any misdemeanour. What would be his fate? This could jeopardize my forces being able to use ice-fire, at the very least. He did not like to dwell on what the more severe punishments could be. Regardless, he had a difficult decision before him: to bring Bedenor to justice for maiming what most others would see as nothing more than a beast, or to risk alienating his Eldarkind and dragon allies by letting Bedenor go, and condoning his actions by association. Either way, it would cause strife.

“No matter what I do, I will not please everyone, especially during times of strife such as these,” he admitted aloud to himself. It felt more real to say it, and it made his heart sink even more. What else can I do? He was realising more and more that with every new conflict in his rule, he would make new friends. And new enemies. It does not matter what I do, whether I think it right or wrong, they will only judge me on their own views.

He recalled his rule so far. Scenes of critical decisions flashed past him, as well as the lives changed, for better and for worse. He felt no guilt though; no regrets. I tried to do my best. I tried to be fair in everything. I tried to be selfless. Have I been? It was difficult to judge. Caledan’s needs and his own blurred into one at points.

Soren hoped he had made the right choices. Even his own morals were clouding. Once upon a time, he would never have thought violence was the answer, and yet here he was, planning yet another battle; the only viable option he could see to create a lasting peace. And that violence will alienate—is alienating—more people, though I do it for their own benefit. It is my right and duty to safeguard Caledan, even though it may cost me dearly. Stay the course, he told himself. As long as I believe I’m doing the right thing, I can do little else.

He sighed. To ruminate would achieve nothing, and he was no closer to deciding Bedenor’s fate. On this, he had no intuition, and no answer. The more he deliberated, the more he realised there was only one choice.

It was fair, he thought, to tell Bedenor of his decision. Behan was present also, dithering behind him and wringing his hands.

Bedenor stood in silence to hear his fate. His eyes still held a fiery spirit of rebellion, and he met Soren’s troubled gaze with a hard stare that showed no weakness.

“As you maimed one of theirs, I shall let the dragons decide your fate. Your life is forfeit to their judgment. It would be the same with any other ally, so it shall be with they, though they are not human.”

Behan emitted a squeak. Bedenor did not flinch or respond.

Soren turned to Behan. “I will see every man, woman, Eldarkind, and Dragon in Pandora in Castle Square for the passing of judgement.”

Behan paled. Soren did not blink. He knew Behan would think Bedenor to be made an example of. In truth, he did not know what Farran’s judgement would be. Bedenor could well be held to account. Farran would not, or could not, tell Soren. Soren hoped his hunch was right, that maybe, just maybe, the dragons would show clemency for the greater good. There would be a fine line to walk between the alliance holding or failing, and he could not see which path would hold either. Anxiety swirled in his stomach.
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SOREN’S FINGERS DRUMMED upon his folded arms as he waited impatiently with the rest of Pandora’s inhabitants in Castle Square. A faceless crowd surrounded them. He stood upon the raised dais in the middle of the square where a heroically posed monument to King Beren stood, with Behan, Heligan, Farran, Tarrell, and Bedenor. The first days of spring were balmy and the sun streamed upon them, but Soren’s skin prickled with a chill he could not shake.

Lord Heligan led the proceeding. As Chief Law Reader, it was his duty. He explained what had passed to those assembled, many of whom did not know what had occurred for Soren had insisted it be kept as secret as possible for fear of inciting more hate-crimes.

“Bedenor has already admitted his guilt in this and shall be punished accordingly as if he had harmed a fellow human.” Last of all, he delivered Soren’s judgment over the rumbling crowd whose tongues wagged at the news. “As with any other case, we defer judgment to Farran-visir, as it is his kin who has been harmed.” Heligan bowed to Soren, and then to Farran, and stepped aside to stand shoulder to shoulder with Behan, who was visibly trembling.

Farran moved forwards on all fours in silence. His eyes transfixed Bedenor, who stood in shackles. A hush fell over the watching crowd, who bunched together and moved away from the approaching dragon. His bulk was huge to behold, and a wide berth surrounded him.

Tarrell stood next to Soren and shifted his balance. Soren thought he heard a whisper, but when he flicked his eyes to the Eldarkind, his mouth was firmly shut and he regarded the scene before them with an inscrutable expression.

“It is my duty to pass judgment, and pass judgment I shall,” rumbled Farran. His voice carried across the square, where not a person made a sound. He opened his jaws, and all could see that fire burnt within. A wave of heat rolled over those closest, and scattered screams broke out.

Bedenor let his first sign of fear show, as his chains clinked together. Soren could see how tightly he grasped his hands together to stop the shaking. His lips were clamped so firmly shut they were nothing more than a thin line and a sheen of sweat glossed his skin. Behan was his mirror, though he did nothing to stop his quaking.

Soren moved, about to step forward without even thinking—to do what, he did not know—but a slender and strong hand held him back in an iron grip.

“Wait,” Tarrell commanded in a low voice, not relinquishing his grasp on Soren until he sunk back. He stopped moving, but every muscle tensed. Behan had no such compulsion. He leapt forward on unstable legs, his stick clacking on the stones. Guards leapt forwards to catch him as he overbalanced and pulled him out of the way, so he could not intervene, though they looked as sickened as he.

Farran’s jaw inched open, wider and wider in a slow, inexorable movement until all those gathered could see fire spewing forth from the white-hot forge in his throat. Flames licked his towering teeth and the commotion of the crowd grew louder as they pushed backwards to escape him. Anger overtook fear, and Farran roared to silence them. In a moment, he spurted a jet of flame high into the air that ignited their screams once more. Without further ado, he blasted a white hot jet of flame at Bedenor.

Behan collapsed in the arms of the guards restraining him. Sickly fascinated, they could not tear their eyes away to look at him.

Tarrell watched on, stony faced. Heligan closed his eyes. Soren looked. He had no choice. It was his duty. The light burned his eyes, as did the horror of what he saw, but he forced himself to stare regardless. His breath was ragged as the heat roiled over them. Now he felt no chills on his skin, only deep in the pit of his stomach at what he witnessed.

After but a moment, though it seemed like an eternity, Farran clamped his jaws shut with a clack that echoed around the square, shutting off the inferno. Silence fell over all. As the heat and the smoke cleared, cries of amazement rang out. Bedenor remained standing, shaking like a leaf from head to toe—and unharmed before them. He was blackened and dirty, but Soren could see he was clearly unharmed.

“How?” he murmured in wonderment.

“I... I... Alive. I’m alive,” Bedenor stuttered. His face was snow-white under the soot. “I don’t understand.”

Farran turned to the crowd and as he swung his head and giant neck above them, causing them to flinch and fall silent at once. “I have given you my retribution,” he growled. “Let no man stand before us. We are allies. Our bond means no harm ought to pass between us. I have shown you our power against those who have earned its full brunt.”

Tarrell stepped forward. His pale hair shone in the sun as he raised his chin. “And I have protected him against it. We are your allies,” he mirrored Farran.

“On this one occasion, I shall show clemency,” Farran warned. He moved, and the crowd scrambled to back out of his way and clear a path. He snaked his way through them all, back to the castle. The floor shook with every step and his tail skittered and hissed across the flagstones.

Tarrell followed with Soren and Heligan. Behind them, guards carried the still form of Behan and Bedenor, now unshackled, accompanied his uncle. Tears of relief trailed pale lines through the soot on his face.

Soren’s heart sang with his own relief, and a weight felt lifted from his shoulders. For a moment, he allowed himself to feel the awe of what had just happened. For a moment, he thought his plans had failed. That Farran would exact the revenge which, in all honesty, he had earned, on Bedenor. Soren could not have blamed him for that. Retribution was owed, though it would have made relations even more strained between the three races.

Soren was glad Farran had acted as he did; it was the best possible outcome. Surely, now that the dragons had shown mercy and clemency and the Eldarkind their unswerving loyalty towards the alliance, there would be no reason for any to doubt them.

The midday sun burned the back of his neck as they retreated. There was not much time remaining to them before Cies would return.

This is but one part of the puzzle. Soon, it will be time.
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Chapter Twenty Eight
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Spring arrived quickly after that. Where there were the last frosts of winter, suddenly a warm spell arrived to dispel them. Balmy air and baking sunshine coaxed birds and blossoms forth until the air was rich with the sound of birdsong and the sweet smell of nectar. Buds swelled on trees which exploded with greenery, and a new season of vitality took Pandora.

Soren’s eyes were blinded to it that day, as he was deep in discussion with Tarrell and Farran in the castle grounds. Still, he was glad he no longer had need of his winter cloak. There had been no trouble in the week since Bedenor’s atonement, but a greater threat loomed, and with each warm day it grew: Cies. They all knew he would return after the weather had turned. It was just a case of when.

Training commenced with all three races working together, and progressed well. Soren’s men drilled in great regiments upon the plains outside Pandora, and local fighters were flooding in as each house sent their reserves, with more promised from those further afield.

The drills were more for working as a team rather than practicing close quarter combat. Soren knew there would be little of that. He had poured most of his focus into training the archers and longbowmen, who were honing their skills from dawn until dusk on makeshift ranges. Soon, their arrows would be tipped with ice-fire, and his men would stand a chance of success.

Tarrell had been careful to produce limited amounts since Bedenor’s misdemeanor, and it was stored under lock, key, and the watchful guard of Eldarkind eyes and magic. It would not be released until the very last minute. Soren hoped they would have time to distribute it. He had tried to persuade Tarrell to release it sooner, but he was unrelenting. Soren could not blame him. He knew Tarrell bore his own guilt about the mishap for having supplied the ice-fire to humans in the first place. Soren had swallowed his pride on that matter and given Tarrell his pick of the vaults to store it in.

After spending the morning touring the training ground, they secreted themselves away in a remote part of the castle grounds beside a pond to scry Cies for themselves.

“Leitha Cies,” Tarrell intoned. The muddy water rippled in response, and, in a few moments, the reflection of the sky had disappeared and they looked upon Cies basking in arid surroundings and bright sun. Light bounced from his silver scales as they shimmered and glowed in the heat haze.

“He could well be in the deserts north of Roher and Ladrin, or perhaps further afield. It is difficult to tell,” Tarrell mused.

“He will be stronger already,” said Farran. “He looks peaceful, yet he will be plotting his revenge this very second. A dragon defeated will never stop seeking it. It will torment him.” He sounded pleased at the prospect.

“When?” Tarrell stared at Cies’s still form.

Farran rumbled and did not answer immediately. “He could remain until the height of summer, for all we know. That would see him at the zenith of his strength, but equally ours, too. If I were he, I would wait until midsummer.”

Tarrell ground his teeth. “We do not have so long. Arandulus already walks again.”

“Perhaps, when we are ready, we can make Cies come to us.”

Soren cocked his head and looked at Farran quizzically. Tarrell seemed just as perplexed.

“With the Eldarkind’s help, we could speak with Cies through one of your scryings. He is short-tempered and rash. It would be too easy to goad him into returning at our bidding and when we are ready, before the warmth of the south and the desert sun restores his health too much. They will be here within a few short days if they make haste, which, if we bait him well, I foresee him doing. He is impetuous and quick to seek vengeance.”

Soren and Tarrell shared a glance. Soren could not discern Tarrell’s thoughts, but his own were clear. Either way, they would have to face Cies. Which was worse: a confident dragon or an enraged one? Soren could not be sure.

“You think that best?” Tarrell asked.

“I do. Perhaps, dragons alone, we would be evenly matched. Perhaps, even outmatched for they have had the favour of the deserts; that could lend them an edge. However, with Eldarkind, humans and ice-fire, I am certain they cannot stand before us. Each day we delay, they grow stronger far faster than we may. It is spring, but it is not warm enough here for us to thrive. My bones still ache with cold.”

“I will acquiesce to your expertise,” Tarrell said, bowing his head towards Farran.

“Are we agreed?”

“Make it so,” said Soren grimly.

Farran rumbled. His grin widened and his eyes narrowed to slits. “Make it so,” he echoed with glee.

“When shall we set the date of this... summoning?” Soren asked, as his eyes were drawn to Farran’s impressive teeth. Thank goodness he is on our side.

“No more than half a moon away. It will be the fourth month of the year and the southern sun will be waxing to full strength.”

They parted with Soren both heartened and nervous. They had the number of men, Eldarkind, and dragons. They had the weapons: the dragons themselves, for one, Eldarkind spelled blades, and the ice-fire for his own men. Theoretically, Soren reasoned, it should be simple. But dragons were an entity unknown to him.

Cies would be stronger from his time in the south, and he was imbued with elemental magic. What did that mean? It would not be easy, he was certain of that. He had seen dragons on the warpath, and just three dragons: Myrkdaga, Feldith, and Feldloga had made short work of Pandora’s fortifications when Soren had returned from exile. Soren had felt the power of Farran’s fire, too. He could not imagine it tenfold, or a hundred-fold, but he did not need to. Pandora was at risk of that alone.

Thoughts began to coalesce. Eve had warded the people of Arlyn. Perhaps, the Eldarkind could do the same for Pandora itself and its people? His thoughts returned to Eve and her healing abilities. It seemed like an age since she had laboured in the healing houses of Pandora, and Soren suspected they would be needed, also. He had not summoned any men from Arlyn, busy as they were with rebuilding the town, but he had need of Eve. Another pair of magical hands would not go amiss, and neither would her healing skills.

He returned to his drawing room and the Eldarkind mirror to scry her at once. She looked tired as she answered his calls. Dark shadows hung under her dull eyes.

“How goes repairs?” Soren asked.

“Well, thank you, Cousin,” Eve replied. “I am most grateful for the men you have sent, and the crafts folk. Everyone now has temporary shelters, and with summer on its way, we’re busy with the reconstruction. The weather has been kind to us so far, for which we are lucky. We are surviving.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I did not ask for men from Arlyn county, knowing how much you needed them—”

“I’m grateful for that, too, Soren,” Eve cut in, giving him a wan smile.

Soren nodded. “But I do have need of you.”

Eve raised her eyebrow, but did not speak, so he continued.

“I need your help in the battle to come. Your healing skills, your magic. You know what we face. I need every pair of hands I can find, and yours most of all.”

Eve faltered and could not speak for a moment. “I am flattered you ask,” she replied carefully, “but Arlyn is without a leader if I leave. You know my father’s ailments do not permit him to take on his usual duties. I am needed here.”

“All will be well,” a man’s voice said. Soren could see a man in guard’s attire step forward.

“Luke...”

“I promise you, E... Lady Eve,” Luke replied, his eyes flicking to the mirror. “Your father seems a little recovered; you need not worry for him. Captain Hoarth is doing an excellent job of overseeing the restructuring of the town with the masons and carpenters, and I can accompany you, as usual, to keep you safe.”

Eve flashed him a small smile, and Soren could sense something between them, but he did not enquire. There was no time to waste on niceties, and his cousin’s indiscretions were her own matter.

Her face clouded. “What if it is like Ednor, like Arlyn, all over again?” She shuddered, and Soren could see the horror in her eyes as if she was reliving it again.

“It will not be like that,” Soren leaped on the opportunity to reassure her. “We are prepared. The battle is of our choosing in place and time. We will triumph. There will be no retreat. There will be no defeat. Pandora and its people will remain safe and whole. There will be no devastation. I promise you will be safe.”

“If you are so prepared, what need have you of I?”

“Great need. There will be casualties. We cannot avoid that. Human, Eldarkind, even dragon. My healers cannot cope with it. We need someone like you, with your capabilities. I do not ask it lightly of you. Will you come?”

Eve looked towards Luke, clearly torn.

He nodded. “It’s your duty, Eve. To king and country.”

“What of Arlyn?”

“Arlyn will be fine. Hoarth is a good man. Your father is recovering,” Luke repeated. “We have our most skilled men, and, thanks to our king—” he dipped his head to Soren, “—master craftsmen from Pandora to help us.”

Eve did not reply, and looked away from them both. Soren could see she waged a battle inside her own mind then. At last, she looked up, her face troubled and unsure, but, as he watched, it set in determination.

“I cannot do it, Cousin. Forgive me. We have our own ill and injured here to tend to. How else can they be healed except with my magic? We have lost all else, and can forage little from the land at present. I cannot leave them knowing this. My people look to me for hope and leadership. If I leave, what does that say to them?” Her eyes flicked to Luke. “And of myself.” Her voice grew quiet. “Ednor... Arlyn... I cannot endure that again.” She cleared her throat. “All I have done, I have tried to do for duty to others. I cannot abandon what is the most important duty to myself. Not now. Forgive me.” She raised her chin in defiance.

Soren searched her face, but found no doubt there. He sighed. “With greatest respect, Cousin, I shall not order you to come. If you truly feel this is the best course, I will honor your judgment. We have the Eldarkind and the dragons. We shall manage without you. Continue your work in Arlyn.”

Eve held up her shoulders as they threatened to sag with relief.

Soren hoped she was right and that one pair of hands would not make the difference.
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THE FIRST DAY OF THE fourth month dawned with the clouds as seething and brooding as Soren. He stood in silence with Tarrell and Farran upon the battlements of Pandora, watching over the plains where his archers and fighters practised under scudding clouds and wheeling dragons.

It was time.

They prepared in the dark vaults, away from all prying eyes, where the ice-fire was kept. A perfectly circular pool of water as still as a millpond and as dark as night lay in the centre of the vaulted cellar. Soren had never seen this part of the castle before and wondered at its purpose, but it would serve them now, regardless of its origin. Farran, thanks to the underground cavern that supplied Pandora and the wide tunnels under the castle, managed to squeeze far enough in so he too could join them. His neck stretched through the door and his head both rested on the floor and butted the ceiling.

Soren and Tarrell stood equal measures apart around the pool, with Farran in between them. Farran opened his mighty jaws and a crooning sound filled the cellar, echoing from every wall and pillar in the dark place and vibrating Soren to his core. Tarrell stayed silent, mouthing words with no sound whilst his eyes fixed on the pond.

This was no ordinary scrying, Soren could tell. Farran’s voice rose in pitch and intensity, now speaking guttural words in a language Soren did not understand, and Tarrell’s words grew louder, too. The hairs on Soren’s skin prickled. Cies appeared upon the water, and, as Soren watched, Tarrell and Farran fell silent. Cies slowly turned his head to stare Farran in the eyes.

Farran spoke then; more harsh, guttural words in his tongue that grated on Soren’s ears. Cies snarled and replied in kind. They continued to speak, back and forth, and their conflict rose in intensity until Cies cut Farran off with a roar. His open jaw filled the pond and Soren saw fire brewing within. Cies unleashed a jet of white-hot flames towards them. Soren stumbled backwards and Tarrell leaped forwards, shouting to end the connection. Fire spurted from the surface of the pool just as Tarrell closed the scrying. Crackling flames and hissing, vaporized water deafened Soren. The fire was blinding. The darkness and silence that followed blanketed them.

“It is done,” said Farran grimly. “He will come.”

Come Cies did. The watch was doubled night and day, with all Pandora on standby. On the second day, the sun did not set. A horizon of flames lit up the sky. The wall of flames marched towards them as Cies burned all in his path. Soren watched from the battlements with Farran and Tarrell. It was an intimidating scene, as Cies intended.

Waiting was the worst, and Soren knew they could lose no time in preparing.

“Sound the bells,” he ordered.
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Chapter Twenty Nine
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The wall of fire arrived at Pandora before the next day was out, bringing with it winged demons that soared through the flames and smoky skies, raining hell upon its inhabitants.

Pandora’s women and children and the old and the infirm, huddled out of sight, deep beneath the citadel in the vaults of Pandora castle. It was to be their impregnable refuge. The healers were there, too, at Tarrell’s advice. Soren thought the healing houses, deep in the city walls, would be safe, but an attack from above rendered all vulnerable, Tarrell warned. This would be a new kind of warfare, Soren realised.

As they awaited the approaching inferno, Pandora’s walls bristled with soldiers. Their armour was aglow with the reflection of fire. Archers and longbow men stood stony-faced, staring out between the crenulations with fingers tapping upon their bow handles or rifling through their arrows; anything to keep the nerves at bay.

Soren awaited on top of Pandora cathedral’s tower, ringed by his finest longbow men. It was the best vantage point in the city, and he wagered, the best chance of reaching the dragons. The castle lay under a light guard for now; to be their defence should they have to fall back. The dragons waited there, itching for the battle to start.

Song rose from the city as Eldarkind stood around Pandora with their arms up-stretched to the sky, singing in the Eldartongue of protection and warding, and weaving a great spell of protection for mother earth to keep them. Soren could not make out the words, but they filled him with a sense of reassurance not even the approach of Cies could break. At least, until the songs ceased. Then, the creeping dread took hold once more.

It seemed both an age and an instant before Cies arrived. But all too soon, Cies was upon them. There were no exchanges, no parlays and no delays. He descended upon them in a halo of fire, and flames and hell descended from the heavens with him.

The moment they were within range, Soren gave the command to attack. Horns blew across the city to pass on his order. The first volley of arrows sailed into the sky, tipped with glowing blue fire. Arrows swam through the sky like glinting fish. Many sailed to nowhere, but some found their target and the roaring of the oncoming storm of dragons changed as they hit. The arrows left blue-white skittering trails that lingered over the dragon’s scales.

“Again!” he shouted. “Release at will!” He winded the horn himself to give the order.

Cies and his dragons held back nothing in their attack, bathing the city with trails of fire that set swathes of Pandora ablaze.

The first Eldarkind ward failed with the first attack, much to Soren, Tarrell, and Farran’s dismay, but it was no surprise. Tarrell had already warned there was insufficient magic to hold it. If nothing else, it was a faint hope. Soren hoped they could succeed, but even he was not sure how they could stand before such an attack. None of his men could survive dragon fire, he knew that much.
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AT LAST, DRAGONS AND Eldarkind engaged. Farran, followed by his clan, took off from the castle garden in stealth mode, rising fast and high with the Eldarkind mounted upon them, ready and waiting with ice-fire blades. They were shielded from view by the waves of smoke that rose from Pandora, but it would not be long before they were spotted.

With Lorellei astride, Myrkdaga soared behind Farran.

“Are you ready?” Lorellei said into his mind with a grin. Myrkdaga could hear the edge of fear hidden behind Lorellei’s bravado.

“I have been anticipating this day for many moons,” said Myrkdaga with grim glee. “Retribution at last.” A gust of wind buffeted them and Lorellei did not answer for a moment, too busy tightening his grasp upon Myrkdaga.

“You... you will seek to challenge Cies yourself?”

Myrkdaga growled. “No. I cannot stand before Cies. He is too powerful for me to defeat. I am no fool. But he will be cast down by one of my kin, I know it, and then my father’s justice will be served. Myrkith-visir will be avenged, and the coward and traitor, Cies of the silver scales, will be no more. As he deserves.”

“You do not come for the alliance, do you?”

Myrkdaga scoffed. “No. I care not for the petty wishes of humans and Eldarkind to play nicely. I have no enmity towards either of your races, but you ought to be stronger. You ought to be able to fight off dragons. Perhaps, Eldarkind, with your ice fire swords and your magic can, but these humans... I have never seen such numerous and incapable creatures. Their homes burn and all they can do is send pointy sticks into the sky? It baffles me that we must ally with them, but for now, I care not. I come for Cies and Cies alone.”

Farran turned on his wing to descend, and Myrkdaga gritted his teeth. “Hold on. Here we go.” He tucked in a wing and pivoted on the spot, to plummet from the sky as fast as a falling star. On his back, Lorellei hunched close to his scales, closing his eyes to slits against the wind slicing past them.

In moments, the sky darkened as they entered the plumes of smoke. The only hint of dragons around them was a dull flash within the murk. Lorellei kept his blue sword at the ready, awaiting Myrkdaga’s direction, for his dragon counterpart could sense his foes with greater accuracy.
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“LEFT!” WAS THE ONLY warning Lorellei received before a dragon loomed in the smoke. Lorellei slashed his sword in wild desperation, just managing to nick the hide. Lorellei jolted as Myrkdaga used the dragon’s own bulk to push away from it. He swallowed and gripped his sword tighter. Calm. He took a deep breath, trying to focus his energy. That was all he had time for before they were in the fray once more.

Again and again, they darted in and danced away, attacking with stealth and speed and melting back into the smoke to protect them. Myrkdaga rent with claws and teeth, and Lorellei sliced and stabbed with his sword. Their opponents roared with pain and surprise, but by the time they realised where the attack had come from, Myrkdaga was gone, onto his next target.

Their attacks proved a useful distraction. Before long, Cies and his dragons were nearly all engaged in battles in the sky, and had ceased their assault on Pandora, leaving the archers and longbow men there free once more to come out from cover and pepper them with arrows.

Myrkdaga hissed as he dodged one. “These humans cannot tell us apart!”

The distraction was needed, for the city was already well on its way to destruction. The casualties came thick and fast once the last Eldarkind wards had failed and Cies and his dragons picked off men and Eldarkind on the battlements and savaged dragons in the sky.

~
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ANOTHER WAVE OF FIRE bathed the city. The smoke stung Soren’s eyes and clogged the back of this throat. Still, his men fought on, firing arrow after arrow. They glistened with sweat as the inferno roasted them as the hot air rose from the city far below. How much longer can we continue this? Soren wondered. Their efforts did not seem to be doing much at all.

“Pandora is mostly aflame,” Tarrell relayed to him mentally. He rode Farran far above Soren. “The wards are not holding. The last is about to fail. Cies has destroyed the surrounding lands; there is no longer anything to draw forth energy from, for it feeds the fire instead. We cannot offer you any more protection. Your men will be slaughtered. Pull them back!”

“I will not fall back yet,” Soren said, determined not to give up, but the reports relayed from the dragons, Eldarkind, and his own men, were not favourable. Damn it! Soren cursed to himself. His eyes searched the smoke above them. Dragons writhed in the sky, paying little heed to the humans below them. Are we so inconsequential?

The docks were aflame, the city outside the walls blazed, and the fires were spreading inside the walls, too. He could see them approaching the cathedral and creeping through the streets, leaping from building to building. No one would survive those infernos if they were trapped, Soren knew, for the docks were mainly wooden buildings. The castle seemed intact, for the fighting had not reached quite so far into the city yet. It is only a matter of time, Soren caught himself thinking, before he had time to stifle the thought. He gritted his teeth. I cannot think like this. 

“Can you drive them lower?” Soren asked. “We need them closer. We cannot do much damage from afar.”

“We will try,” replied Farran. He dove through the clouds until he could see Soren glinting in armour on top of the cathedral, and crashed into a younger dragon, knocking it clean out of the sky. Its fractured body plummeted, crushing buildings as it crashed into the ground. The airborne fight descended until both halves of the dragon clan were well within range.

“Take care!” Soren warned his men. “It will not do us well to harm our own allies.” He grabbed a longbow himself and stepped forward into the line of men. “Loose at will!”

His muscles screamed as he drew the strong bow, and the string sliced into his hands with its resistance. After a moment, he lined his target with his single open eye and loosed. The arrow soared into the air and through the dragon’s wing membrane in a burst of blue fire. His men cheered at that and hastened to follow his example, peppering the dragons who flew within range with arrows. Their attack did not go unnoticed for long. Dragons turned their attention to the annoying, small beings on top of the tower and hurtled towards them.

“Fall back!” Soren screamed at the top of his voice, and they scrambled to shelter inside the tower. The heavy wooden door slammed closed just at the last second. A lick of fire snatched at them through the gap as flames battered the tower where they had stood only moments before. The roar of the fire and the rumble of crumbling masonry deafened them all.

The tower shook from the assault. It sounded as if the dragons were battering it or tearing it brick from brick. Soren dashed down the stairs to where a slit window penetrated the wall. Sure enough, chunks of falling masonry pummelled the ground below them. Above him, the door crackled and buckled as the ironwork melted under the heat and the thick, hardened wood eventually gave up and burst into flames, too.

We cannot go out there now, Soren thought. Our attack is over. For the moment. “Fall back,” he ordered, and stood aside as men filed past him down the stone stairs. Heels thumped upon the stone and bow-ends tapped, but not a word was spoken. He looked into the face of each man as he passed. They all wore the same look of grim fear and uncertainty.

“Fall back to the castle gate,” Soren ordered, raising his voice so all could hear. “We have the best vantage point there over the city and fortifications.” He made sure to sound more confident than he felt. “Get there any way you can. Split up if needs be. Be safe. I will meet you there. We must be quick, before the ways are closed by fire.”

“Yes, Sire,” echoed up the tower as they acknowledged him. Last of all, he followed, with one look back to the door, or the hole where it had stood. It seemed the dragons had turned their attention elsewhere.

Soren paused. Gingerly, he stepped back upstairs towards the top of the tower. Remnants of iron nails glowed molten on the blackened and burnt stone floor. Nothing was left of the door but ashes. As he peered out, smoke obscured his view, but he could see dark outlines of vast dragons wheeling through the air. Hot air gusted through the door towards him, and the heat of the fire in the stone burned his feet as he stood. He retreated quickly.

By the time Soren had descended from the tower, he was alone. It was deathly silent in the huge space, save for the dull booming of destruction outside. With quick eyes and nimble feet, he jogged through the huge space, searching for anyone who might have been there. It was deserted, to his relief. A giant crash sent him sprawling to the floor in self-defence. As he looked up from behind a stone pew, he saw several of the giant, stained glass windows had been smashed. Now, he could hear the crackle of the flames, the cracking of stone, and the screams of the dying.

I have to leave now, Soren realised. This was a fool’s mission. He mentally kicked himself, but pushed the thought aside. There was no time for chastising. His life depended on being able to reach the castle safely.

The huge cathedral door was half open. One leaf trembled on its hinges. As he stepped from the cool dark of the cathedral and outside into the murky light of the smoky day, several dragons plummeted from the sky to land in the square before him.

Soren took a step forward to greet them when one opened its jaws and sent a jet of flames spilling around the square, lighting up anything that it touched. With a gasp and a suppressed cry, Soren jumped backwards into the shadows once more, his heart leaping from his chest. I cannot get out! He hoped his men had made it to safety. There were no other exits he knew of from the cathedral.

“Tarrell! Farran!” he shouted in his mind, hoping they would hear. “I’m trapped in the cathedral!”

“We’re coming.” Tarrell’s reply was grim.

Soren peered around the edge of the door. The dragons had not noticed him, but they blocked his way. The shadows deepened as another dragon, larger than them all, landed. Silver. Cies! Soren forced down the rising panic that threatened to bubble over. Cies was huge—even larger than Farran—and corded with muscles which bulged under tightly knit glistening scales that formed an impenetrable armour.

“Cies is here!” he shouted to Farran, who growled in response.

Soren fingered his sword, which had been coated with ice-fire. He was sure that might annoy Cies, but he had no doubt about the abilities of his blade. What use is a needle against a giant? Can it even pierce his hide?

He swallowed and his other hand tightened on the bow. The quiver still hung on his back. He felt. Three arrows, all tipped with ice-fire. They’re better than nothing. He stood inside the door, mostly hidden from view, and lined up a dragon through the open crack. In quick succession, he nocked, drew, and loosed the three arrows, threw the bow to the floor, and put all his weight against the door to close it.

The hinges were oiled and smooth and it closed without a sound, but he could not hear over the squeal of outrage from the dragon he presumed he had hit. He did not pause to look, and thrust harder. The hinges might have been smooth, but the door was not meant to be moved by one man. For all his efforts, it shut frustratingly slowly, leaving a yawning gap that did not seem to shrink between the two leaves.

As the door clanked shut, Soren peered through the keyhole to see a blur of silver approaching. A great bulk smashed against the door, catapulting him backwards. Soren sailed through the air and smashed into the unyielding stone floor. He gasped for air and blinked, but all he could see was black and stars for a moment. As his head cleared and his lungs relaxed, his senses came rushing back. Everything hurt. His shoulder particularly, where it had leaned against the door, and his back and legs where he had crashed into the floor. The sound of the impact had been deafening, and as his vision cleared, he froze.

The gutteral roar silenced even Soren’s pounding heart, which rattled against his ribs; each beat a kick in the chest. He trembled from head to foot, faced by the gaping maw of the giant, silver dragon before him. Cies’s head towered above him, and his hot fetid breath made Soren gag. His head snaked through the doors, but his shoulders would not fit through. Cies gnashed his teeth in frustration, stretching as far as he could reach. About Soren lay shards of stone, torn from Pandora’s cathedral by Cies’s jaws, which darted towards him, coming just short. Claws screeched furrows into the stone-flagged floor. The muscles in Cies’s neck corded and bulged as he strained.

Soren lay on his back, just a few feet out of reach, but already, under Cies’s battering, the stone was grinding and shrieking, as if it might give way at any moment. Slowly but surely, Soren was certain Cies would succeed. Soren looked to his blade. It seemed so short and frail compared to even one of Cies’s enormous teeth. Its reach was too short, and even if it could cut Cies or harm him with the ice-fire, Soren would be incinerated by fire, or caught in those unrelenting jaws before he could do anything about it.

The stones quivered and chunks began to crack off the door frame. Cies squeezed closer. Soren scuttled backwards, scrambling with his hands to drag himself away. Cies pushed forwards as far as he could, wriggling his shoulders; he roared in frustration and snapped his teeth as Soren moved further away.

It was all the encouragement Soren needed. Ignoring his complaining body—pain seared through him with every movement—Soren took his chance, scrambled to his feet, and ran. He jogged awkwardly, lopsided, as his body tried to compensate for its injuries.

A mighty crash sounded behind him. Soren chanced a glance backwards. His heart leaped into his mouth. Through the door, or what was left of it, the silver dragon leapt forward, through the collapsing wall as stones that would crush a man fell around Cies like pebbles. Each pace of Cies was worth ten of Soren’s, and each step shook the very foundations beneath them.

With a cry, Soren doubled his efforts, forcing his screaming body into a sprint. There was no way Farran and Tarrell would be able to save him now. He gritted his teeth against the pain. Safety. The tiny door behind the altar that might offer shelter was too far away. He would never make it. Why is this cathedral so damn big, he fleetingly thought, desperately searching for an alternative. No pillar or pew would shelter him.

With his last strength, not daring to look behind him again, Soren dashed up the wide stairs of the dais and threw himself towards the dragon throne. A pitiful shelter, Soren knew, but if he could just make it behind Brithilca’s frozen wings, made of the strange, impenetrable material that no one could fathom, perhaps he stood his best chance.

The ringing in his ears crescendoed with the pounding in his head and the rattling of his body, which felt like it would shake itself apart from the weight of the behemoth pounding behind him. As he dove, ducking under the protective shield of the wings, a shiver rippled through him and a wave of golden light rippled across his skin.

In the instant that he stopped, the throne of the dragon kings, guarded by what some said were the petrified remains of Brithilca himself, moved. Soren’s breath caught as Brithilca’s wings snapped shut about him. Silence and darkness was immediate. All Soren could feel was the floor shaking beneath him.
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Chapter Thirty
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Soren froze, unsure what had happened. Every muscle was tensed. Every sense tingled on high alert. The floor jolted him repeatedly. Cies must be trying to find a way through Brithilca’s protective shell, Soren reasoned, because they were growing more intense and frequent. His mind detached from his emotions, and, for a moment, the world dropped away. I’m going to die, he thought quite calmly. Not even Brithilca’s statue could survive a dragon attack for long, magic or not, Soren was sure.

“I can endure for as long as you need me to.” The deep, calm voice of Brithilca spoke into Soren’s mind.

Soren gasped and looked about, but it was pitch black; not even a chink of light entered. He placed his hands upon the wings that surrounded him. They were warm to the touch, as if alive. “Brithilca?” It cannot be.

“It is I. Do not give up. Do not despair.”

“How can I survive? If... If you release me, there is no way I can withstand Cies.” Soren did not want to think about what awaited him on the other side.

“Soren, the pact must be rebuilt between man, Eldarkind, and dragon at any cost. The elementals must not be allowed to rise, for they will destroy us all. Cies is but a small test.”

“I cannot defeat him, though! What can a human do against a dragon?”

“You are not alone. Help comes. Worry not. I will release you not a moment too soon, or too late, but you have a part to play in this. You can make a difference.” Brithilca growled, cutting off Soren’s protest.

“We have no time! Listen. I must share with you how to remake the pact!” Soren could hear the urgency in Brithilca’s voice. “The knowledge has been lost to me for centuries. The elementals clouded my vision with their magic as they sought to undo the pact. I must impart it to you, now, lest it be lost once more!”

All of a sudden, Soren was in another place and time, in a body and mind not his own. Thoughts raced through his head—someone else’s thoughts, someone else’s knowledge.

“Beren,” Brithilca’s voice said into his mind.

The sky was dark and the air was clogged and choked by the night’s fires. Lurking in the heart of the murk was a figure of darkness.

“Bahr,” Brithilca growled.

Bahr faded in and out of sight, wreathed in flames and black, roiling smoke—a great curtain of black that darkened all as far as the eye could see. This close, Bahr was a truly terrifying sight. Three times the height of a man he stood. His skin, if it could be called such, was so dark that his face had no features beside eyes that burned like fiery pits and a white hot maw that looked like the bowels of the earth. Standing tall and immobile, he loomed forebodingly, his black form visible by the void of light it created.

Men, Eldarkind, and dragons waited in silence, ready in their positions. All night, the dragons had worked upon the lofty heights of the glacier, under the shroud of the smoke, the dark, and the Eldarkind’s concealing magic, blasting away at the glacier until a great lake of water and slush had formed. It pooled behind the cliff of the glacier wall, which held it back from the valley like a dam. Beren, Falykas, king of the Eldarkind, and Brithilca, chief amongst dragons, waited for him, too, ahead of their forces and first in the line of danger.

Soren stared at Falykas. He was so like Tarrell. And Brithilca. He had never seen anything as impressive as the glittering blue dragon. He was not so muscular as Cies, whose form was twisted out of proportion. No, Brithilca was everything a dragon should be: sleek, powerful, and beautifully deadly.

Cracks rent the air as Bahr moved towards them. Not a word did he utter, but he did not need to. They had seen his mind and knew his intentions. He would not waste his words before he crushed them, they were sure.

It was time.

“Prepare!” Beren ordered his men. Soren felt the body he inhabited move. He was only a spectator. Behind him, swords hissed as they were drawn, bows creaked as they were pulled, and axe hafts thumped upon the ground. His soldiers were grouped with bands of Eldarkind; they would be casting spells, protected by the iron of his men.

At a seemingly unspoken instruction, the dragons took to the wing as one, to soar high above those left on the ground.

All too soon, Bahr was upon them. As before, they were engulfed in thick smoke that clogged their lungs and veiled their sight. Beren stood ready with his men to defend their Eldarkind counterparts, who had already raised their hands to the sky to begin chanting. All pointed towards the glacier to combine their magic as one.

Roars and shrieks sounded from overhead as dragons attacked Bahr with fire and physical might. They, and Bahr’s loud responses, masked the cracks and groans of the collapsing glacier as it cracked, but did not break.

Beren’s men stood in protective circles around the Eldarkind as Bahr drew closer. Some drew close enough to strike him; not all were fortunate enough to live. Their iron blades melted as they penetrated him, yet Bahr’s screams indicated they had caused some pain.

His giant, black hands raked from the heights to indiscriminately grab anyone within his reach. Each man he grasped died a painful death. He tossed them into the heights to fall to their death, incinerated them in an instant, or slowly burnt them to death and fused them with their melting armour as he held on his burning grasp and squeezed the life from them.

The Eldarkind renewed their spells, chanting louder, faster, and with more vigour than before until the cracks in the glacier became a rumbling that engulfed them all. Now would be the difficult part: stopping the water from drowning them all. Their voices rose in intensity as the storm mirrored them. It battered them all with gusts that were hard to stand up in, and the dust raised from the ground sliced unprotected flesh and dashed itself into open eyes.

“Forward!” bellowed Beren. They surged as one mass, surrounding Bahr as the glacier gave way. Huge blocks of ice tumbled down from the heights to smash into a million shards upon the ground, which annihilated anything that got in their way. The groan and roar of countless gallons of displaced water followed as the Eldarkind frantically gesticulated at it, now crying their incantations with hoarse voices. The water tumbled down upon them all, bouncing off the valley bottom and twirling up into the sky in great spouts that formed rivers in the air, which soared towards Bahr.

He snarled in anger, deafening them all, and battered those surrounding him with fiery globules and his massive limbs, sending swathes of men and Eldarkind falling. It broke some of the magic, and swathes of water fell from the sky, battering those below like a waterfall. Bahr screeched as he was caught by it, and a great hissing went up as fires were extinguished around them.

Then, Bahr attacked anew, raining fire and death upon them all. Beren looked up. Giant water snakes wrapped around Bahr. He vaporised them with fireballs wherever they drew too near him, all the while, raining devastation on those below. Dragons harried him from above. Bahr batted them from the sky as if they were flies, and wreaked his own painful magic upon them. Beren’s mouth fell open in despair.

“We must act now! We must bind him!” Falykas shouted, fighting his way through to Beren across slippery ground covered in mud, blood, and bodies. Brithilca darted out of the sky to join them. “Are you prepared to do whatever is necessary?”

Beren hesitated, but only for a moment. “Yes.”

“Take my hand!”

Beren rushed to comply. Falykas grabbed his hand in a vice-like grip and placed his other palm on Brithilca’s flank.

“We cannot kill him, so we must bind him,” Falykas explained quickly. “My people do not have the strength to do this alone. I must ask of you possibly the greatest sacrifice. Brithilca, I need your strength and Beren, I need the wards of your iron. We must bind ourselves together—combine our strengths—to have what is needed to succeed. I do not know if we shall live to see the end of this.”

Beren swallowed. There was no other way. Every moment he hesitated, another of his men died, and the threat to his home grew with Bahr’s strength and lust for vengeance. He squeezed Falykas’s hand tighter in response. Brithilca curled himself around them, his head level with theirs, to protect them from the worst of the battering gusts.

Falykas bared his teeth, took a deep breath, and shouted into the sky in the tongue of his own people that Beren did not understand. His words were snatched away into the maelstrom. “Storr andas, ia kaskea uan att aslura, inge flytte, inge tenkir, inge endra, ja inge eiende. Brun anda Bahr, ia sinuar uan nedan isen ja foss. Ia sinuar uan yta detthe, mina ethera, a ethera ro mina Eldarkin, a jarn ro ungrkin, ja a styrkr ro dragonkin, asti a lok ro timi!”

Soren heard the unfamiliar words as Brithilca translated them into the speech of man in his mind, “Great spirits, I command you to sleep, unmoving, unthinking, unchanging, and unyielding. Fire Spirit Bahr, I bind you under ice and water. I bind you with this, my energy, the energy of my kin, the iron of man, and the strength of dragonkin until the end of time!”

Beren felt Falykas’s magic rip through him and he braced himself against Brithilca’s hot scales, which hummed under his fingers with Brithilca’s strength. His body felt both on fire and doused in cold water as ice-fire rippled through every nerve to the tips of his fingers and toes. He could barely see past the hump of Brithilca’s body. Outside that protective shield, his own men fell to the ground as the same energy rushed through their veins.

As one, every piece of armour on his body shivered and melted into liquid that fell up into the sky. Rivers of metal twisted and turned, glinting in the darkness with their own light as they joined with the liquid iron of his men’s armour and weapons. They tumbled together towards the heart of the darkness, not touched by the cutting winds or dissuaded from their path. The giant darkness at the centre of the storm that was Bahr was soon swathed in the constricting threads of metal and the water that remained, like a shining cocoon in the sky.

Dragons hurled themselves out of the way, struggling to land in the gale-force winds. Eldarkind stood tall with their arms stretched to the heavens, their lips locked in a silent chant that mirrored Falykas’s words.

Bahr’s dark form struggled against the bond, and the rings of metal and water expanded as he fought. Falykas dropped Beren’s hand and grasped his knife. He swept the blade across his palm and grabbed Beren’s hand to open a long gash in his palm, too. Swirling around to Brithilca, whose eye regarded him for a moment, before his head dipped in acquiescence, Falykas plunged the short blade into Brithilca’s soft, fleshy underjaw.

Boiling hot, giant droplets of purple blood rained down upon Beren and Falykas, who lifted up his hand to catch the violet liquid on his own crimson palm, before locking his hand with Beren. Their three bloods mingled as he shouted the incantation one last time.

Brithilca howled a shriek that added a new layer of deafening noise to the storm and began, scale by scale, to disintegrate before them. He glowed as bright as molten metal as he disappeared in a shower of sparks. Tears streamed down Falykas’s eyes and he raised them to the heavens to follow the sparks as they sought the eye of the storm.

Beren closed his eyes to the storm as it intensified around them, and prayed to the skies they would succeed. Without the shelter of Brithilca, debris and wind battered them, forcing Beren away from Falykas. In the muddy air, he could see nothing and no one around him. Beren fell to one knee and hunkered on the floor, swaying with each blow until his senses abandoned him and he sunk into darkness.

The visions faded and suddenly, Soren was back in his own body. Pain stabbed through him once more. Soren’s head span as he tried to process what he had just witnessed, seemingly with his own eyes and body.

“Magic, and strength, and iron,” growled Brithilca, interrupting his confusion. “Magic, and strength and iron,” he repeated, enunciating every syllable. “These three things you need to remake the pact.”

Soren nodded. “What of Cies?” He stumbled as the floor shook once more, and braced himself on Brithilca’s wings.

“In that, I cannot help you. This fight is yours to face. It is nearly time. Are you ready? I can give you one parting gift.”

“No! Wait!” Soren cried, but it was too late. A chink of light appeared, and another and another as Brithilca’s wings cracked open. Soren rushed to draw his sword, which glowed a fiery, flickering blue, and held it before him, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the dull light, which was blinding after the darkness.

“Now!” Brithilca’s voice cried, and the statue moved with as much speed as a living dragon. Above his head, Brithilca’s jaws opened and a jet of blue fire spurted out towards Cies, who towered above Soren with glittering eyes that were full of rage.

The flames struck Cies square in the chest and he yelped a piercing shriek that drove into Soren’s head. Soren paused for just a moment, but he knew this was it. I’m not going to live through this, he thought, but there was no time to be scared. I might as well do my worst.

Behind Soren, Brithilca fell still and the fire stopped, but as Soren rushed forwards, the blue flames did not dissipate. Instead, they clung to Cies, just like ice-fire. Soren reached Cies’s clawed feet, and with a battle cry as fierce as he could muster, hacked at what he could reach of Cies’ legs. Cies stumbled backwards, distracted by the flames and this new annoyance when behind him, a roar announced new company. Through Cies’s dancing legs, Soren saw Myrkdaga land just inside the cathedral doors with an Eldarkind on his back and relief blossomed.

Myrkdaga dashed forwards on all fours and attacked Cies with tooth and claw, whilst the Eldarkind on his back cried in their strange tongue and leapt from Myrkdaga’s back onto Cies with his flaming blue blade. He danced over Cies’s writhing form with uncanny balance and agility, peppering him with flaming blue cuts as Myrkdaga bit and clawed the giant silver dragon.

Cies turned away to face these new foes, hobbling on cut paws and Soren took his opportunity to slice off the tip of Cies’ tail, too. Cies roared again and half-turned back to face him with fire brewing in his throat.

Panic and adrenaline washed over Soren, and then he remembered the small bottle of ice-fire he had brought, just in case his blade needed re-coating. He dropped his sword, fumbled for the stopped bottle, and ran towards Cies. The heat was unbearable and the jaws were more terrifying as they closed in on him, but Soren knew he could not falter. He removed the stopper from the bottle and tossed it into Cies’s open jaws.

It sailed into his giant maw, dwarfed in an instant even as blue fire tumbled from the open neck of the clear bottle. The bottle danced through the air, creating a shimmering trail of flames into Cies’ mouth, bounced off his spiked tongue, and into his throat.

In an instant, the white-hot fire brewing in Cies’ throat turned the deepest blue, and he sputtered and choked. Soren dove aside as Cies spurted a jet of flames, but they were blue and cold. Cies thrashed as the fire consumed him from the inside, sending Lorellei tumbling from his back.

Cies swiped at Myrkdaga, but the young dragon held on with hate glowing in his eyes as he shredded Cies’s wings, until, at last, he was knocked clear and sent tumbling through several stone columns and into the cathedral walls, which shook from the impact. Soren scrambled to his feet to run, but Cies’ claw caught Soren, rending his armour from chest to midriff, and then his tail battered Soren too, sending him sailing through the air. Soren smashed into a pillar and sunk to its bottom in a crumpled heap.

Time slowed. He watched in slow-motion as Cies thrashed. More pillars collapsed and the roof caved in, raining slates. Buttresses fell. The vaulted ceiling tumbled in pieces, no longer beautiful and strong, but as missiles. Cies roared as they struck him. They fell as deadly rain, thudding into the ground and fracturing into infinitesimal pieces.

Myrkdaga rushed to Soren’s side, carrying Lorellei in his jaws, and gingerly deposited the unconscious Eldarkind beside the fallen king. The young dragon sheltered them all against the pillar, screeching in pain as he was hit time and again with falling masonry. Glass shattered, leaving no window intact. Cies’ scales glowed blue, and the blue ice-fire peeked between them, bursting to emerge. Emerge it did, and through the smallest gap in Myrkdaga’s wings, Soren saw the silver dragon consumed entirely by the blue flames. With one final shriek, Cies fell to the ground and did not rise.

Soren blinked slowly. The pain was overwhelming. White hot and fierce. He could feel hot blood leaking down his front to pool in his lap. With every beat of his slowing heart, it pulsed out. Myrkdaga had sunk to his haunches under the brutal barrage, and his weight and warmth smothered Soren. Soren tried to move, but no part of his body worked. He couldn’t breathe it hurt so much, and his chest would no longer obey him.

The pact, he tried to say. I must remake the pact. I know how. I cannot fail. No words emerged, only the faintest moan. The tightness of his chest was painful now. Soren’s lips cracked open in an attempt to suck air in, anything. He wanted to take a breath so desperately, but it would not come. I... have... failed...

He would die. He would never rebuild the pact. He had failed. There was no energy or effort left to be sad, or angry; or feel anything. Soren’s eyes slipped shut and he faded into darkness.
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Chapter Thirty One
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Myrkdaga dragged the still forms of Soren and Lorellei through the collapsed cathedral wall just as Tarrell and Farran landed. Farran’s wings battered the square in warm winds filled with ash and smoke that made Myrkdaga cough.

Farran galloped towards him with Tarrell close behind. “Where is he?” Farran growled.

“Dead,” said Myrkdaga. “Cies is dead.”

“What of Soren?” Tarrell asked urgently as he surveyed the devastation before them with wide eyes.

“Here,” Myrkdaga said.

Tarrell rushed to his side.

Farran passed them without a word, and leapt onto the piles of rubble, digging through them to discover for himself.

Tarrell placed a hand on Soren’s forehead and felt for a pulse before doing the same with Lorellei. “We have no time to speak of what has passed. Can you fly? We must try to save them.”

Myrkdaga nodded. “I can fly.” Barely. But I will not desert them. He looked down at the pair. Lorellei looked in peaceful slumber, but Soren was a bloody, rent mess.

“Take Soren to the castle, now. I will have healers waiting.” Tarrell shook his head. His eyes lingered over the wounds, which still oozed blood. “I do not know if we can save him. We must try. I will take care of Lorellei.” He placed his hands on Soren and sent a blaze of magic surging into the fallen king. “Mayhap that will help.”

Myrkdaga gathered Soren in his clawed feet as gently as he could and took off with a giant leap into the air. His wings screamed with pain as he laboured, flapping them harder and harder to gain speed and altitude.

Pandora burned beneath him in a raging inferno. Ashes floated up on the heat, tickling Myrkdaga’s nostrils as he breathed them in. He paid little heed to it, glancing down only to look at Soren. He was sickly in the murky orange glow, and the blood was dark and thick upon him. He felt cold in Myrkdaga’s claws, and he moved not at all. I cannot even sense breath from him, nor heartbeat. Myrkdaga’s eyes lingered over him. There was precious little hope to be found here. He was not sure what even Eldarkind healers could accomplish.

His thoughts turned to the pact. Cies was vanquished. All he had sought was accomplished. But of course, Farran sought the greater good, as did Tarrell, as did Soren. Where would that be now without Soren? Myrkdaga had seen Bahr and he did not wish for others like him. He growled, gritted his teeth against the pain, and pushed harder to reach the healers at the castle. Almost there.

~
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“FARRAN!” TARRELL CRIED, hovering about Lorellei for the dragon still dug with the needs of a madman. “We have work yet to do!” He bent over once more to murmur words of healing into Lorellei’s ear. He was relieved to see a small flushed tinge on Lorellei’s cheeks and the faint rise and fall of his chest.

Tarrell’s words were drowned by an almighty roar as Farran uncovered Cies’s body beneath the rubble. “Cies is dead!” he shouted into the minds of everyone who could hear; friend and foe alike. “The traitor and worm is vanquished, never to rise again. Come and see for yourselves.” He spat the challenge out and began to tug Cies’s giant body from the ruins so it could be seen.

Cies had not died a good death. The edge of every scale was burnt to a white, fine ash, and they were faded and pitted with damage from the ice-fire magic. Cies’ eyes were closed, but through the slit of his eyelids, Farran could see dull, lifeless pupils. He grinned with satisfaction and tugged harder until Cies’ crumpled form lay in a heap upon the ruins. He roared again and spurted a giant jet of fire into the sky.

“All you who followed Cies of the silver scales; the traitor, the coward, and the outcast. Come see what has happened to your mighty leader!” Farran crowed into the night. His eyes glittered with glee. Dragons of his own clan alighted around him, and they roared with him of their prowess, shouting into the darkening skies of sunset.

Farran might have acted for the greater good, but he was no soft dragon. A clan head had to be ruthless. “Hunt them down,” he said to his clan. “All who defected. Kill any who will not join us. There can be no peace for us until they are all gone.” Dragons took to the sky in a whirlwind, and he followed them into the air with grim resolve. It was no enjoyable thing to kill kin, but for the future safety of the clan, and the future of the pact, there was no other choice.

~
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TARRELL EXCLAIMED WITH frustration as Farran left. “Dragons,” he said through gritted teeth.

Lorellei murmured an intelligible sound and Tarrell bent closer to here.

“St..u.... Stubb..orn...” Lorellei opened his eyes slowly, groaning. “My... head...”

Tarrell sighed with relief. “I am glad you are alive, Lorellei. Well done.” He placed his hands upon Lorellei’s shoulders and channeled some of his own energy into the younger Eldarkind to revitalise him.

Moments later, Myrkdaga landed with a crash and a thud. “Well met, friend,” he said with a toothy grin at Lorellei.

Lorellei slowly sat, and used Myrkdaga’s bulk to pull himself to his feet where he swayed unsteadily. “Well met, indeed.” Lorellei grimaced. “What happened? We’re not dead.”

“We defeated Cies,” Myrkdaga replied smugly, a puff of smoke bursting from his nose.

Lorellei had no answer for that. Speechless, he surveyed the wreckage around them and his eyes fixated on Cies’ body. “I did not think it possible.”

“We are not done yet. There will no doubt be dragons who will not acknowledge defeat. Will you fly with me once more?”

“I would be honoured, friend.” Lorellei winced as he clapped Myrkdaga on the leg. What is necessary, is not always easy, Lorellei reminded himself and clambered onto Myrkdaga once more with a pounding head, aching body, and a drawn sword.

~
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IT WAS SWIFTLY DONE after Cies’ defeat. Many smaller dragons meekly surrendered in the face of Farran’s clan, the Eldarkind, the humans, and the ice-fire magic. There were few to defeat in combat, and fewer still who ran, for cowardice was not a common trait amongst dragonkin.

Those who had surrendered were not welcomed back into the clan, but viewed with suspicion. They were to remain, for now, outside Pandora under the watchful eyes of dragons loyal to the clan, where they would cause no trouble.

Then, it was all hands needed to put out the fires still raging in places of the city. By all accounts, Pandora was ruined, but before it could be rebuilt, it had to be quenched. In this, the dragons could not help due to their vulnerability to water, but the Eldarkind’s magic made up for that as they drew water from the ground to extinguish the flames whilst Pandora’s people made human chains to pass buckets from the lake into the city.
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Chapter Thirty Two
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Soren’s eyes opened just a crack to warm, inviting light, but it blinded him, and his eyes slipped shut once more. That was strange. He had not expected to awaken again. His head pounded. He tried to swallow, overwhelmed by the dryness of his mouth, but his muscles would not obey him.

Everything was almost silent; the only sounds the rustle of something nearby.

“Nngh,” Soren managed to say. That hurt, too. Everything hurt. His front more than anything; it was on fire with pain. His breaths were laboured and shallow, for each hurt even more.

“Don’t move,” a firm, reassuring voice said.

Tarrell, his lethargic mind suggested. Soft hands—more than one pair—were cool and soothing on his skin.

“You took quite a beating,” Tarrell said, somewhere above him. “Welcome back to the land of the living, Soren. We were not sure you would make it for quite some time.”

Beside Soren, Tarrell and his team of Eldarkind healers continued to labour, soaking dressings and applying them to Soren’s bloodied body to gently clean it.

It had been a long healing over several days, and Tarrell’s own eyes threatened to droop shut, but he was determined not to fail. Without Soren, the rebuilding of the pact and the saving of all they held dear would be lost. Tarrell would give everything he could before he let Soren slip away, because the alternative did not bear thinking about.

They had needed all their skills and concentration to save him, for Soren’s wounds ran deep and he was on the verge of death as they tended to him. It had taken hours of joint spell casting to knit Soren’s broken flesh back together, mend broken bones, and replace his blood loss.

Tarrell looked over the king’s broken body. There would be a reckoning yet. Soren would have much to come to terms with. Even the Eldarkind could not work miracles.

“Water,” Soren whispered hoarsely. A cool trickle of liquid ran down his throat as someone carefully tipped it through his cracked lips. “Thank... you.” He slipped back into unconsciousness, hounded by shadows of fragmented dreams.

~
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IT WAS EASIER THE NEXT time. Everything still hurt, but this time, Soren managed to open his eyes. Gaunt and exhausted, Tarrell continued waiting on him. He slumbered sitting up with his head tipped to one side, but jerked awake as Soren twitched his limbs under the coverlet. My chamber, Soren realised. “What happened?” His voice was hoarse. Soren tried to prop himself on his pillows, but, once more, his body would not obey, and Tarrell placed a hand gently on his shoulder to stop him. 

“Do not move. Not yet.”

Soren lay back obediently. Full of questions, he opened his mouth, but unsure where to start.

“You may now add ‘dragon slayer’ to your list of titles,” said Tarrell with a wry smile. “Cies is gone—vanquished forever—thanks to you and your quick thinking. Myrkdaga says you were quite heroic, in a reckless sort of way.” Tarrell explained what had happened after Soren passed out.

“I thought I would never wake again,” said Soren quietly. There had been no time to reconcile with his death, but he had been so certain that was the end.

Tarrell regarded him with an inscrutable face, remaining silent for a while before he replied, “You very nearly did not wake, Soren. I... we... have done our best. You are alive, and that is what matters.”

“What do you mean?” said Soren. He frowned.

“We cannot make all whole again. You were too deeply injured. Time will tell how this will affect you, but for now, you have some scarring.”

Soren struggled to sit up. Tarrell made to stop him, but he shook his head. “I want to see.”

At Tarrell’s word, his Eldarkind attendants dragged forward a tall mirror, and Soren slipped his feet over the side of the bed to sit up. His legs, he noticed, were covered in bruises: purple blooms of all shapes and sizes that spread across his skin. Armour isn’t dragon-proof, then. Soren dragged his gaze away from his legs, which seemed otherwise intact, to look in the mirror. He swallowed.

He was naked under the covers, and it meant not a detail escaped him when he tugged them back; though, it would have been hard to miss. A giant, red scar, freshly healed, swirled from his shoulder to his hip, across his chest and stomach. It was hideous. The skin was angry and vibrant, not yet healed, with scabbing and pale areas on the edge of infection.

“You broke a leg when Cies threw you aside,” Tarrell said quietly, watching Soren for his reaction. “Several ribs. Fingers. One of your arms. An ankle. These were easy enough to heal, for the most part, though, you may notice stiffness and aching for a while. This, though... Cies’s claw rent your armour with ease, like shearing though fabric. You lost so much blood you were almost beyond saving. That alone will leave you weakened for a short time. This wound was not something we could heal whole again. With some further ministrations, we will ensure it gives you no pain and will not be susceptible to infection, but you may not be able to fight and move as you did, for the flesh of a scar does not knit together properly again.”

Soren could not take his eyes from the wound. He had rarely considered himself handsome, but now his athletic body would be forever marred by this.

“Come, you must rest some more. We still have work to do before you are ready to try walking.”

Soren slid back into bed obediently, but he could not erase the unsightly image of his battered body from his mind.

Better alive and scarred, than dead? he asked himself.

~
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IN A FEW DAYS, SOREN was able to walk with minimal pain and the wound on his chest gave him little trouble, save where the scar tissue tugged at him strangely as he moved. That would take some getting used to.

As soon as he was able, he met with both Tarrell and Farran to discuss what had happened. There was much news to be shared of the battle and what had happened since, but they had won, and that was all that mattered to Soren.

“I am grateful for your help, Lord Tarrell. Without you...” Soren gestured to himself and drew a finger across his neck.

Tarrell smiled and bowed his head. “I am relieved that we could save you.”

“Farran-visir, well met,” Soren executed a short bow to the dragon, grimacing as his body warned him not to bend too low.

“Well met, Soren-visir,” Farran rumbled, affording him the dragon’s term of respect.

Once they had discussed news of the battle, for Soren did not recall anything after his battle with Cies and there was much he had missed, it was time for Soren to tell his own strange tale of how Brithilca had saved him from certain death at Cies’ claws and shown him of the making of the original pact.

Soren explained it as best he could, painfully aware that he might sound insane, but Tarrell and Farran listened intently to his every word without a sound. They did not speak until he had finished.

“I wish we could have seen this for ourselves,” said Tarrell longingly. They scried Brithilca at once, but the spectral dragon had only disappointment for them.

“I have no doubt what you say is true, Soren,” Brithilca said gravely. “However, once more, my mind is clouded and I cannot see that which you speak of. I am sorry.”

“What did Lord Falykas say? Can you remember the exact words?” Tarrell leaned forwards.

“I...” Soren was about to deny him further, but he found that he remembered it with crystal clarity. “I need a quill and parchment at once, before I forget it!” he said.

Tarrell rushed off to fetch one and returned momentarily, with a freshly inked quill held at the ready.

Soren repeated Brithilca’s translation of the binding pact. “Great spirits, I command you to sleep, unmoving, unthinking, unchanging, and unyielding. Fire Spirit Bahr, I bind you under ice and water. I bind you with this, my energy, the energy of my kin, the iron of man, and the strength of dragonkin, until the end of time.”

Tarrell scribbled the last words and blew on the parchment to try the ink. “What else? That cannot be all, for we attempted similar wordings to rebind Bahr of the Fire, Arandulus of the Water, and others; and all have failed. Tell us every detail of what passed. There must be an answer in what you saw.”

Soren closed his eyes and brought forward the memory that was not a memory, reliving every detail, and trying to recall anything that might be material.

“The dragons,” Soren said slowly, his eyes still clamped firmly shut as visions flashed through his mind. “They had melted a glacier. The Eldarkind were using the water to trap Bahr. It held Bahr at bay, but not for long. And then... Falykas spoke the incantation. Beren’s armour melted from him, and flew into the sky to join the water encircling Bahr. It seemed to slow him. Iron, it would have been at that time. There are few remnants left now. It was not enough.”

Tarrell and Farran listened with bated breath.

“Falykas cut his own palm,” Soren continued, “and Beren’s, and mingled their blood. He cut Brithilca too—dragons have purple blood!” Soren exclaimed. “Falykas caught the blood in his palm, and then shouted the incantation again. I think it was the same one—the words were lost to the wind. This time, it felt different. I could feel the magic ripping through me—Beren—through all of us. Brithilca vanished; he glowed like white hot fire, and disintegrated to nothing. Beren lost consciousness.” Soren opened his eyes. “That was all I saw.”

“I can continue,” said Brithilca. “I remember now... some small details, as if through a haze. Beren and Falykas lived on. Bahr was imprisoned in ice, and my spirit inadvertently became his guardian. I have soaked up the magic and power of the bound elementals, as I have that of my kin for a millennia now. We must do this with Arandulus before it is too late. Soren, as your gift to the pact, we need iron. Tarrell, of you and yours, your magic. And Farran, of thine and mine, our strength.”

“So, that is how it is done,” mused Tarrell. “The pact is in the blood, iron, strength, and the binding itself.”

“And in the elemental’s greatest weakness,” added Brithilca. “For Bahr, it was water, in any form. For Arandulus, it will be different.”

“Earth,” said Tarrell.

“There is no time to be wasted if Arandulus walks the earth once more,” said Farran sombrely.

“Will you go at once to bind Her?” Soren asked.

“Yes,” Tarrell replied, and met his glance. “And you must come with us. We need your blood, and your iron.”

“I will need some time. We do not use iron to make our armour or our blades anymore. I shall have to raid the forges and the stables and such places to gather some. Do you have need of more of my men?”

Tarrell and Farran shared a glance Soren did not need explaining. “No.”

Soren dipped his head in acquiescence. “I understand. Will you permit me to put my affairs in order before I leave? I have much to do.” And a plan of my own.

He left anyway, once he had extricated himself from their polite goodbyes. He had not asked permission to leave, it was merely a formality, a politeness. Soren summoned the council at once.

Barclay was first to arrive. “Well met, Soren! By jove, I thought we’d lost you.” He strode forward and clasped forearms with Soren, his face beaming with a relieved smile. Soren noticed he looked worse for wear himself and bore bruising to his face. 

Barclay raised an eyebrow. “Oh, this?” he said airily. “A mere bump, compared to your injuries.”

Soren grinned, though his smile faded as other council members began to file in. Soon, they all sat, awaiting his command. Not one of them walked without an injury of some kind. That pleased him in a strange way. It meant they had all fulfilled their duties. Even Rafe, son of Asquith the coward. Perhaps, he had injured himself trying to flee. The thought materialised before he could stop it. Soren’s lips twitched in a smile, and he pursed them shut instead.

First, he collected their reports from the battle. All were similar. Fire. Destruction. Heavy losses to the archers’ ranks. And little they could do. Their thoughts already turned to the devastation outside. Few areas of Pandora had escaped unscathed, and many had been totally destroyed. But they all agreed, grudgingly in most cases, that without the dragons and the Eldarkind, they would have been completely defeated.

“Quite,” nodded Soren. “I hope now, that you can see the value of why I pushed so hard for an alliance?” He looked around the room, but got little more than reluctant nods. “Our oldest allies shall remain our strongest. We have but one more task to complete together, and I must leave you for this.” That grabbed their attention. All eyes were now fixed on him and not a word was spoken.

“Roher. What are the latest reports, Barclay? I asked you to keep records of traders. Behan? News from our ambassador?”

“Strange indeed,” said Behan, speaking first as his rank was most senior. “Our eyes and ears in Arrans tells of chaos in Harad’s court. By all accounts, and these have been verified by crown prince Janus, a god or demon walks the earth, spreading destruction and death on Roher. None may stand in its way. Harad is increasing his army as quickly as he can with boys younger and younger, and he puts on the most lavish and barbaric shows of power to appease these Roherii gods. By all accounts, it sounds bizarre. I cannot fathom the truth of it myself.”

“Your report corroborates this?” Soren turned his attention to Barclay.

Barclay nodded. “The traders tell much the same story and we suffer losses to wares from Ladrin and east Roher, most notably of all. All the sea and western land routes are open, but it seems the north roads out of Roher are closed, for some reason. There is a story of a great being of water as tall as the sky who washes away all before it.”

Soren nodded gravely. Arandulus. He had seen Her for himself, and would have described Her exactly the same. A great being of water as tall as the sky, he mused. “Strange, indeed, it seems, I know, but I know it to be the truth. What has risen is no god or demon, but an elemental of water who has lain bound for a millennia. The old stories of King Beren are true. He did make a pact with dragons and Eldarkind, and into that pact they made a binding to subdue the elementals to everlasting slumber, to save all three of our races. The pact is broken, and the elementals are rising. They bear no love for us. For our safety, we must turn to this new enemy at once, and defeat it.”

Groans arose from the council, and questions. Soren held up a hand to stymie them.

“I know of a way to stop this being, and form a lasting, binding, meaningful peace with Roher.”

The council fell silent at once and all leaned forward expectantly.

“The Roherii are powerless against Arandulus; for that is what the being of water is called. She is a powerful water elemental. They can do nothing to stop Her, however great their armies grow, because humans are of little consequence to Her, as they are to other elementals. We have something the Roherii do not. An alliance with dragons and Eldarkind; the very beings who can stop the elementals.” Soren did not mention the pact. Let them believe that we need our allies more than they need us... it is probably true.

“It is my plan to offer Roher terms of peace, on the condition we banish Arandulus for good. We seek to do this anyway, but I do not see why we cannot also help our own cause. I am under no illusions. Our truce with Roher is weak, at best. I am certain when they grow strong enough, unless we have an agreement they will adhere to, we will be at their mercy again. We have a city, nay, a country to rebuild. We do not need that, too.”

“So, why not leave this being to destroy them?” said Willam of Walbridge, Barclay’s father. “Why sacrifice our men, or our... allies... to save the Roherii, for a peace treaty we doubt they will uphold anyway?”

“Because Arandulus bears no love for any of us. She will happily destroy the Roherii, and we would most likely be next. Not to mention, the other elementals who also awaken from their long slumber bear us all enmity,” Soren explained patiently, though he could not be cross with them, for it was a lot to understand. “Regardless of Roher, I am duty bound to assist the dragons and Eldarkind in binding Arandulus once more; and her kin. Yet, we can do it in such a way to exact a lasting promise from Roher. If they believe us to be capable of defeating gods, will they be so quick to attack us in future? I think not.”

“If we do not do this, these... elementals... will seek conflict with us?” Theodore of House Arendall said with a wrinkled brow.

Soren nodded, regarding them all solemnly. “It will be worse by far than the battle we have just endured. Caledan, all its people, and any trace of our existence will be wiped from the face of the earth with ease when they rise. It is not ‘if’, it is ‘when’. The sooner we act, the easier it will be to contain this.”

“What do the Eldarkind and the dragons need from us?” Theodore was still confused.

“Myself, primarily. I must be there when the binding is made, and strangely, iron, and plenty of it. Do you know of the old fairy tales of iron warding against fey beings?” He looked around the table with a furrowed brow and watched them nod in confusion. “Well, it appears this is much the truth. Iron will be our gift to the binding. I need as much as we can find, immediately. Send your men to raid the forges, stables, anywhere we might find some. By the word of the Eldarkind and the dragons, we cannot succeed without it.”

As they departed, Soren could not help but feel a small pride at what he had accomplished. Somehow, despite all the odds, he had secured his role as king. They would follow him for now. Perhaps, for a long time, even into the strangest of situations. At last, he felt like a man, not a boy. If he could only manage to defeat Arandulus, and in the process bind Roher to peace, he would earn their loyalty for life, he was sure. If only. Soren suspected it would not be as easy as he hoped.
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Chapter Thirty Three
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Soren handpicked a dozen of his most trusted men to accompany him, and Barclay as his right hand man. They were to travel to Roher immediately with all the dragons and those Eldarkind who were not needed urgently in the healing houses for the gravely injured. His men were none too pleased, however, when they discovered they would be travelling on dragon-back, but there was little other choice. Soren was glad. It was a much smoother ride than on horseback, which he appreciated more than he could say, for his body screamed at him still.

Travel to Roher took three weeks at best; a long and arduous route by sea, and a dangerous and deadly one by land. Yet on dragon back, they would arrive within days. Soren could see the growing worry in Tarrell; his tight lips, troubled eyes, and constantly moving fingers told a tale his voice would not. There was no other option; time was running out, and Soren told his men as such.

“I have chosen you because, though you number few, you are the greatest men I could have by my side in what will be the most crucial battle of our lives. You have already been briefed on the nature of our visit. I know it is difficult to comprehend what we face. Even I struggle. Yet, I would not choose any others to go into battle with.” His lips twitched in a smile as they saluted him: their fists brought up to their chests in the old way that was so rarely used now.

They rode three apiece on the largest and strongest of the dragons, who could bear their weight with ease. The entire dragon clan had mobilised and flew with them, even those who had defected to Cies. Farran wanted to keep them close, and this would be their chance to prove themselves, or die trying, in his mind.

It was dawn when they departed, and dusk settled as they descended to find a place to camp that night. The dragons did not need sleep, but their human and Eldarkind counterparts flagged. A day spent on dragon-back in the frigid, gusty air of the heights was too much to bear through the night. Already, they had flown south from Caledan and across to the mainland above Roher, where the deserts swathed the land.

A dark blot on the pale sands was their home for the night; a small oasis for them to drink at. As they landed, the heat of the sand from that day’s sun baked them until they stood under the shelter of a few scraggly trees. It was a world away from the lush greenery of their homes. As they filled their water flasks, the huge disc of the sun slipped, bloody red, beyond the horizon, leaving them in the dark and quiet of the desert night.

~
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THE NEXT DAY, THEY alighted just north of Arrans, Roher’s capital city, and Soren set his plan in motion. The dragons and Eldarkind would not accompany him. Instead, they remained far from the capital; away from the roads and anyone who might spy them. This was the part of his idea that Soren had the least faith in. Trust the plan, he said to himself.

Soren and his dozen men dressed in their finest clothes, buckled on their armour, and unfurled the Caldedonian banners which they had brought with them for this very purpose. Soren cast a critical eye over his band as they assembled. Not the finest envoy he could imagine, but certainly a more impressive sight to appear from the desert than their dusty travelling attire.

The late afternoon sun scorched them, and Soren could feel perspiration dripping down his torso as the heat roasted him. They approached the walls of Arrans, where the road ran through an impressive gatehouse. The red stone towered above them, ending in triangular crenellations that were uncomfortably reminiscent of dragon teeth. As they stepped into the shade of the guardhouse, Soren felt unnervingly like he was walking into a real dragon’s mouth. Here he was, one of only thirteen men, about to set foot inside an unfriendly capital. Here he was, with no fall back plan and no means of escape. Here he was, placing himself knowingly at the mercy of a powerful king who would not hesitate to crush him if he so chose. Trust to the plan, he repeated.

Guards watched them approach with obvious confusion. No horses. Shining armour. Banners. We must look like a mirage to them. Soren’s lips twitched. The portcullis was raised and the way clear. Only traders must pass through here for Roher did not expect an army, Soren thought, but as he made to walk through, the guards scrambled to stop him.

He chose an appropriate look of disdain and stepped back as one made to bar his way, coming so close as to contact him.

“I request an immediate audience with King Harad,” said Soren in a tone that brooked no argument and sought no permission.

Barclay stepped forward with a warning glance at Soren. “Have His Majesty informed at once that King Soren of Caledan, of the Throne of the Dragon Kings, Dragon’s Bane, Eldar-friend, Dragon-friend, First of his Name, seeks counsel at once.”

The guard looked them up and down, and his eyes lingered on the banners. He called sharply and another scurried out of the gatehouse. “Caledonians.” He gestured at Soren.

“I translate,” said the newcomer in a thick accent. Barclay repeated his request, and the man bowed. “At once.” He spoke quickly and urgently to his comrade, who saluted and jogged through the gate to mount one of the horses tethered in a shelter inside. Within moments, he had galloped into the city in a cloud of dust.

“Please, here.” The remaining guard waved them forward, into the cool shade of the gate. “He is getting, ah...” he fumbled for the right word and shook his head. “Horse. Many horse, for you.”

The thunder of hooves roused them some minutes later as the man returned with thirteen mounts for them, all fitted with strange saddles and bridles, and walked them past a mounting block so Soren and his men could mount. Soren stepped onto the mounting block with as much grace as he could muster. Even in the shade, the heat was overwhelming.

They rode through the city at speed, but even so, it was a rush of sensory overload. Arrans was sprawling; far more vast than Pandora, for it spanned a valley that sunk between several hills and spread as far as the eye could see. They rode on wide, paved roads, but if he glanced left or ride, Soren could see shaded alleyways of bare dirt snaking between buildings that grew more ramshackle the further back they ran from the main street, which was kept immaculate.

Ahead, on the tallest point of the city, he could see a sprawling palace that had nothing in common with Pandora, either. His own castle felt poxy compared to it. The streets became wider, cleaner, quieter, and more affluent the further they travelled into the city. Ramshackle slums were replaced with towering stone build buildings with impressive facades and high walled gardens.

Here, the roads had gutters for waste water and a raised pavement each side of the road. Roherii men and women walked along it, dressed in clothes the likes of which Soren had not seen before: draped robes and dresses of the finest floating silks and in the most vibrant dyed colours.

The grandest of them did not walk at all, but were carried in chairs and palanquins by uniformed servants. All Soren could see through the translucent curtains shielding them from onlookers and the sun was the shadow of a face and the flash of jewellery, and then they were gone in a cloud of perfumed air as their bearers loped past.

There was no time to admire the grand walls and gates of the palace, nor stop to stare at the manicured gardens—lush and green, bursting with flowers, and scattered ornamental fowl and exotic beasts scattered about—for they were rushed inside the palace immediately.

Soren dismounted and followed his guide inside, shadowed by his men, who did not move to take their armour off despite the heat, and kept their fingers close to their swords and their eyes roving for signs of a threat.

They strode over polished marble floors, through frescoed high-ceilinged halls, and past priceless works of art. It was lavishness like Soren had never seen before; purely for pleasure, over Pandora castle’s need for function first. Indefensible, he thought, as he spied floor to ceiling windows open to the elements. His guide paused outside a grand door. Soren could not discern the wood, but it was covered with elaborate carvings and embellished with wrought metal designs. As Soren watched his guide slip inside, he noticed that even the door handles were elaborately designed. Gold? he wondered. The giant doors opened suddenly before him, silent on their hinges, and his guide gestured them into the huge space of the grand hall beyond.

Soren stood tall and proud and marched inside, knowing his men would be in identical form, with his banners held proudly as they were announced.

“His Supreme Majesty King Harad, Third of his Name, King of Roher, Ladrin and all the Lands of the West, welcomes King Soren of Caledan, of the Throne of the Dragon Kings, Dragon’s Bane, Eldar-friend, Dragon-friend, and First of his Name,” a booming voice introduced him.

Harad sat before them, statuesque, on a grand throne that sat on a stepped dais high above their heads. It was imposing, luxurious, and a display of wealth and power. The throne was studded with gems and precious metal designs, and Harad sat with a heavy crown atop his head, draped in golden and purple fabrics, and displaying a gaudy amount of jewellery. He looked like a sculpture.

It was far from Soren’s last meeting with Harad—his first—outside the gates of Pandora all that time ago. Then, he had worn crafted armour that enhanced his physique into a fearsome warrior. Now, Soren could see that, although fearsome and impressive, his hair had greyed somewhat more, and he had descended ever so slightly more into the corpulence of middle age.

Harad met his gaze as Soren strode across the smooth, polished floor that reflected his gleaming armour, and offered him a slight bow, as an equal. “Your Majesty,” said Soren, straight faced and impassive. Harad, he noted, looked more than a little surprised to see him—as was to be expected—but he recovered with grace, as Soren expected.

“Your Majesty,” Harad greeted him, but did not rise from his chair. His eyes, which had widened ever so slightly at Soren’s entrance, now closed again as Harad resumed his customary shrewd and impassive expression.

Soren noticed his glance furtively checking the room. They were surrounded by guards, he knew; some visible and some hidden in the shadows behind the vast columns which held up the lofty ceiling. Harad will be calculating whether to hear me out or not bother. They were vastly outnumbered, and in the heart of his enemy’s territory. Trust the plan, he steadied himself again.

“I thank you for receiving me at such short notice, Your Majesty,” began Soren. “I ask that you send your men away, for I bear urgent news for your ears only.”

Harad scoffed, but Soren’s grave expression did not waver. “I know of your current predicament,” he said quietly, focusing his attention on Harad, who sat forward in his throne, straining to listen. Soren stepped forward until he was at the foot of the dais. Guards leaned forward, too, but Harad dismissed them with a flick of his finger and they sank back into their positions. “I know of the being of water, as tall as the sky.”

Harad blanched.

“I warn you now. You will not want any other to hear what I must tell you.” Soren drew himself up tall and firm, exuding a confidence he did not feel, and did not let his determined expression flicker.

Harad regarded him inscrutably, not giving any hint as to his thoughts. His eyes glittered under a shadowed brow his crown cast over his face. At last, he shifted on his throne and stood. At a slash of his hand, guards melted away. “Pray, continue.” He stepped slowly from the dais.

Soren suppressed a grim smile as King Harad descended to his level. I have his attention piqued, at least.

“It—She—is called Arandulus. She is an elemental. I suppose a god of sorts. She terrorises Roher, yes?” He looked to Harad, but he gave no response. Of course, he does not want to admit weakness, even in private. “And you cannot stop her.” No response, not even a twitch. Harad watched him guardedly now, like a predator. ”I can defeat her.”

Harad froze and fixed Soren in an eagle eyed stare.

“I alone can defeat her,” Soren repeated. “I can restore peace to Roher... and stability to your rule. It is undermining, no? Not being able to help your own people.”

Harad scowled, at last showing a chink in his seemingly impregnable armour. “No man can defeat this demon,” Harad sneered, but he was flustered by Soren’s unrelenting calm demeanour. “What is this madness?”

“I promise you,” said Soren, letting a smile slip. “I can deliver you from this being.”

“How can it be done?”

Soren paused, and his tongue darted out to wet his lips. “I cannot reveal it. Naturally, it is no ordinary method I use. But I promise you, it can be done, and by I alone. You will have to trust to that.” Soren could see Harad’s inner struggle. He is not one to relinquish control, power... or to trust.

“It cannot be done,” Harad said at last with a sneer.

“I promise it. On my honour as a king,” said Soren solemnly. “Naturally, in exchange for this great deed, I would require something in return.”

Now Harad regarded him with curiosity. At last, we speak the same language: business.

“Will you accept my offer? If you think it impossible, what do you have to lose?”

“What do you desire in return?” Harad’s tone was guarded.

Soren suppressed a laugh. Ever the businessman. He does not want to lose in this; as if the stakes could be higher for him! “I will defeat Arandulus, the ‘demon’ who terrorises you, in exchange for a meaningful, lasting peace treaty between our two nations.”

Harad was speechless.

“What say you? Is that a worthy price to pay for the salvation of your nation? By the accounts I hear, Arandulus ravages Roher and there is nothing you can do to stop her. It is only so long before your people lose faith in you.” As it had happened with himself and the dragon attacks. That was a dark time.

A flicker of anger crossed Harad’s face. “I can—”

“Not deal with this alone,” Soren interrupted him. “Humour me, if you think it so impossible. You have nothing to lose and everything to gain. If I succeed, peace is restored to your country and your rule will be secure once more. I will receive just recompense. If I fail, well, you do not have to fulfill your end of our agreement, and you are no worse off than before.” Soren watched Harad carefully. He was clearly calculating his own conclusions, for his eyes focused unseeing into the distance. He will be wondering whether it makes him any less of a man to accept help... and realising that Caledan will be ripe for the taking should I fail. The stakes are high for me, too. Trust to the plan...

“I will agree to this,” Harad said stiffly.

Soren smiled, a thin lipped smile of gladness, but not relief. This was just one step in a plan in which many things would have to come to fruition for success to be ensured. “I am most pleased to hear it, Your Majesty. I would suggest time is of the essence. I have less than two days at best before I must leave to complete my end of our bargain. I wish for our peace treaty to be negotiated and signed by then.”

Harad was not used to taking orders, or instruction, it was clear. A muscle in his cheek twitched and he clapped. A servant appeared in a flurry of movement from seemingly nowhere. Harad fired a rapid babble of Roherii at him, and the servant bowed, scraping the floor with his robes, and rushed away. “It shall be done,” Harad said grudgingly.
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THE NEGOTIATIONS TOOK two days to complete, and Soren itched to leave. Tarrell and Farran’s own sense of urgency filled him.

They were made all the more difficult by the fact Soren did it alone, without the usual customary delegation that would assist him. Only Barclay accompanied him to negotiations, and the Caledonian ambassador to Roher, who Soren had never met before—a distant cousin to the Orrell family—who was glad to speak with someone else from his homeland.

He was a quiet man. Soren guessed anyone would have to be a private person to succeed in Roher. The Roherii court was a tense place, each watching Harad for his actions. Harad was quick to punish his enemies, and angering him never ended well. It must be a hard job here. Mind, the ambassador gets paid handsomely for his ‘troubles’, Soren knew.

Luckily for Soren, between the three of them, they had managed to pour over the draft agreements, which were riddled with intentional omissions, misleading, and unfavourable terms. Even in such need, Harad would not offer a fair deal, it seemed. Soren had not expected anything less from the shrewd king. Everything is business with him. The more he can gain, the better.

“We are fast running out of time,” Tarrell warned him again as Soren scried him using a small mirror he had secreted into the palace upon his person.

“I progress as fast as I can,” Soren answered, dragging a hand across his face. He was tired. It had been a long day of negotiating. Peace treaties, as it happened, were intricate, fiddly, and time-consuming to decide.

“We appreciate that, Soren,” Tarrell sighed. “But for our two races, Arandulus is the more pressing issue.”

“We sign the treaty tomorrow morning—at last. I will leave immediately.”

Tarrell was as satisfied as he could be, and it would have to do. It is too late now to change the plan.

~
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AS THEY ENDED THE SCRYING, Tarrell turned to Farran with a sigh. They scried Brithilca next. The blue dragon flitted across the glass, filling its surface with his bulk.

“We have Eldarkind magic,” Tarrell mused, “and a suitable binding to use. We have your strength and fire, too,” he nodded at Farran, “though I suspect your fire will not sit you at an advantage in this fight?”

Farran rumbled in agreement. “No, indeed.”

“You have my strength for the binding also,” said Brithilca. “Remember, she cannot harm me in my current form, and I have an idea of my own. There is a way that I can use Arandulus’s own magic and power to make myself a physical form with your help. Farran, you know how to summon me into water; think of it on a grander scale. I will be immune to her water based attacks, and can channel your strength and magic if you remain in close proximity.”

“Will it succeed?” asked Tarrell.

Brithilca was silent. “I cannot be certain,” he said eventually. “Yet, we are of limited options. The clan is susceptible to her magic and her water, so I must try. If we are not careful, she could end the entire clan on a whim.”

~
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SOREN SIGNED HIS NAME with a hideously impractical quill, made of a feather so large he could barely control its bobbing top as he wrote. But it was done, and the ink dried on a treaty more meaningful than any which had been signed in the past hundred years. It was not time to celebrate yet. There is much to accomplish first. 

“A copy will be sent at once to Caledan?” he looked to Harad with a raised eyebrow. Harad nodded curtly. “I thank you. I retain the second copy, and you the third.” He took the roll of parchment from Harad’s aide.

“I will require proof,” said Harad suddenly, regarding Soren through half-lidded eyes.

Soren froze. Proof. There will be nothing left to show.

“I shall send my firstborn, Janus, with you. He shall report to me on his return, what has passed. The treaty will take effect with the destruction of the demon you call Arandulus.”

Soren thought quickly. “He will journey on horse?”

“Naturally.” Harad’s eyes narrowed again. “My men tell me you arrived from the desert with none of your own. Do you require mounts?”

“Ah, no, I have my own mounts outside the city.” Soren avoided the question skillfully.

Within the hour, they were on their way. Soren and his dozen men, and Janus, who was a copy of his father, only some decades younger. He had the same ruthless feel, and Soren was under no illusions that there would be no camaraderie between them. This is business to Harad. He will trust no one.

Harad accompanied them, too, much to Soren’s chagrin. He was clearly curious about the ‘mounts’ that Soren would not describe. Perhaps, he thinks I have bred special horses or beasts. Soren suppressed a chuckle. There would be nothing for it but to reveal his allies; a secret weapon of his own, he supposed.

Soren was glad that Janus had brought his own mount. It was still a sore point with the dragons that they bore their allies like beasts, and he had no intention of asking them to bear the son of a man he bore such enmity to. Perhaps, this could work out well. Tarrell and Farran will not wait for Janus. Perhaps, by the time he catches up with us, our task will be complete. Soren could only hope.

They crested the hill behind which the dragons and Eldarkind camped, and Soren heard Harad and Janus curse under their breath. They halted, wide-eyed and open-mouthed on the brow of the hill, regarding the sprawling camp of dragons and—to the Roherii—humans. Soren slyly examined them. A mix of fear, wonder and desire was written upon Harad’s face.

Harad rode forward to Soren. “Such wondrous beasts are these. What are they?”

“Dragons,” said Soren, and left it at that. He would not furnish Harad with more than was necessary.

“Where come you by these?”

Soren did not answer.

“What price do you demand for me to buy one, or perhaps more, from you?”

“They are not for sale,” Soren said swiftly, annoyed by the lust in Harad’s eyed. He looked at Harad scornfully. “They are our allies, not beasts of burden. They act only under their free will. I could not compel them to follow you if I tried.” At least, we are their allies, Soren thought gladly. I would fear to be their enemy.

“Free will, you say,” mused Harad. The lustful look had not disappeared him his eyes and Soren disliked the thoughtfulness with which he said it.

“Well met, Farran, Tarrell,” he said as they approached. “I bring with me King Harad of Roher, and his son, Prince Janus.” It was as much a warning as an introduction that meant ‘do not speak freely’.

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” murmured Tarrell with a bow as Soren introduced him.

Farran regarded them with inscrutable eyes, and did not offer the same bow he had offered to Soren upon meeting him. His instinct is right, thought Soren, as he watched Farran’s wariness around Harad and his son.

“We must be away at once, yes?” Soren prompted.

“At once,” Tarrell said. “We already make ready to leave.”

“We shall fly far and fast,” Soren said to Janus with no apology. “I thank you for telling us where Arandulus currently roams. Follow us as quickly as you can.”

“I am not to ride these beasts like you?”

Farran began to growl.

“Come, I can pay if it a question of price. What say you?” Janus stepped forward hungrily.

“We are no beast of burden,” growled Farran, and stabbed his head towards the Roherii prince.

Janus stumbled backwards and his face paled when Farran’s teeth were bared in his face.

“I would not do your bidding if you asked it, and it certainly cannot be bought.” Farran’s lip curled in disgust; a surprisingly human reaction.

Harad stood back from the exchange, Soren noted, but his eyes still held a gleam of insatiable desire and curiosity.
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Chapter Thirty Four
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The dragons, with the Eldarkind, and Soren and his men flew north-west swiftly, leaving Janus to trail them on his mount. He scrambled to keep up at first, but as they drew further and further ahead, gave up punishing his horse, which was well suited to riding in the desert, and settled for a steady pace instead.

It was a unanimous decision not to wait for him. There was no need for him to know of the pact and their magic, and much to do after Soren’s delay in Arrans. It weighed heavily on all their minds of the need to catch Arandulus by surprise to hold the advantage, for the dragons were incredibly vulnerable to water and not even Eldarkind magic would be able to protect them from her wrath.

Flying as high as they did, they needed little direction from Janus, they discovered, for Arandulus was large enough to be visible ahead of them or, at least, Her storm was. Dark clouds piled high into the sky, and underneath them was an inky blackness they could not discern.

Arandulus moved quickly, for She was already almost at the isthmus of land which separated Roher and the mainland from Caledan.

“She will be seeking Bahr,” Farran said grimly. “She will know he has perished, and Kotyir will draw Her, for it contains the last remnants of his magic.”

They approached and dove into the roiling clouds sinking below them where they could spy Arandulus in the gloom. She marched inexorably north with her back to them, and the dragons stormed her at once, bathing her in swathes of fire. She turned and shrieked an inhuman sound of rage that grated on their ears.

“Spawn of Bahr!” she hissed, and turned her attention to them. Soren’s dragon—followed by those who carried his men—dove to the ground to land against the rising winds. They carried something else important, too: iron, and much of it.

“Encircle Her,” Soren shouted to each man and dragon pair. “Do not break the circle at any time. It will be our failure if you do. Do not touch the water. Stay out of her reach and beneath her notice and watch your heads,” he added, ducking to avoid a flying twig. “Am I clear?”

They all nodded, and quickly set to dividing the iron between them equally. Then, Soren was on his own with his dragon and his iron. For a moment, he stopped and looked up; and wished he had not. Arandulus towered above them, as tall as he could see. Her waters were white and dark, thrashing and tumbling over and amongst themselves.

Soren could see other things, too: trees, stones, and worse debris whipping round inside her form. Where her feet tethered to the ground, water rushed and surged, and Soren leaped onto his dragon so they could fly just out of reach of the water that snatched anything it could into its grasp, even as she plucked dragons from the sky and quenched their life in her wet fists.

Far above him on Farran’s back, Tarrell began the incantation, which was taken up by the mouths of his kin, and the dragons crooned, calling Brithilca forth. Farran stumbled and stopped as Arandulus reached a giant watery arm to grab him.

Farran dove out of her way, but was not quick enough, and she grasped his tail. He screeched in pain and flapped wildly, but he could not escape her. A shape blasted out of Arandulus’s side, a giant spray of water, as if she was flesh sliced by a sword.

She looked down, and, momentarily distracted, released Farran, who dashed away into the darkness to regroup at a distance. The water solidified into the huge shape of a dragon bigger than even Farran: Brithilca, though he was made of water, not flesh and scales. He roared, though it sounded strangely muted, as if he did so underwater, and attacked Arandulus mercilessly.

Tarrell resumed his spells as Brithilca harried Arandulus. With every second that passed, Arandulus grew more enraged and her assault grew more fierce. Dragons fell from the sky, their life quenched by her waters, to smash into the ground far below in a giant plume of sand.

Soren watched with horror, struggling to stand in the battering winds. It seemed like the tide of battle was turning, and they would not succeed as easily as he had hoped. There was little he could do but wait with his pile of iron, all the while suppressing the growing doubt within him.

Even though her assault was deadly and devastating, it seemed to fuel the dragons, and they rallied into performing even more daring manoeuvres to maintain their fiery attack. Brithilca’s watery form flew around her, darting towards Arandulus and creating giant, scathing cuts through her that dashed water out into the air as if she bled it. Her form diminished as her water was vaporized by the relentless dragon fire and contained by the Eldarkind magic that constricted her. Bands of glowing light and swathes of fire that moved under the control of the spell encircled her form.

Soren could not help but watch slack-jawed with the rest of his men. He started as the iron beside him clinked and looked down. It moved of its own accord, rattling together as horse shoes clinked with anvils and nails, and then it seemed they melted, into shining liquid drops. Just like in his visions of Beren. They shivered and leapt into the sky, and as he looked across the plain, he saw glinting droplets flying towards Arandulus from all directions. They hit the bands of fire with splashes that cascaded sparks and joined into bands of glowing, molten metal that encircled Arandulus.

“No!” she snarled, and her eyes blazed blue like lightening on a summer’s day. “No!” She struggled but could not snap the bonds. “Twice wronged, you shall pay dearly for this!” she raged at them, trying to stagger in any direction, but she could barely move.

Farran dropped from the sky with a thud behind Soren that made him jump, fearing he was about to be flattened by debris.

“Here!” Tarrell called, and he pulled out a knife.

Soren immediately understood and sprinted towards him in the growing gale as air battered and buffeted him. He hunkered behind Farran’s bulk as Tarrell jumped from Farran’s back, slashed both of their palms, and joined hands to mingle the blood. Soren bit back a cry.

Tarrell turned without delay to Farran, who tilted his head to offer the fleshy underside of his jaw. The knife nicked his hide swiftly, and Tarrell caught the giant purple drop of blood that fell, just as Falykas had in Soren’s vision. The three bloods mingled on Tarrell’s hand, and he closed his fist around the liquid and called the incantation again as Farran leapt into the sky to continue the battle.

“Foss anda Arandulus, ia kaskea uan att aslura, inge flytte, inge tenkir, inge endra, inge eiende i a feld. Ia sinuar uan yta detthe, mina ethera, a ethera ro mina Eldarkin, a jarn ro ungrkin, ja a styrkr ro dragonkin, asti a lok ro timi!”

Water spirit, I command you to sleep, unmoving, unthinking, unchanging, unyielding in the earth. I bind you with this, my energy, the energy of my kin, the iron of man, and the strength of dragonkin, until the end of time!

Tarrell’s words were snatched away into the wind and they could do little but watch as Arandulus shrunk inside the growing bands of fire and metal. There were chinks in her cocoon, and she sought to escape. Great, arching jets of water spurted from them, but each time, Brithilca snapped at them with his own watery jaws and they disintegrated or Arandulus snatched them back inside her prison.

The forms in the sky collapsed in upon themselves and Arandulus emitted a keening shriek that split Soren’s head. He closed his eyes as if it could shield against the sound, but even when he clutched his hands to his ears, he could not stop it piercing into his skull.

All of a sudden, the sound ceased and Soren opened his eyes again. What remained was a ball of twisting fire, molten metal, and pure light in the sky, shrinking into itself again and again. Arandulus still struggled to escape, but the loops of water spurting out grew less and less, and the watery form of Brithilca did not need to act before the force of the magic binding Arandulus pulled her essence back itself.

Soon, nothing was left but a ball the height of a man. Dragons converged on it from all directions, whipping their wings in a strange pattern. Sand rose from the desert into the maelstrom to form a vortex that shrouded Arandulus, and Soren could see it drove into the ground, boring a hole so deep he could not see the bottom. Through the flying sand, which was so sharp Soren had to half close his eyes to shield them, he watched as the orb descended into the hole.

The dragons changed to a new formation and a new pattern of beating wings, and the tornado of sand fell to the earth, now funnelled back to the hole from whence it came until the sand was settled again and nothing could be seen of Arandulus. Just a hump in the ground remained where she had displaced the sand.

Brithilca rumbled, soared over them, and disintegrated into a flood of water that plummeted from the sky as his spirit left its physical form.

Dragons roared with pride and joy, soaring into the sky and performing arcs and somersaults whilst others landed. Eldarkind slipped off their mounts and congregated by Arandulus’ resting place. Tarrell, Farran, and Soren rushed to join them.

Already, the storm clouds were disintegrating and cracks of sunshine became swathes of pale, hazy desert sky. Mud baked. Puddles sunk into the sand. And soon, there was no clue as to what had happened.

As the Eldarkind and dragons congratulated each other, Soren looked up. On the horizon was the figure of a horse and a man. He galloped towards them and Soren jogged to meet him.

Soren was pleased to see that Janus was slack-jawed and speechless.

“You saw?”

Janus swallowed and nodded. His face was full of fear as much as it was questions, judging by the look of his twisted brows.

“Tell your father of this. I consider our treaty binding as of this moment.” With great satisfaction, Soren turned and walked away. Only when he was out of sight of Janus and amongst the dragons and the Eldarkind did he let his shoulders slump with a huge sigh of relief. Trust to the plan. We did it.
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Chapter Thirty Five
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It was a slower return to Pandora, but only just, for the dragons were battle weary, but there was still one urgent matter to attend to: the re-binding of all other elementals before they awoke. Soren considered that the pact was remade after facing Arandulus, but Brithilca had one last plan in mind that would not only seal the alliance between men, Eldarkind, and dragons, but rid them of the threat of the elementals forevermore.

There was no time to waste. As they arrived in Pandora, they flocked to the ruins of the cathedral where Brithilca’s indestructible statue still stood amongst the collapsed walls and the devastated structure. Only the tower remained almost intact whilst much of the rest of the building was razed. Cies’ damage of the columns holding the roof had done their job. It had collapsed almost entirely, pulling the walls down with it.

Stonemasons were already busy carting rubble away from the site and trying to organise the ruins, but it would be a process that would take decades to complete. As the dragons landed, the masons stopped work and stood back, watching curiously before they scrambled to sink into low bows when they recognised Soren. They made to down tools and leave, for the dragons overwhelmed their workspace, but Soren shook his head. “Stay. Witness this.”

Soren stepped through the rubble carefully, flanked by Tarrell and Farran. Dragons ringed them, sitting on their haunches with their wings folded neatly away and with Eldarkind intermingled. As one, the dragons began to croon. The sound never failed to send shivers down Soren’s spine, for magic flowed in their voices. The sound drew others, and before long, a growing crowd of Soren’s people accumulated around them, standing and watching in silence.

Soren halted before the dais on which Brithilca’s somehow miraculously undamaged statue sat, waiting. A crack rent the air, and a second, and a third, and Brithilca’s statue, inhabited by the spirit of the great dragon himself, slowly came to life as the dragons’ song died. Brithilca stood and spread his wings, flexing them and unfurling them so they cast a great shadow.

Soren dropped to his knees, as did Tarrell, and Farran raised his chin to the stone dragon.

“Brithilca-visir,” they murmured as one.

“Farran-visir. Tarrell-visir. Soren-visir. My kin and my allies,” Brithlica rumbled. His great head swung from side to side as he swept his gaze over the still growing crowd. “Once, in the days of old, there was a man-king, an Eldar-king, and a dragon-king. King Beren, King Falykas, and myself. We warred. The land and its peoples were scarred. Yet, a greater threat than each of us endangered us all. Gods, you humans called them. Elementals, they are known to Eldarkind and dragonkin.

“We saw no option but to unite against this common enemy. In doing so, we succeeded. Our enemy, the elementals who sought to destroy us all, were vanquished, but not forever. In the thousand years since, they have lain in slumber. An alliance between men, Eldarkind, and dragons was forged, and for a millennia it endured, but it was broken by the corrupted magics of the elementals as they sought to escape their bindings. Our great bond unraveled. Apart, we were as weak as we had been when war divided us. Apart, the pact failed.

“Today, we bind the pact anew, and stronger than before; with openness so that we may all live freely together in harmony and prosperity, safe in the knowledge that those who seek to rise and destroy us shall all remain bound to lie in slumber for aeons more, until our three races end.” Brithilca looked to Soren, Tarrell, and Farran. “Are you ready?”

Tarrell brought his knife to bear again, and cut into his palm once more. He had healed it before in seconds, as he had done with Soren’s and Farran’s cuts when they had faced Arandulus, but they had all three known it would not be the last time they gave their blood to the pact. He nicked Farran’s throat again, and sliced into Soren’s palm. Once more, he mingled their bloods and held out his palm to Brithilca, who sniffed it.

Tarrell took a deep breath and looked Brithilca in the eyes. “Thank you, Brithilca-visir,” he said softly.

Brithilca rumbled. “I have endured over a millennia now, trapped in an existence of darkness and an absence of sense and life. For a thousand years, I have been unable to feel the sun on my face, the wind beneath my wings, and the fire in my belly. I am strong, but I am tired. I gave my life once for the pact. I will do it again willingly, to see it endure for the life of our three races, and have my peace, too.”

Farran responded in a tongue Soren could not understand—the dragon’s own language, he supposed—and Brithilca replied in kind.

Last of all, Brithilca turned to Soren. “The dragon throne will be no more, and neither will the crown. You understand that the value of neither of these things lies in the item, but in you. Beren would have approved of the choices you have made.”

Soren swallowed and blinked away the tears. All those years sitting before this immobile throne dreaming of adventures with dragons, and now, he had had an infinite amount more to do with Brithilca than he had ever thought possible—more than anyone else. It was still not enough, and still too dear to part with. So much I will never know.

His respect for the great spirit was even greater than that he held for the dragons and the Eldarkind, and he had not known Brithilca had suffered so over the years. It added to the ache in his heart for the sacrifices Brithilca had made, and the sacrifice he was about to. For, as Brithilca had informed them, he had the residual strength and magic to ensure that the pact could be rebound for as long as their three races endured, and, most importantly, the bonds upon all the elementals would be re-wrought at once. But in lending his strength, he would end his existence; trading his life, for all of theirs.

Tarrell approached Brithilca, who bent his head so that Tarrell could place his palm and the three bloods on Brithilca’s muzzle. Tears streamed down his face as he spoke. “Storr andas, ia kaskea uan att aslura, inge flytte, inge tenkir, inge endra, ja inge eiende. Ia sinuar uan yta detthe, mina ethera, a ethera ro mina Eldarkin, a jarn ro ungrkin, ja a styrkr ro dragonkin—” Tarrell’s voice cracked, “—asti a lok ro timi! Vid innsigala okur sattmala yta dreyri ja fjolkynngi, att lengi sem okur thrir tegundir pola; ungrkin, dragonkin, ja Eldarkin.”

Great spirits, I command you to sleep, unmoving, unthinking, unchanging, and unyielding. I bind you with this, my energy, the energy of my kin, the iron of man, and the strength of dragonkin until the end of time! We seal our pact with blood and magic, to endure as long as our races; mankind, dragonkin, and Eldarkind.

As he spoke, the dragons crept into song once more. Their crooning now sung of loss and ends, and reverberated through everyone there. The Eldarkind wove their own melody into it, rising high to the dragons’ low tune, speaking of binding and forging, of sleeping and mending. As Soren watched, all of them glowed with an inner light, and magic tingled upon his own skin. Sparks danced through the air, and when Soren squinted, he was sure he could see a river of light flowing around them all.

Soren stepped forward to place his own hand atop Tarrell’s, and Farran joined them. Soren’s mouth opened, and he sung, too, though he did not know the words or understand them. His mouth was not his own; magic found the song for him, and soon sound swelled around them as it spoke through the watching men, women, and children in a tongue they did not know.

The light grew brighter and brighter around them, forcing Soren to shield his eyes. Before them, the stone figure of Brithilca grew warm, and then hot to the touch, and began to disintegrate into sparks, just as he had done a millennia ago, as Soren had seen through Beren’s eyes. This time, however, Soren knew there would be no spectral remnant of the great dragon. His heart ached with sadness and gratitude for Brithilca’s sacrifice, and, at last, he let tears spill down his face unashamedly.

In but a few moments, Tarrell’s and Soren’s bleeding hands raised into mid-air, as last of all, Brithilca’s head disappeared and one last trace of his voice echoed around them. “Thank you...”

Their song crescendoed and faded. First, the humans faltered, and then the Eldarkind, and last of all the dragons until all that remained was silence. The air was thick with magic and sparks floated upon the breeze. The tingle of it lingered upon Soren’s skin, and he could see trails of light glistening over Tarrell and weaving across Farran’s scales.

They shared a look heavy with sorrow. It was done. The pact was remade, and the threat to the three races extinguished for as long as they would endure, with all elementals rebound to sleep. They had wrought a peace that would last many millennia more, but there was no joy in that moment, as there ought to have been. Not even relief, for the cost had been great. Almost too great to bear.

Soren looked to the damaged throne sitting upon the dais. It looked bare and small and vulnerable without the figure of Brithilca guarding it.
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Chapter Thirty Six
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Even a few weeks had made a difference as stone buildings sprang up and many wooden constructions were already finished, thanks to the townsfolk of Arlyn all pitching in to help under the direction of Soren’s master builders.

Eve walked the streets, which were still black with fire damage in places, and piled high with rubble. Before the dragon attack, this would have looked like devastation, but already she could see how far the town had come in a short time. There was much more to do in Arlyn and throughout Arrow county—and much more to be healed, but that would come in time.

Eve was glad, most of all, to be able to help build and restore things rather than destroy them. She had had her taste of war. Death and suffering was not for her to inflict, and she never would; she was quite certain of that. One good thing had come of this. Through all the suffering her people had seen, she had also shown them her magical skills and that the powers of the Eldarkind were a force for good.

She had openly used her powers to heal those in need. Never would she be ashamed of her identity again. Now, she could be proud of her heritage and her skills, and be certain of her place in the world at last. And her people, through knowing and trusting her, trusted in that also.

A few of the Eldarkind had arrived several days before on their way home from Pandora to rebuild their own lives. They had stopped to help her, too. Tarrell was amongst them. It seemed he felt personal guilt for the attack on Arlyn, though he could not have foreseen or prevented it. Together, they healed the people’s injuries and left to start their own lives once more.

After that, instead of hushed tales of child-stealing terrors in the night, the people whispered of the Eldarkind, with their hair of starlight and their healing hands, and Eve’s by extension.

Eve’s father left the running of the county wholly to her, and that was a responsibility she made her own. His health had neither improved, nor deteriorated. He endured. Eve was sad, but it only made her more determined to succeed in her own way.

“How goes it?” asked her father when she visited that afternoon. He was in the drawing room again—his new favourite haunt—with another book and a fire, even though it was spring and warming fast.

“Well,” she replied, and recounted the week’s progress.

“I am most glad, my little dove. I am proud of you.” He smiled and Eve grinned herself, pleased with the praise. His face filled with warmth when he smiled, and Eve loved that. His cheeks were pinker today. He looks much better today. Today is a good day. A frisson crossed her stomach and she stood taller. Today is the day.

“Father, I have something to tell you.”

Karn’s brow furrowed and his lips twitched in a small smile, amused at her seriousness. “Yes?”

“I wish to marry. I have found a husband. I will not be dissuaded.”

Her father laughed reflexively. “I beg your pardon?” He looked at her askance. “You are serious?”

“Yes.”

He quieted. “What have you done?”

“Nothing!” Eve protested and blushed. “Worry not, Father. I’ve cast no shame upon our family. I mean, that you wished me to find a husband, and I do not want to marry anyone I do not choose for myself. I have found a prospective husband of my choice.”

“Who?”

“Luke. Lucan, I mean,” she stumbled, affording him his proper name.

“The guard?” Her father was incredulous.

“Yes.”

“And you want my blessing?”

Eve stood straighter. “Yes.”

Her father sighed. “Did you know I defied my father’s own will to marry your mother?”

Eve frowned. “What?”

“I did.” Karn chuckled. “He did not speak to me for a year, but I was so in love, I did it anyway.” He shook his head. “If you truly feel so strongly, I cannot force you otherwise. Above all else, I desire your happiness and security. I want you to have a husband who will care for you the rest of your days. If you place your faith in this choice, then I shall respect your wishes. You... You are no longer a little girl, Eve.”

She knew he referred to her managing Arrow county on his behalf. No, I am not, she thought. That innocence was lost forever. Her father’s improvement was slow, if at all. Eve knew she would have to lead the county for much longer in her father’s stead. She excused herself and ran to find Luke, who was toiling on one of the myriad of building projects.

For a moment, she stood to watch him as he heaved and hauled rubble with a crew of strong, young men. His muscles corded under the strain and he was too lost in his concentration to notice her. She could not help but smile.

“Luke,” she called softly after a few moments. At once, he stopped and looked up, grinning as he saw her. He straightened and wiped a grimy hand across his sweat-stained brow. Eve beckoned him over, and he excused himself and jogged towards her. 

“Is everything well?” he asked.

She nodded and smiled, unable to keep the grin from her face. “I spoke to my father. About... us.”

Luke’s smile faded and his expression clouded. “And?” he asked cautiously.

“He gives us his blessing.”

Luke raised his eyebrows and she nodded to confirm it. He broke into an even wider grin. “Then it means?”

“Yes.”

“You will be my wife?”

“Yes.”

Luke paced forward and grabbed her in a tight embrace. She held onto him, not caring that the dust and grime smeared her clothes—nor who saw them embrace.

“Not yet, though,” she added.

He released her, looking puzzled, but she gestured around them. “We have work to do first.”

Luke smiled ruefully. “That we do.”

As they sat upon the walls later that day, looking down over Arlyn as the sun set behind the mountains, Luke tucked her under his arm. “For all that has happened over the past couple of years, I cannot help but be glad.” He squeezed her closer.

She patted him on the chest. “I am, too.” Her eyes fixated on her scars once more, and she was glad Luke did not seem to see or mind them. She was still not used to them herself. And then, her eyes lingered on his own blackened fingertips. The frostbite had not healed as the monks had rightly said, but neither had it gotten worse.

Those were just the visible signs of all they had endured, and marks they would carry for life. Yet, the physical remnants seemed inconsequential to what else they had endured, and what they had become as people: strong and independent, and the choosers of their own destinies.

“What a journey,” Eve said. Somehow, the path wandered and I still find myself exactly where I would want.

“It’s been a long one.”

“Mm. There’s much more to come yet.”

“I’m sure.”

“But for now, some peace, I hope,” Eve added.

Luke chuckled. “I hope so, too. I promise, by the end of the year, I’ll have a house raised for us. I’ll ask your father for your hand, as I ought to. We'll do this properly, as we should have done the first time around.”

“I’d like that very much.” Eve leaned closer and Luke planted a kiss upon her forehead and clasped one of her scarred hands in his own maimed grasp.
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Chapter Thirty Seven
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The halls of Pandora castle were the noisiest they had ever been. They should have been at their quietest, for the dragons left for Kotyir swiftly and the Eldarkind for Ednor, but Soren had opened the castle to the citizens of Pandora. So much of the city was destroyed and they had nowhere else to go. He would not see them out on the streets. It was against convention and wholly unplanned, but Soren had to admit, it was the most welcoming the castle had felt in a long time.

It was meant to be lived in—used, Soren thought with satisfaction. Families occupied every spare room, and some slept in the corridors. Some of the lords thought it an atrocious judgment, but Soren did not give a mind to their concerns. He would not have his people starve outside and endure cold nights and the spring rains without shelter. Soren had seen the slums of Roher; they were frail, shoddy, and squalid. His people would be treated differently. And so the castle filled each night with the chatter of a thousand voices, and emptied each day as they all left—Soren included—to lend a hand rebuilding the city.

It would take a long time, and several generations to rebuild parts, like the cathedral, but Soren left those in ruins. Housing came first, at whatever price the crown could afford to give the people who had lost everything.

It was the first time since he had been a naive prince that he worked without fear or worry, for it was the first time he had not needed to watch over his shoulders for the threat of assassination, the worry of treason, or the pressure of war looming.

Somehow, against all the odds, he had done it. He had regained his throne from Zaki, the usurper. He had avenged his mother and brought her murderer to justice. He had even removed the threat of Roher. Not even his mother had managed to curb Harad’s ambition.

Most importantly of all, he had secured a new, lasting bond between the three races of men, Eldarkind, and dragons that would see peace and a secure future for Caledan long after he had gone. Now, they could live openly together, and their alliance could be celebrated. Dragons would be the champions of the realm, and the Eldarkind’s magic would become the tales of legend, not twisted fairytales.

The danger of Cies was gone forever, and the much greater threat of the elementals, also. Though, that was something most of Soren’s people would never know of. They did not need to know the real terrors that haunted nightmares.

Soren toiled that day alongside his subjects, feeling proud of all he had accomplished. A new age would dawn, an age of lasting peace, he hoped, now that he had proven himself. It had not been easy, and it had cost a lot to achieve.

With each brick he lifted, another face swam across his memory. His father. His mother. Edmund. Dane. There were countless others, too. Many had died that he had never seen or known. He wished it could be different. It did not seem worth it in a way, that they would not be here to see it, but he was glad their deaths had not been in vain. My parents and Edmund would be proud of me, now. If only they could see.

He had gained, too: new friendships and alliances that never would have seemed possible.

He was no longer a naive prince, that was certain. Now, Soren was a strong king, secure in his realm. Perfectly placed to lead it for many peaceful years. War would come again one day; that much was inevitable. He had learned at great cost that peace only seemed to come from violence. Perhaps he could change that, and perhaps he could not. But for now, there was peace, and Soren, King Soren, First of His Name, Dragon’s Bane, Eldar-friend, Dragon Friend, Bane of Elementals, Vanquisher of Roher, and Bringer of Peace had earned his rest.

~
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~ The End ~

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Thanks for Reading! Please leave a review.
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