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The lands of Alzear had become
fragmented by the terrors of the Horde. Many of the great mages had
been slaughtered leaving much of the land defenceless to the
onslaught. The warriors had done all that they could, with the help
of the druids and priests, but none could hold back the sweeping
tide of destruction that had been unleashed upon them.

An uneasy
alliance was formed between men, elves and dwarven kind; together
they hoped that they would be enough. The land of Mor needed
something special – The Divines had promised much, but had failed
to deliver. Only one man believed in the ancient prophecy of
Emmanuel. Now was the time for the prophets to rise and take their
place as the watchmen of The One. The faith of one loyal servant
was all they had; faith enough to call heaven down to Earth and
turn the tide of the advancing horde.
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“Fire is
seductive, Medad, beware of the lust for the flame.” Magnus, the
Archmage of Belgor, held the ball of glowing fire in his right palm
as he spoke, “Fire has a beauty that beguiles the beholder. It
dances like a maiden, full of virtues, but bites like an
adulteress. To be caught in her embrace will end in death, for,
though she is both beautiful to look at and inviting to touch, she
cannot be truly tamed and will surely burn the
beholder.”

Medad watched
the tiny flames within the glowing orb. Truly they were beautiful
and enchanting and they danced enticingly, writhing with exotic
rhythms. “How is it held so neatly, my lord? I see the beauty of
the flame and sense its pull, but how do you control the
flame.”

“Many years of
patience and a good few burns,” Magnus chuckled. “Do you still
remember the time when you first held the frost within your grasp?”
Magnus closed his hands softly together extinguishing the orb of
fire in a soft blue poof.

“Yes I do, my
lord. I also remember the time I first summoned water and
lightning; I can still smell my hair burning every time I think
about it.” For his teenage years Medad was a highly accomplished
mage. He had shown great promise from an early age when he had
first discovered his hidden mana and how to channel it through his
mind and body. Back in his hometown of Relgar to the east of
Belgor, he was considered gifted and had made an early entrance
into the Mages’ Guild where he soon came to the attention of Magnus
who was then only a high mage under the great Thultor, a true
battlemage with a heritage to be proud of. Medad on the other hand
was just a lowly farm boy whose father was a poor hunter at best.
It was on a hunting trip for forest wolves, whose pelts were
particularly plush, that Medad had first discovered his
gift.

A young wolf
had been cornered by his father, Trenor, who was readying his bow
when Medad spotted an adult wolf to his father’s flank. Had he not
reached out and tapped his mana, his father and most likely himself
too would have been the wolf’s next meal. In his mind Medad saw the
wolf bound in ice and sure enough, as he thrust out his hand, the
air around it crystallised and spat forth a blast of ice that froze
the hapless animal’s limbs into an icy block. Without thinking
Medad sprang forward drawing his short sword from its sheath and
slew the animal before it could even cry out. By the time his
father had strung his second arrow, Medad had made his first
kill.

From that day
forward, Medad was held in high regard by his father and those in
his village. As the months passed by his powers grew and grew.
There were set backs now and again, but the excitement the powers
gave him drew him deeper into the ways of the mage. As his fame
grew and spread far and wide, it was no surprise that he received
his personal invitation into the Mages’ Guild in Belgor and it was
none other than Magnus himself who had invited Medad to join. At
that time Magnus was one of the most respected battlemages in all
of Mor. Magnus had fought in many of the wars against the Horde in
the north and across the Churning Seas to Narelzbad, his counsel
was sought by many. So it was that Medad became the youngest mage
to ever enter the University of Elements.

Medad learned
the ways of the mage with exceptional speed, gaining a deep
understanding of the workings of mana. He learned quickly that the
secret to knowledge was listening to his peers and mentors: he
learned how to dissect the teachings of his peers to reveal the
deeper powers that lie within each elemental class. It had taken
him only three years of learning to master the disciplines of frost
and water and a further two to bridle the edge of lightning. Now,
at only sixteen years of age, Magnus had at last shown him fire and
for the first time ever Magnus had given caution to a
discipline.

“With fire
come many disciplines of its own, the key one being lust,” Magnus
warned.

“Lust, I do
not understand?” Medad looked into his master’s eyes for any hidden
clues.

“The
disciplines of fire are many,” Magnus paused, searching for the
right word. “Lust can master even the greatest of mages. It is a
route that can take you right into the heart of the demonic and
ultimately on to the path of the warlock. As a mage, its use must
be constrained as it is all consuming. No mage, or warlock for that
matter, can control every discipline of fire. There is a hidden
fire that comes at a great cost and is not found through learning,
it is the inner fire that is found on the pathway to holiness. It
is not for mages or for the evil deceit of warlocks, neither can it
be called upon by the druids. Inner fire is for the holy and there
it remains.”

“Why?” Medad
enquired. “Have I not proven myself enough for this holy way; must
I come so far to be cheated of my full potential?”

“Young Medad,”
Magnus reached out and took a firm grasp on his shoulders, “you are
not being cheated out of your potential. Even I cannot tap the
inner fire. All of my life I have sought to serve the Divine Order
of the Six, but the inner fire is still not mine. I have trusted
and prayed and bled for my masters, but still the fire that I seek
is not mine. Perhaps it is a myth or only attained upon ascension
or in the crossing over.

“Perhaps you
can reach out to whatever gods you worship and beseech them for the
inner fire. But I cannot teach you. You know me well enough to know
that I would not withhold such a thing from you, especially not
today. Not on your promotion to battlemage.” Magnus smiled at Medad
as he watched his countenance change from disappointment to
wonder.

“Battlemage,”
Magnus continued to smile, “you mean I am ready?”

“Indeed you
are. Your father taught you about the ways of the wild and how to
wield a weapon with competence. In class you have clearly
demonstrated time and again your understanding of how to support
warriors and protect the healers. You have learnt how to counter
the stealth of a thief and how to enhance your skills with alchemy
and herbs. If ever anyone was ready to face the Horde, then you are
that one.

“Medad of
Relgar, do you accept the promotion to the rank of battlemage and
all of the responsibilities that go with it?”

Medad
swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry. “I accept the honour my
lord. May the Divine Order be my guiding light and may my life be
given to the greater good of Alzear. May I spill the blood of my
enemies as I serve and protect the lives of the good citizens of
this great and marvellous land of Alzear.” Standing proudly to
attention, with his right hand over his heart and his left hand
holding high the blade of the battlemage, Medad took his place
amongst the elite of Alzear. Soon his skills would be tested for
real in the heat of battle against the Horde of the
north.

That night
Medad was to be found not in the company of his fellow officers,
but in the hands of the temptress. He had to master the fire. If he
was to go into battle then he would need every possible power at
his disposal.

The University
of Elements, the home of the Mages’ Guild, was situated in the
central lowlands of Mor. From the high tower it was possible to see
across the whole region as far as Drakeshire in the south across
the river Tibus and over westward to the coast. To the east, where
the dwarven people lived, the Dark Iron Hills broke up the soft
horizon, while to the north were the teetering peaks of the
Dragon’s Teeth, the mountains that bordered Meregith, where the
rumblings of war could be heard.

Medad had left
the university and headed out through the towering stone gates of
the city toward the north, where the Eerie Mines beckoned him
forth. The interior of the Eerie Mines glowed with hazy
phosphorescence, tinged with a blue that was given off by the algae
and lichens that lined the dripping walls of the mine. Once an
abundant copper mine, until an unfortunate incident with a young
apprentice alchemist left the mine useless for further
exploitation, it was no longer possible for humans to work in the
mine for a prolonged period of time, as the lichens would
eventually permanently stain the skin with its glowing light. The
mines were, however, a very good place to practise the arts of the
mage, as no one cared how many glowing hatchlings were killed or
even the wilder cousins of the mine rats for that
matter.

He had brought
plenty of spring water and fluids to drink to help keep his mana
reserves filled. Training new skills in this way could rapidly
deplete your mana, leaving you weak and vulnerable. Most mages wore
only dense woven fabrics, which they had enchanted to increase
their armour value and effectiveness in battle. Melee was not the
realm of a mage – that was for the warriors. Dense armour blocked
the flow of mana, only the most powerful of battle hardened mages
wore heavier armour and even then they would specialise in a single
discipline of magic and have their armour attuned to their
abilities.

Medad had
brought along his old robes that he himself had enchanted with a
reflective spell that would repel some of the damage from a melee
attack and a good deal of the magic cast against him. He drew his
blade from its sheath as he stepped into the mine. He closed his
eyes and drew his focus inwards, searching with his mind for
whatever lay ahead. On the fringes of his reach he could sense the
scratching claws of a hatchling, although not a large one like
those that roamed the Dark Iron Hills or lurked in the forests of
Learmont. These hatchlings were no more than knee high to an adult
human, but they could still deliver a nasty bite and they were
often found in great numbers. This one was alone.

He walked
silently across the soft lichen floor of the mine, taking the
corners as wide as he could. He switched the blade into his left
hand and began to picture a carpet of frost around the hatchling.
The spider hatchling tried to run, as if sensing a coming danger,
but was slowed by the numbing cold. Now Medad thought about the
fire – nothing major, just a tiny glowing ball in the palm of his
hand. With his attention thus diverted, the frost blanket began to
warm and fade freeing the hatchling from its grasp. The picture of
fire was working; Medad marvelled at the fist-sized ball of blue
flames that sat in the palm of his hand. For a moment he had
forgotten all about why he was there. He had not noticed how
quickly the frost had thawed or how near the hatchling was to him.
The spider dug its claws into the lichen with a quick twist, until
it could feel them bite into the rock beneath. For a split second
its eyes glared red in a circle around the crown of its head and
the jagged pattern on its abdomen throbbed as the creature opened
its dripping maw. It sprang from the ground though it was still
twenty feet away from its assailant. Medad caught the reflection of
the hatchling in the iridescent surface of the fireball and
instinctively he cast the orb at it. A moment later the hatchling
fell to the floor in a screaming whirl of thrashing legs. Medad
prepared a second fireball which he cast at the creature, causing
it to erupt into a cloud of charred atoms. Elated with his victory
and the success of conjuring fire, Medad whooped with joy, punching
the air in a gesture of triumph. A triumph that was to be short
lived.

From the
depths of the mine came the sound of a thousand clawing feet. Medad
had discovered something about using fire; it attracts the
creatures that dwell in the darkness. Eyes, thousands of tiny red
eyes, glowered in the darkness as the walls of the mine became
covered with clawing hatchlings. In a moment of sheer terror Medad
panicked; in his mind’s eye he pictured a wall of fire which,
without warning, erupted from his chest and tore into the advancing
mass of hatchlings. The fire consumed everything in its path;
lichens, algae, fungal spores, hatchlings and rats, absolutely
everything until all of its energy had been dissipated. Medad
turned and fled, his mana all spent in a single blast. He tugged at
the water skin that was tied around his waist and let the cool
liquid quench his thirst, restoring his mana as he staggered from
the mine.

By the time he
reached the city gate, the night was already giving way to the
dawn. He passed by the bemused guards who watched his passing with
a smile. When he reached his quarters he too laughed as he caught
sight of his blackened face and singed hair. He would only have
time for a short sleep before he would have to rise again to begin
his first day as a battlemage. It only took a second for him to
fall into a deep sleep. His dreams were filled with images of his
new love and the beauty of her form. The soft allure of the fire
had drawn him in and like a moth in a flame he had been caught.
Lust filled his heart that night, a lust that he would have to
master lest it consumed his very soul.

For Medad the morning came all
too soon. For the first time in his life he was late for class and
this his first day as an officer.

“Out
celebrating were we?” Garrant, the Field General, gripped Medad by
the shoulder and shook him affectionately. Garrant was huge, an old
school warrior who had found his mage powers in the heat of battle,
they had saved his life that day and many times since. Towering
over Medad by almost two feet he was intimidating, to say the
least. “Don’t be embarrassed, son, we all go overboard now and
again. I was missing for two whole days when I first got promoted.”
Medad managed a smile. “That’s the spirit lad. Never be
down-hearted, it will rob you of your confidence. Once your enemy
sees that, you’ll be overrun in a moment.” Garrant turned to face
the others, his armour clanking heavily. “Men,” he began, eyeing
the ranks of the assembled battlemages, “in a few moments we will
be opening a portal to Meregith where we will be joining a small
group of warriors in the northern territory. Stay close together as
we do not wish to lose anyone. Medad,” he dragged the boy forward
to his side, “here will be with me. I’m sure that most of you will
have heard of him, who hasn’t, eh?” There was a round of greetings
and hearty welcomes for Medad, it was not often that someone of his
calibre would become a battlemage. Most of the gifted mages would
normally be taken into the higher school, where they would work on
advanced field tactics and the arcane arts. For some reason Magnus
has chosen to send Medad into battle, something that Medad himself
had secretly desired.

“Each of you
is to pair up with a field warrior. The School of Light, bless
them,” Garrant had no time for the support classes like priests,
druids and prophets, but he did respect their abilities to keep his
men alive and cause chaos on the battlefield, “will be sending in
their people to keep us all shielded from the dark arts.

“Prepare
yourselves for battle. Erastus, open the portal to Garnet
Ford.”

“Sir,” Erastus
turned, and, taking an iron ring from his backpack, he placed it on
the ground and stepped into its centre, “Garnet Ford,” there was a
moment’s pause, then, “behold!”

Medad stood
speechless, unaware that Garrant was watching him. Erastus had
spread his arms out as far as he could; it was barely possible to
make out his form in the shimmering haze that was emanating from
his body. All around him a gently rippling window had opened and it
was possible to see the land of Meregith on the other side. Those
at the front of the line began to advance through the portal,
casting an aura of protection over themselves as they went. “Now is
the time, Medad; stay with me and watch all that I do. It will not
be possible for me explain as I go, but I will debrief you later.
Come let us fight for Alzear.” Garrant placed his hand on Medad’s
back and eased him through the portal.

On the other
side of the portal was Meregith and Medad was suddenly far from
home. “Protect yourself at all times,” commanded Garrant. “Though
we will have healers with us, you must always be on your guard. The
enemy may look stupid, but they are not. If you are faced with a
tauren, troll or, Divines forbid, an Ogre, hit them with something
to slow them down and get out of there fast. They are brutes and
will tear you apart. Leave the big stuff to the warriors. I want
you to be on the lookout for shamans. Take down their totems and
drain their strength. Stick close and may the Divines be with us.”
Garrant gave out his orders breaking the battlemages into small
teams with warriors, druids and priests. “I want your group to cut
through that small wood over there and flush out whatever is in
there. I sense only a few beings hidden in the centre, but be
careful. This group, I want you to go through the village and make
sure that it is clear. I want your group to flank to the east and
clear the ridge. The rest of us will cut through the centre, all of
you are to drive the horde back through the cutting, then we can
seal it off and keep the horde in their own lands.”

“For Alzear!”
A loud shout reached into the heavens as the groups spread out
across the battlefield uttering their war-cry. Medad watched as the
units disappeared then reappeared about fifty yards further
on.

“How is that
possible?” Medad asked, pointing toward the group nearing the
woodlands, “They keep disappearing.”

“It’s a druid
trick, saves a lot of time and energy for the group; it can also
get us behind the enemy unnoticed if a high druid is with you,”
Garrant replied. “Now focus on the battle.”

The battle in
the woodland was over in a few moments without casualty. Garrant
had been correct when he said that only a few life forms were
present there. A band of eight Krells, part human part animal, were
encamped at its centre. Though Krells were not particularly
intelligent or tough adversaries, in numbers they could be
dangerous, but this band was no match for trained troops. The mages
began the assault by blanketing the entire campsite with a mind
numbing frost, whilst the druids brought forth the roots of the
surrounding trees to bind the Krells where they sat. Moments later
the warriors sprang from cover, charging at their foes, swords
drawn and raised ready to strike. With a flashing of blades and
slicing of flesh, eight Krells were despatched to oblivion. Without
delay the group continued through the woodland and on through the
shallow vale toward the cutting. They were to meet with no further
resistance that day.

The group that
had been sent to the north fared much the same as they swept along
the foothills of the ridge where only a few groups of Krells were
encamped. They were surprised, however, to find a troll scout among
the Krells, as the two had a hatred for each other like humans had
for the horde. The troll scout sensed something approaching and
roused the Krells, but it was to no avail. The allied group swept
through the Krells with ease, leaving the troll to fend for itself.
Fortunately for the troll it had some immunity to the mages’ frost
effect due to its origins on the edge of icy tundra, but it would
be no match for the experienced warriors. In moments the troll was
surrounded by three of the warriors who were dwarfed by the troll.
Tundra trolls like this one had a thick leather-like hide which
acted like armour; together with their height and strength, a troll
could be a worthy adversary for a warrior. However, today was not
about heroes – today was about routing the enemy. The troll grabbed
its club and swung the four foot long, carved stone object at the
nearest warrior, who neatly ducked the blow, causing the troll to
lose balance. The rear warrior seized his moment and swiftly cut
the troll’s Achilles tendon, bringing it to its knees. In a defiant
gesture, the troll let out a fierce battle cry that would shake the
heart of any warrior, but it was quickly silenced as its head was
taken from its shoulders. The group moved on toward the
cutting.

The village of
Garnet Ford was devoid of life, the inhabitants, simple farmers,
had fled at the first sighting of the horde invaders and raised the
alarm. The same went for the open farmland where Medad ran with
Garrant and the main body of the troops. A few Krells were dotted
here and there, but nothing of any real worth, most were despatched
as they ran past. It was not until they all regrouped at the
cutting that they realised that this had only been an exploratory
group. Garrant gathered the reports of each group as they came in.
“They must be planning something big. Trolls running with Krells
are a concern. It is unlike them to be in the same vicinity as each
other. They hate each other as much as I hate them. Is the cutting
clear?”

“Sir,” Dominus
the lead scout stepped up to Garrant, “all is clear, though there
are signs of other horde. There is evidence of ogres and taurens
and something else, but I’m not sure what it is.” She handed a
small object to Garrant.

“Well done
Dominus. I’ll get this to Arrborn as soon as we return.”

“Warlock!”
came a warning cry from a smouldering mage who appeared from the
gloom of the cutting, closely followed by a terror sprite that
drifted above the ground behind him. A fireball engulfed the young
mage throwing him forwards. Quickly they gathered around the
stricken mage and began to pray for him.

“He lives my
lord,” the priest rose from his prayer. “He will be back in action
in a short while.”

“Take
positions,” Garrant swung into action, casting an aura of
protection over the assembled forces. “Druids, try to hold it in
place. Mages keep his fire dowsed. Warriors, to battle; spread out
and wait for it to come out into the open. It won’t be expecting
us. Wait for my call before you attack.”

Garrant was
right. The warlock came out of the cutting, his hands glowing with
fire. Medad watched closely to see how Garrant would tackle the
warlock. The terror sprite had returned to its master’s side. “So
the little mage has a friend does he?” The warlock powered up his
fire, its hands were completely engulfed in the deep red flames,
“I’ll burn you too you fool. I have no time for weak mages.” The
stench of the warlock was repugnant; Medad could smell it even from
his distance. Garrant had succeeded in getting the warlock’s
undivided attention. It had not sensed the others. He had relied on
the arrogance of the horde; they were always so sure of themselves,
confident that they could not be defeated. Warlocks were especially
confident as they had the power over demons and their souls were
consumed by the flames.

“Bring it on
warlock, so I can rid this place of your foul stench.” Garrant
continued his advance toward the warlock.

“I’ll drain
your soul in an instant and devour your flesh for my supper.” The
warlock launched a fireball at Garrant which he instantly blocked
with a huge ice wall. “Go my pet,” the warlock pointed to Garrant,
sending the demon to fight for him, while he himself conjured more
flame.

Garrant drew
his blade and, taking a small pouch from his belt wiped it along
his blade’s edge. Then he ran at the demon as he called down a
frost shower over the warlock, dowsing his flames. Whoever this
warlock was, it was apparent to Garrant that he lacked any battle
experience. As the demon drew close it began to charge up its own
powers. This one was a terror sprite that could draw its enemy’s
attention so that its master would be free to do whatever he
wished. Garrant was no stranger to demons, especially not these
filthy things. With a single swipe of his blade the demon lay
screaming on the ground, trying to seal the gaping wound in its
flesh. Garrant stood over the sprite and struck it again, but did
not kill it. Then he turned his attention to the warlock. “What
now, warlock? Your pet is stricken and you cannot summon another.
By the time you can despatch this one and get the next to come,
you’ll be tasting my blade.”

The warlock
backed up a step, something they should never do when faced with
someone like Garrant. The warlock then tried a last ditch attempt
to conjure a firewall like Medad had in the mine, but he was too
slow for Garrant. The big man had slipped a dagger from his sleeve
and thrown it, hidden in a lightning ball. The warlock stopped in
mid thought. It could feel the pain in its chest, but it did not
dare to look down and lose its chain of thought. The pain was
burning so deep now. It was stuck, it had no pet and its mana was
draining fast. In that moment the warlock lost its thought and
failed to project the firewall. Flames burst out all over its body
until its flesh was totally ablaze. Medad was the first to break
cover; he was amazed at how easily Garrant had taken down the
warlock on his own. He knew that none of the others had helped him
and that Garrant had in fact protected all of them. For a moment he
stood in awe of the great mage, but the illusion was broken for him
when he dowsed the flames on the warlock. He had expected Garrant
to despatch the creature to dark void where it belonged.

From where he
stood he could not hear what was said between the two. “Who are
you, warlock and where are you from?” demanded Garrant, placing the
tip of his sword against the warlock’s throat.

“I am Gestorn,
a halfling of Gnell. Do what you must human or die like the filth
that you are.”

“What are you
doing here with Krells and trolls together?” Garrant pressed the
blade a little harder.

“You will find
out soon enough,” it rasped through its burned out
larynx.

“You bore me,”
declared Garrant and thrust the blade forward ending the warlock’s
agony. The next thing he did surprised Medad: Garrant proceeded to
search the warlock for loot.

“What do we do
now?” Medad asked Garrant as he looked down at the dead terror
sprite.

“We close the
cutting and head for home.” Garrant knelt down beside the terror
sprite and cut out its teeth. “These will come in useful,” he said,
tucking the teeth into his pocket. “Bring down the wall and close
this place up.” Medad noticed how Garrant’s mood had changed since
the fight with the warlock, but he was not going to raise the
question, not here at least.

Together the
mages and druids used their combined powers to collapse the walls
of the cutting, closing off the main route of the horde into
Meregith. There were still other ways for them to get into the
lands of men, but they would wait for another day. For now Meregith
was safe and the people of Garnet Ford could return to their
homes.

The walls of
the Great Hall of the University of Elements were draped with a
wide variety of pendants, flags and rich tapestries that depicted
the great battles of Alzear. There was much pride in the Mages’
Guild as they considered themselves the elite of society and they
were not afraid to let that be known. Amongst the finery on display
were the paintings of the great heroes of the Guild, those long
remembered and now a part of lore. Medad rested closely behind
Garrant who sat in the inner circle of high-backed chairs that
faced the throne of Magnus. Behind each of the Generals sat their
respective officers, decked out in their battle dress. Among the
officers sat Medad, quietly stewing at his lack of involvement in
the combat and also at Garrant’s looting of the fallen. The last to
enter the room and take his place amongst the hierarchy was a
priest whose age was not clear, but he was certainly no apprentice.
Dressed in plain blue robes and carrying nothing more than a
gnarled wooden staff, the priest sat on a plain wooden stool to the
right of Magnus who rose from his seat to begin his
address.

“Greetings
Guild members and elders of Alzear. I have called you all here to
report on our recent encounters with the horde across the home
counties. The most recent skirmishes all have one thing in common;
there seems to be some form of alliance forming between the various
horde factions. We have found trolls with Krells and ogres with
banes, especially the blood banes. This is indeed a worrying
discovery. I have searched through the annals of the Mages’ Guild
and cannot find any records of such a thing. Yes Medad, what is
your question?” Magnus signalled for Medad to rise and address the
assembly.

“My lord,” he
began, sensing all eyes were suddenly upon him he felt his spirit
rise, drawing upon this moment of glory, “as you well know this was
my first time in battle and I know little of horde history. Could
you please explain to me why this is significant and what the
presence of a ‘warlock’ would mean in these circumstances?” The
temptation to ask about Garrant’s looting was almost too great to
resist, but for now he held his tongue.

“A good
question Medad, but one that should really be asked of your
General. But I will answer as you have asked.” Magnus thought for a
moment. “Throughout history each faction of the horde has always
fought alongside its own kind. Ogres would never walk with Krells
as they would have a tendency to eat them, as indeed would trolls.
The taurens or, as some would call them, Minotaurs would not fight
alongside anyone as they are somewhat elitist. It is the presence
of such things as the Halflings that are of the greatest concern.
They are the result of deeper magic, almost mutants. There is no
telling what manner of evil is afoot in the Badlands if Halflings
have come this far. As for the warlock’s appearance this far down,
well it is unusual to see one without an army before it, they have
a similar role to our generals. But this recent Gnell Halfling is
something entirely different. As I have said, Halflings are the
result of dark magic, something beyond even the wretchedness of a
warlock. Whatever made these things is something that we have never
encountered. And, whatever it is; it is capable of creating
warlocks from beings that do not usually possess mana. Very few of
the horde species have the depth of spirit required to generate
mana sufficient enough to be of any threat. They are more usually
found on the fringes of battles casting loose bolts of energy into
the affray, quite often striking their own kind.

“In the
encounter with the warlock in the cutting at Garnet Ford, further
evidence of dark magic has been discovered. Arrborn,” Magnus
gestured toward the seated priest, “will soon be given the artefact
in the hope that he can shed some light on the subject. I am quite
sure that with his great experience he will soon have an answer for
us. I hope that answers your question.” Magnus returned to his
seat. “The floor is open to discussion. Has anyone anything
further?” There was a general shuffling of feet, but no questions
were tabled.

Medad shifted
uneasily in his chair, perhaps he should just ask Garrant right out
about his actions, after all that was the right thing to do. All
questions of the battlefield are meant to be asked of the Field
General who was on duty, not of the Archmage. Suddenly Medad feared
that he might encounter something of Garrant’s wrath for his
impudence.

“General
Garrant,” Magnus called, “do you have a moment?” Medad seized his
opportunity to slip quietly away. “You look somewhat downcast, is
there anything the matter?” Arrborn circled around behind Garrant
muttering quietly under his breath.

“My lord?”
Garrant stood before Magnus unable to hold his gaze, his shoulders
slumped, “I, I,” he stuttered, unable to form his words. His teeth
clenched tightly together as he began to snarl and then lunged
toward Magnus.

In an instant
the priest raised his arms and called out, “In the name of The One,
I command you to loose this man and show yourself!” Garrant froze
mid step, his head turned around to face Arrborn, “I said leave.”
Arrborn locked eyes with Garrant whose mouth gnashed open and
closed, “Now!”

With a vile
shriek Garrant was thrown to the floor as a dark shape left his
body. “Priest,” the shape hissed with disgust, “what do you want of
me?”

“Who are you,
demon?” Arrborn demanded as he swung his staff into the demon’s
throat, trapping it with its holy charge.

“I am Wreckor,
creator of havoc. I know you priest.” The creature grabbed at the
staff, instantly becoming trapped by its holy power. It screamed in
agony as the holy light began to absorb its limbs. “What manner of
evil is this?” the demon snarled, struggling all the more to be
free of its torment.

“To hell with
you,” commanded Arrborn and with a flick of his staff the demon was
engulfed with a pure white light. “You are now free master Garrant,
rise before another more vile spirit takes its place.” Arrborn
offered the end of his staff to Garrant to help him to his feet,
but the moment he took hold of it the same white light smothered
Garrant. “Be clean,” Arrborn commanded and in that instant Garrant
was free from the demonic power.

“I cannot
thank you enough,” Garrant gasped, clambering to his feet and
turned to Magnus. “I am sorry, I had no idea I had become
possessed.”

“It does not
matter, you could not have known. It was Arrborn here that spotted
the problem. It is him you have to thank.”

“Thank you
Arrborn, I am in your debt.” Garrant gave the sign of heart-felt
thanks by placing his right hand over his heart then making an open
handed gesture to Arrborn as though he were giving him his
heart.

“Did you bring
something back with you from Garnet Ford?” the priest asked and
Garrant put his hand into his pocket and gave the small bone piece
to Arrborn. “As I thought, the Gnell was not a true halfling. It
was merely a projection.”

“How do you
mean?” Magnus looked at Arrborn as he held the tiny bone fragment
up between his thumb and forefinger. “This bone,” he hesitated
then, without looking up, added, “This is a private conversation
young officer. You would do well to leave.” There was the sound of
footsteps outside the door as the mystery listener fled from the
room. “This bone is a finger tip of a halfling, what it looks like
is a goblin wraith. Was there a foul odour with the warlock, more
than is normal with such a being?”

“Yes there
was, everyone smelt it.”

“One of the
horde must have dropped this piece in the cutting so that the
warlock could use it like a portal to draw himself across to it.
Dark magic indeed. It would normally take the power of four
warlocks to open a temporal portal, but in this way a single
warlock can travel between two points just by leaving pieces of its
own bone near where it wished to be.”

“Could it now
come here,” Magnus injected, “right into the Great
Hall?”

“Not anymore,
the demon that was needed to create the channel has been cast out.
Garrant here had unwittingly become host to it. But otherwise, yes
it could come to wherever the bone piece lies.”

“Is there
anything that we can do to stop the spell from working? We cannot
allow for any such things to get into this place or any other
cities in the Alzear; the consequences of such things do not bear
thinking about.” Magnus turned the bone over in his hand. “It looks
so harmless, could quite easily be picked up whilst gathering
spoils. Hmm.” He raised his eyebrows at Garrant.

“Indeed, my
lord,” laughed Garrant.

“A quick bath
in holy water would soon cleanse the item. Properly sanctified the
owner would soon become knowledgeable that he had been discovered.”
Arrborn took a goblet of water from the table and dropped the bone
fragment into it. Placing his fingers into the water he proclaimed,
“Be sanctified.”

He offered the
goblet back to Magnus who screwed his face up in disgust. At the
bottom of the goblet was a grizzled finger. “As I suspected, a
goblin.”
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The Goblin
King

 


“It burns, it
burns, what evil is this?” Gestorn squealed, holding his
smouldering hand out for all to see. His long green ears poked out
from under the brim of his filthy felt hat which flopped about on
top of his head as he jumped from foot to foot screaming all manner
of curses. “The warlock said it was safe, no one could get hurt.
Liar! It burns.” He ran screaming from the cave clutching his left
hand to his chest, his huge feet slapping on the cold stone floor
as he ran with his loping stride. The rest of the apprentice
goblins cackled with laughter as they returned to their
business.

The goblins of
Gnell were taller than the lowland variety and possessed a higher
level of intellect which gave them the edge over many of their
horde cousins when it came to the arcane arts. Mana was directly
linked to intelligence, the higher the mental capacity, the greater
the mana reserve. It was that simple. Most members of the horde
were brutish thugs and lacked any real magical powers. Those that
did manage to gain a higher level of intelligence were usually
physically weaker and thus considered to be somewhat worthless. The
cave goblins were all weak so they became the brains of the horde,
cunning, devious, loathsome and completely untrustworthy – all
attributes that were greatly respected among the horde in terms of
leadership. Unlike other races the goblins never spoke of their
plans in their entirety, trust was something they just could not
possess. Gestorn was one of the new apprentices, something of a
genius among the goblins for he could read. However, like all
goblins, pain was something that he just could not bare. Their pain
threshold was low, goblin children were best avoided as the
slightest bump would set them off. Gestorn had no time for anyone,
not even himself. Like all goblins, he had no time for failure as
it cost, and money was precious. He had been a successful trader,
still was if the truth be known, well respected among the horde in
many lands and widely travelled which is how he had come to find
the warlock.

Not blessed
with good looks, he was a goblin after all, his long
downward-twisting nose hung in front of his mouth, from which came
the foulest of breath and always scratching, scratching at his skin
which flaked endlessly. Gestorn had stopped his squealing and was
poking at the stub of his finger with the tip of his wand. He
sighed, looking down at his long filth-stained robes. He shook his
head and wandered out of the cave into the afternoon sun. From here
he could the see the world. Out across the silver pine forest
toward the marshes of Lumn where the skitterlings tore into each
other in territorial disputes. The large lizards were the favoured
mounts of the goblins as they were the nearest thing they had to
dragons. He looked down the mountainside to the valley where the
more common vale goblins were practising their magic and sword
skills. Like a plague of locusts over the land, the vale goblins
ran in vast numbers across the open fields slashing away with their
swords for all they were worth. What they lacked in skill they made
up for in numbers. In every battle the goblins had ever been in
they had fallen in great numbers, but they always bounced back.
Gestorn examined his hands, once more running his finger tips over
the hardened grey skin that came away in large loose flakes
revealing the baby-soft green skin beneath. He turned them over
examining the deep lines that criss-crossed his palms like filth
encrusted rail tracks. He dug a long grimy fingernail into one of
the lines scooping out the sticky ooze which he scraped off on the
edge of one of his rotten peg-like teeth. He turned and went once
more back into the dark embrace of the cave.

“You didn’t
die then,” Belfor sneered as he ground the stone pestle hard into
the mortar. “Thought that we had lost you for a while there,” he
cackled.

“Silence,
Belfor,” Gestorn hurled a small fireball at Belfor, setting his hat
and what precious little hair he had, on fire. The other goblins
erupted into laughter pointing at the suffering Belfor who dropped
his mortar and pestle on the floor and ran screaming from the cave.
“Back to work, all of you,” Gestorn scorned. “Or you’ll be next.”
There was a sudden flurry of activity as the class returned to
their studies. Satisfied that his authority was restored again
Gestorn returned to reading his book.

In the king’s
chamber, Vargor paced uneasily along the length of the crystal
walls. Cut deep into the heart of the mountain, the goblin caves
closely resembled an ant colony with the king’s chamber at its
deepest point. The walls of the chamber were encrusted with
diamonds, emeralds and many other precious stones, the cave goblins
loved stones. Everything was made from stone – the tables were
nothing more that rough carved stone blocks with boulders draped
over with animal hides for seats. On the floor were visible
pathways worn smooth by the soft padding feet of the goblins. There
were no battle trophies, no fine silver or gold, no decorative
carvings. Other than oil burning torches which themselves were
carved into the rock walls, there were no adornments
anywhere.

Vargor the
warlock, waited impatiently for the king to come. How he hated
waiting for these stinking creatures. It was bad enough that he had
to deal with them as much as he did. He hated their smell and their
ever dripping noses. He hated their dark caves and their nasally
voices. He hated goblins. It was only the fact that they had any
magical ability at all that he even bothered with them, otherwise
he would simply have burned them all for his own amusement. He was
still quite partial to feeding the odd one to Tharon, his mount, on
the odd occasion; he saw it as an occupational hazard.

“The king
approaches,” announced the guard with complete indifference. Vargor
ceased his pacing and took up a seat at the table nearest to the
throne. The guard eyed Vargor with deep suspicion which was a
goblin’s way of showing his respect. All of the goblins feared
Vargor and not without reason. When they first met him Gestorn had
not told them of his powers. Goblins hate humans and Vargor, being
half human, was as much a human as he needed to be for the goblins
to hate him. In a typical moment of blood lust, the instant he
stepped into the valley, the vale goblins rushed to greet him,
swords drawn. A mistake they had never repeated. Vargor let fly
with a rain of molten fire while Tharon spewed more fire from
behind them. Even Gestorn, who had saved Vargor from death at the
hands of the blood banes, and was in awe of him, had not seen such
a display of power as this anywhere. That, for him, was the moment
he had decided that the ways of the warlock were for
him.

“Vargor, my
associate, how are things in the vale progressing?” The goblin king
waved his escort away; no one was allowed to hear what transpired
between the king and Vargor, no one. “I have heard that the army is
of sufficient numbers to be trialled against our enemies.” The king
took up his place on his throne, straightening up his jewel
encrusted crown as he did so.

“The numbers
are sufficient, but their weapon skills are a long way from ready.”
Vargor stretched out his arms and yawned. “We need to get more
experienced warriors from other areas to teach them or they will be
slaughtered.”

“Are goblins
not worthy enough warriors to fight the human kind? Can we not
conjure frost and fire like the mages of Mor? Must we always be
seen as inferior to humans?” The king rose from his throne and
walked over toward Vargor who cast a wary eye over at the guards as
they blocked the only exit from the royal chamber. “Vargor, this is
not good enough. You have been with us for sixteen years now and
still we have not fought a single battle. Yet you have taken
Krells, trolls and taurens against the humans. I mean Krells! For
the sake of the Divines, you favour those things over
us!”

“Saltorn,”
Vargor slipped from the table and stood to his full seven feet. “It
is not a matter of favour. The Krells are better in battle than are
your goblins.”

“It’s
‘majesty’, Vargor, or ‘highness’ when we have company,” the king
sneered under his breath. “I will not be treated as common filth by
such as you.” Instantly the king backed away, aware that he had
overstepped the mark with Vargor.

“Run!”shouted
Vargor, pointing toward the guards, who ran screaming in terror
trailing a blue vapour behind them. Turning to the king, he
resumed. “I have tolerated you long enough. Saltorn, I will no
longer take your impudence. You might wear a crown,” at which
Vargor knocked the crown from the king’s head, “but you are no
king. You lack courage and leadership. You are a spineless mass of
filth that I will now scrape off my boot. If I say the army is not
ready, then it is not ready, do you understand?” He poked the
king’s head with his finger. “Has that sunk in?” he asked,
practically spelling out the words.

“I ... I ...
It was a moment of madness, Vargor. I’m sorry, forgive me.” The
king cowered before Vargor. “I meant nothing by it, just
...”

“I will be
leaving a pet to watch over you while I’m gone. See to it that it
does not get hungry. I will not stay in this filth hole another
second.” Saltorn felt himself rising from the floor. He lifted his
head slowly until he was eye to eye with Vargor. How he hated this.
He could see his own terrified reflection in Vargor’s eyes, his
face twitched uncontrollably. Vargor’s eyes burned with fire, his
face turned to stone. Saltorn tried to look away, at anything even
Vargor’s black hair or his dark blue curved ears that were pinned
tightly against the side of his head, typical of a troll. “I have
grown weary of you, Saltorn, too weary for words.” Vargor looked
deep into Saltorn’s soul and began to drink it in.

“No, please,”
Saltorn gasped. He could feel his skin drawing tight across his
chest, his breath came in wheezy gasps, “Vargor, I’ll be good, I’ll
be good.” Vargor dropped the king to the floor as the sound of
slapping footsteps came into the chamber. Vargor held the king up
against him and cast his voice into the room.

“Ah my men, my
loyal men, Vargor is to be given full access to my throne. For his
great service to our people he is to be honoured as Monarch Elect.
Go now and see that it is done.” Saltorn could hardly stand, still
clutching at his chest he slumped into his throne. He wanted to say
something to Vargor, but found that speech was beyond
him.

“Why, thank
you majesty. I accept this honour with the greatest humility. I
trust that I may serve your kingdom well.” Vargor held out his arm
and, curling his fingers into a nest, he began to call forth a
creature of darkness. Saltorn could only look on, his strength
would not return this time. This was the deepest that Vargor had
delved into his soul, he no longer knew anything. Vargor had robbed
him of his own being. “Farewell my king. I shall enjoy your
throne.” Vargor stepped out of the room leaving Saltorn with the
newly summoned devourer.

If it had been
at all possible, Saltorn would have screamed, but by the time the
royal guards had come to their senses, the devourer had returned to
the darkness that had spawned it. Vargor came in right on queue to
find the shredded remains of the old king spread across the throne
room.

The royal
scribe now stood beside the throne holding the royal sceptre, “It
would appear that the Divines have come for the King. Let it be
known throughout the land that Vargor has become the king at his
request. It is a sad day indeed in Gnell. Let this be a day of
mourning, for tomorrow we celebrate the new king.”

The next day
the vale resounded to the cries of the goblins. “Long live the
king, long live the king. Vargor, Vargor.”
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Road to
Hell

 


Arrborn sat at
the table silently running his fingers along the deep scratches in
its surface, wondering what history was recorded by every wound.
The waitress came over and placed his meal carefully down in front
of him. “Will there be anything else, my lord?” she
asked.

Arrborn looked
up at her with a deep affection on his face; his warm smile spread
softly across his weather-worn complexion. He gently patted the
girl’s hand. “No thank you, my dear, I have all that I require
right here.” He continued to watch the young girl as she skipped
her way through the tables, tucking in the chairs as she
went.

“Are you not
going to eat that, Garrant, my good fellow?” Arrborn jabbed at
Garrant’s meal with his fork.

“Aye, that I
am, priest, before you do.” Garrant raised his flagon to Arrborn
who did likewise with his goblet. “To the Divines and
victory.”

“To The One
and his great mercy,” echoed Arrborn, watching Garrant for a while
as he began to shovel great chunks of meat and vegetables into his
mouth, before asking, “What do you make of the boy,
Medad?”

Garrant
quickly cleared his mouth with a gulp of mead. “He’s a fine boy,
bright, intelligent and very skilled in the magic arts.
Why?”

“No, I mean
what do you make of him as a man? How would you say he was in
regard to his peers? What do you see him becoming?” Arrborn sipped
his water, clearly he had something on his mind.

“What are you
digging at Arrborn? This is not like you.” Garrant straightened
himself up in his chair blowing out his cheeks as he continued.
“Medad is something of a loner. He never spends any time among his
brothers-in-arms. He’s usually got his nose in a book or is out
practicing his arts somewhere. It’s what makes him different – with
that I can see him going on to great things. Certainly on to the
higher ranks, most likely among the council of twelve. Though he is
somewhat lacking in spirit, that’s in a Divine sense of
course.”

“I see
something quite different. The other day, after the debriefing when
we were dealing with your demon, it was Medad that was hiding
behind the door. I also sense that he has a dark side. I have
noticed the odour of fire upon him on several occasions. Have you
been instructing him?” Arrborn put his cutlery on his plate and
pushed it carefully to one side. He watched the little waitress
skipping through the tables as she worked her way around the room
to clear his table. As she approached, she caught his gaze and
bowed her head, thinking that the old priest was eyeing her
virtues.

“Tell me
priest, what do you see in Medad that I do not?” Garrant stifled a
belch as he shoved his empty plate towards the waitress.

Without
removing his eyes from the young girl, Arrborn answered, “I see
great trouble. The boy has been playing with fire. He is also
troubled by the looting of the fallen and seeks to show his worth
in battle. Watch yourself in the fields Garrant, the boy is
unstable.”

“You’re going
crazy old man, too many hours spent on those famous calloused knees
of yours. Perhaps you need to get drunk and see things
differently.” Garrant reached over the table and gently punched
Arrborn’s shoulder.

As if noticing
her for the first time, the priest looked directly at the waitress
and queried “And what about you princess, what are you going to
be?” The young girl flushed red; nobody had ever spoken to her in
such a kind way, no one except her mother. “I think you’ll be just
fine. You are going to have a wonderful son who’ll grow up and save
this land from the horrors of the horde. What do you
say?”

“Leave the
child alone, Arrborn.” Garrant shook his head in disbelief. “Next
you’ll be telling her that she’ll be living on the mountains in the
company of dragons.” Garrant let rip with a great belly laugh that
shook his whole frame. He wiped the tears from his dark hazel eyes
and leaned forward towards the girl. “It’s Dorn, is it
not?”

“Yes sire, I
am Dorn of Mor, my father is the keeper of this inn,” she answered,
without looking at Garrant. Dorn’s eyes were still fixed on Arrborn
and his enigmatic smile. “Do you always smile so much, I don’t
think that I’ve ever seen such a smile before?”

“Indeed my
child,” Arrborn rose from his seat and placed his right hand on
Dorn’s head.

“Here we go.”
Garrant smoothed down his thick beard, picking out the crumbs from
his meal.

“My dear
child, ahead of you lies a difficult road, for your way in life has
been predestined. Unto you a child will be given; to you a son is
to be born and he will be called Emmanuel. I cannot be with you
through this time, but we will meet again. Hold these words close
to your heart – The One is with you always, call on him and he will
answer you.”

Dorn looked up at Arrborn as
the tears rolled down her soft skin. Arrborn wiped them away with a
gentleness that only love could share. Already this young girl had
a special place in his heart, though it would be a long time until
they would meet again.

“Thank you,”
Dorn whispered. “I need to get back to the kitchen now, with these
dishes.”

“Go my child.
I’ll be praying for you every day.”

“Can we go
now?” interrupted Garrant. “All this soppy stuff is spoiling my
dinner.”

“We are done.”
Arrborn gathered up his staff and his backpack, which he slung over
one shoulder before pulling on his cloak and heading out into the
evening light. Dorn watched him from the kitchen before racing
towards the street window to watch him mount up and ride off with
Garrant.

“Why do you
ride that thing, can’t you ride a horse like everyone else?”
Garrant looked on Arrborn’s mount with disgust. “Goats are for
milking and eating.”

“Jakkob is no
goat, he is a Talloran ram,” answered Arrborn as he patted the
animal’s neck. “Have you ever seen a goat that is the size of a
horse? He is easily as fast as your nag and able to carry more, I’d
wager. I’d also like to see you cross the Dragon’s Teeth on that
pony.” Arrborn laughed at Garrant, knowing that the big man’s pride
was easily wounded by the most trivial thing.

“Yah!” Garrant
spurred his steed into life and raced forward. “I’ll see you in
Belgor, priest,” he shouted, driving the horse harder along the
cracked dirt track that would take them back to Belgor.

Arrborn
continued to plod along at a more sedate pace “How can you ever
take in the wonder of life at such a speed,” he mused. In the
twinkling of an eye Arrborn and his mount had
disappeared.

Magnus stood
on the balcony of the university tower watching out over the fields
where he could see flashes of fire in the distance. He watched for
some time as the flashes grew steadily closer to Belgor. Magnus
turned around and made his way out toward the city wall by the way
of university’s sewer. He had suspected, like Arrborn, that Medad
was dabbling in the dark arts and that this was his chance to prove
his fears to be true. The sewers were labyrinthine in their
structure, almost like a city beneath the city. It was a world of
its own. Frequented by crooks and creatures alike, the city thieves
and the Brotherhood of Death were known to frequent its depths.
Many of the walls had torches that were drip fed oil from the
surface to keep light in the sewers for the city workers who, in
truth, were nothing more than criminals sentenced to do their civic
duty. The sewers themselves were in general quite clean, the whole
system being fed by a fast flowing underground river. At varying
times, the waters would be rerouted down different channels so that
the sewers could be kept properly clean. A part of any guild
training, be it mage, warrior, druid or priest, was to serve on the
city’s municipal force to help maintain law, order and cleanliness
throughout the city. It also brought a fair degree of humility to
walk the sewers and serve the public. For most, however, the sewer
duty was an opportunity to practise their arts, be it magic or
combat.

Magnus knew
the sewers well, having spent many hours mapping them as a youth in
the early days of the guild. He had no qualms about getting in the
thick of it. Tonight he had no desire to be delayed as he swept
through the sewers, along the raised walkways and heavy iron
sluices. With his blade in his right hand ready to strike, he moved
swiftly to the outskirts of the city. To aid him through the darker
areas of the old sewers that were no longer used, he slipped a ring
onto his finger that pulsed with a soft blue glow. Magnus was one
of the finest enchanters to have ever graced the halls of the
Mages’ Guild. There was not much that he did not know about the
arcane rights and the riches of herbalism, which for those with the
gift was a powerful way of enhancing their magic. Magnus had many
rings with different properties and this particular one enabled him
to see a fair distance in the dark. There would be no surprises
down here for him; his powers of life detection were among the
highest in the land. He turned one last corner into the breather
pipe that fed fresh air into the otherwise stale atmosphere of the
sewers. The end of the pipe was sealed with thick iron bars mounted
on a circular door that was locked from the outside with multiple
locks. Magnus reached through the bars and placed his hands over
the locks. “Open,” he whispered and the locks obeyed. He pushed the
heavy door open just far enough to slip through then sealed it shut
behind him. From where he stood he could still see the flashes of
blue and yellow fire. If he was quick he would catch the
perpetrators before they came in to the view of the city guards: at
least out here there were no patrols to worry about.

With the ring
of night-sight still on his finger, Magnus ran for the cover of the
nearby trees where the shadows would hide him all the more
effectively. From the shelter of a great oak, Magnus watched as the
battling mage drew nearer. It was, as he had suspected all along,
Medad. It was hard to describe how disappointed he felt at that
moment, had none of warnings about fire sunk in? He watched as
Medad cast bolt after bolt of blue and yellow fireballs into the
dark woods behind him. Then Magnus saw what the boy was running
from. For a moment he laughed, until he noticed that Medad was
fumbling with his belt, trying to find a water skin or something to
boost his mana. With so many hatchlings after him it would not be
long before he was completely overwhelmed. Magnus ran across the
forest floor with the agility of a fleeing deer. As he leapt roots
and fallen trees, he sheathed his sword and began to draw on his
mana, there must have been a hundred of the glowing hatchlings
scuttling and bounding after Medad.

Magnus leapt
into the air, raising his hands high above his head and as he
brought them down, his forearms crackled with electricity. The
lightning surged forward striking the lead hatchlings dead in an
instant. A second bolt of crackling energy hit the front of the
pack and leapt between the creatures in a chain reaction. The
hatchlings screamed as they exploded, their bodied unable to
withstand the surge of power. It was all over in seconds. Magnus
stood before Medad, who was terrified of the Archmage. The normally
placid face of the Archmage was stern, his gazed fixed on Medad,
his disappointment evident.

“I warned you
about the flames, Medad,” the Archmage took a deep breath. “This is
not the way of the mage; this kind of action will not be tolerated
of an officer. You will face disciplinary charges in the morning.
This night you will spend in the cage pending your
hearing.”

“Archmage, I’m
sorry, it’s just ...” Medad could see that there would be no
bargaining with Magnus. This was serious, no one was allowed to
conjure fire alone – the risks were too great. Medad had taken too
many chances and put the Guild at risk of public disgrace. Warlocks
were outlaws, their arts were considered evil. Despondently, Medad
turned to leave, “I’ll see myself to the cage,” he said, though he
had no intention of going there.

“Do you take
me for a fool, Medad? Your heart has become blackened by the
flames. Like a spreading disease, with every fireball that you cast
you harden your heart. You care less and less about anything else.
Your mistress waits by your door, like a lion ready to pounce. She
already has her teeth in your hand and leads you deeper down the
pathway to oblivion.”

There was an
edge to Magnus’ voice that scared Medad. He wanted to run, but he
also wanted to fight. It was in that moment hatred stole the keys
to his young heart. He would not forgive the Archmage for this
reprimand, though in fact Magnus was doing him a favour.

Medad turned
and blasted Magnus with a wall of fire like he had used in the mine
that day. He had not meant to, he had simply seen it in his mind,
but he had not meant to release it. However, it was too late now;
he had no choice left but to run. First he had to ensure that the
Archmage would not follow him. Quickly he pulled his blade from its
sheath and, without thinking, he slashed Magnus across his chest,
slicing him open. Medad watched the great man buckle and fall to
the ground. He stood there frozen to the spot, his breath a ragged
succession of gasps. He had killed the Archmage! Now there truly
was no way that he could go back, the Guild would string him up for
sure. The penalty for taking another Guild member’s life was death,
but this was the Archmage. Death would not be enough: damnation
would be his. His new mistress called him from within his
heart, Finish him, and make sure that he
is dead! Medad rolled Magnus over with his
foot, he was dead right enough. Medad fell to his knees and
searched the body, taking his water bottle and his enchanted cloak.
If he did not object to Garrant’s looting of the dead then he would
not object to this. Medad pulled his own cloak off and threw it
aside. As he put on the robe of the Archmage he could feel its
power. He ran, savouring the rush of mana through his soul. Wrong
as it might have been, he felt good, even powerful. He had beaten
the great Magnus and was now his equal. He could have whatever he
wanted; with this power he could rule Mor.

A light rain
began to fall which quickly built into a heavy downpour. Medad
pulled the hood over his head and ran deep into the night. He
avoided the main road, favouring the cover of woodland and trees.
He saw a lone rider galloping fast through the night toward Belgor.
He was tempted to test out the extra power that his new robe
brought and found that he could not resist the lure of the
temptress.

The rider
stood no chance of avoiding the trailing fireball as it tore up the
road behind him. The first thing he was aware of was the sudden
bright, glowing light that shone behind him. A heart beat later he
was lying on the ground engulfed in flames. Mercifully the heavy
rain extinguished the fire before it could penetrate through his
armour, but his mount had not fared so well, the poor beast lay in
a twisted heap of roasted flesh.

“Magnus!” With
a cry, Arrborn rose from the altar in the chapel where he had been
praying and ran outside to Jakkob. He jumped onto the animal’s back
and they both disappeared.

Magnus sat
with his back against a tree. “Where are you, worthless Divines,
when we need you most? Away on a journey perhaps?” Magnus looked
down at his charred flesh, not much of which remained after
receiving such a close-range blast. He was grateful that Medad was
nothing more than a novice or else he would now be dead. Wincing
from the pain in his chest where Medad had sliced him open, he
continued to apply a rough bandage to his wounds. The sound of
bleating brought a smile to his face, Jakkob looked down at Magnus
with a snort. “If I knew you were coming I’d have tidied myself up
a bit.”

“Medad?”
Arrborn propped his staff against the tree where Magnus was
resting.

“Yes, I don’t
think he meant to burn me, but the wound was for sure. He has taken
my robe and thrown his over there.”

“Hold still,”
said Arrborn as he carefully removed the bandages and placed his
hands on the wound. “By the power of The One, be healed. That’s
fixed that!” Magnus watched the wound rapidly seal itself back up
completely.

“I never cease
to marvel at how He does that. How come I spend all my life
worshipping the Divines and, when I need them, they are nowhere to
be seen?”

Magnus caught
the look in Arrborn’s eye. “What?”

“The Divines,”
Arrborn shook his head in disbelief, “why do you bother with those
demons? Idols of wood and stone. Pah!”

“The Divines
are our guides Arrborn, you know that. Without their light we would
be nothing more than the animals.”

“Guides! I
find you burned out and bleeding to death and they guide you to
this?” Arrborn took his staff and jabbed Magnus in the belly with
it. “Be made anew!” Arrborn held out his hand to Magnus. “Now rise
up and be healed as you go forth.”

Magnus took
hold of Arrborn’s hand and pulled himself to his feet. As he stood,
the burned flesh fell from his body like ashes, revealing the new
skin beneath. “I have to admit that the Divines have never done
anything like this for me before.” He marvelled at his restored
body. “Incredible.”

“The One heals
because he cares. It matters not to him that you blaspheme or
worship those demons and demigods. He loves you just the
same.”

“Well, I thank
him for his care.” Magnus picked up Medad’s old robes and put them
on to cover his bare flesh. “Come let us return to my quarters.
Along the way I will tell you what happened.”

“Jakkob, come,
we go home.” Jakkob trotted obediently alongside the two men as,
walking slowly from the scene of Medad’s fall from grace, they
discussed the events of the night.

There was an
uncomfortable silence when Medad open the door of the inn.
Unperturbed, he walked over to a table in the corner by the window
and watched the growing storm. He slipped his hood down, removed
the robe from his shoulders and hung it over the back of a chair.
He looked over toward the bar and signalled to the inn keeper. Rain
lashed at the window next to where he sat whilst lightning drew its
rake-like fingers across the blackened sky.

“Greetings on
this wet night to you sire, what can I get you?” the innkeeper
asked as he draped a damp cloth over his shoulder.

“Some water
and a meal if there is one, thank you.” Medad looked the man
straight in the eyes. “And is there a room available?”

“The only food
at this time is bread and cold meat I’m afraid, but we do have a
room for 3 copper pieces for the night.”

“That will be
fine thank you, I’ll take it.” The innkeeper shuddered as he walked
away; he felt as though the young man had just looked through the
window of his soul. He returned to the table with a large chunk of
bread, a sizeable piece of beef and some pickles.

“Take what you
need sire, it’s all included in the cost. Your room is to the left
at the top of the stairs. There are no locks on the guest rooms,
sire. If you need anything else just let me know. We close the bar
for the night when the candle burns down.”

“Thank you.”
Medad tore into the bread and meat as though he had not eaten for
days.

A tall gangly
youth who was sitting at the far end of the bar turned around to
look at Medad. He nudged the arm of the girl who was sitting with
him and pointed over toward Medad, “Go make yourself known,” he
ordered her. The girl got up from her stool and took a step toward
Medad.

“You needn’t
bother,” Medad said without looking up. “I’ve nothing of interest
to either of you.”

The youth
looked at the inn keeper with a leer. “Go do the dishes and close
the door as you go.” He got up from his stool and approached
Medad’s table, bringing the girl along with him.

“Mind if we
join you,” he asked, glancing back over his shoulder to make sure
that the innkeeper had done as he had been told. “Joely and I are
just looking for a bit of fun that’s all mister, no harm in a bit
of fun is there now?” He sidled around the table getting a bit
closer to Medad while his accomplice ran her hand over the robe
that was on the chair. She could feel its power beneath her
touch.

“This will
look nice on me, Lorrin, don’t you think?”

“Leave it,
now,” Medad warned, grabbing the youth by the wrist. “Or the stick
insect here will die.” Medad’s hand began to glow a deep red. The
smell of burning flesh filled the air.

“Trust me,
I’ll do it,” said Medad quietly as he stuck the point of his dinner
knife in the youth’s throat. “Any moment now and he’ll be gasping
for breath.” He smiled ominously at the girl.

“No problem,
we’re leaving right now,” stammered the girl sliding her chair back
from the table, all the while keeping her hands in front of her
where they could be seen.

“Now leave me
in peace,” growled Medad as he went back to devouring the food.
Once finished he tidied up his table and returned the plates to the
bar where he left more money than was required.

“Don’t even
think about taking it,” he warned, looking over at the young couple
who were now grabbing their coats and heading for the door. “Take
care now, won’t you.” Medad watched them leave then went up to his
room.

The raging
storm would not let Medad sleep; no matter what he tried, the
rumbling thunder and lashing rain kept calling him to come. He
could feel the power of the storm, the enticing energy of the
lightning beckoned him like a sailor to a siren. Trees erupted into
flame as the lightning split them in two, sending great branches
crashing down into the muddy earth. Fire lit the bedroom window
from a burning tree outside and Medad could no longer resist the
call of the temptress. He slid from his bed and stood by the window
watching the lightning thrash the sky with its whip-like trails.
Medad saw the fire and felt its warmth. He could sense the hidden
passion burning deep within his soul, rising, urging him on. He
reached out with his mind, searching the rooms of the inn. “Stop!”
he cried, falling to his knees, but the fire was all-consuming. He
had stirred the temptress of the flames, but had not bridled her
lust, now she called to him in the night. Not satisfied with
burning timbers, the temptress wanted a soul to devour and add to
her ever increasing ranks. Medad grabbed his robe and fled from his
room.

The whole inn
was shrouded in darkness. He stumbled along the corridor crying
inside as the flames of lust burned deeper and deeper. He stumbled
into a door clumsily knocking the catch with his arm, the door
swung open and he stepped inside. In the darkness of the room he
could sense a body, sleeping peacefully. A flash of lightning lit
the room for a split second, long enough for Medad to see the form
of the young girl lying covered with only a sheet. He gasped,
horrified at his own thoughts. He tried to look away, to reach for
the door, but the darkness was now within his heart and the only
light by which he could see was the lust of the flame. The
lightning flashed again, this time Medad could see his own hand
snatching away the bed sheet. In another instant he had covered her
mouth with his hand.

The girl
awoke, startled, she tried to scream, but no sound came as her
world fell under the spell of darkness. She could feel the weight
of her attacker pressing down upon her, she felt the cool night air
upon her exposed flesh and she could see her torn nightdress
fluttering down in the light of the window. That night, as Medad
stole the innocent virtue of a young girl, he stepped across the
threshold from innocence into darkness. The light of his world was
snuffed out by the lust of the flame. He had been warned, but was
too foolish to learn the value of true wisdom.

He looked down
at the sobbing girl, curled up in a ball as she tried to drag the
bed covers back over her defiled body. The blood of her innocence
stained the pure white linen as it clung to her shivering skin.
Medad felt nothing for her, his heart no longer felt anything but
lust. Alerted by a sound in the corridor, he turned, threw the
window open and leapt out into the maelstrom of the night. He ran
and ran, unaware of where his feet were taking him. On he sped
through forests and rivers, over the hills until the mountains
stood tall before him. He had no idea where he was, he only knew
that he had to get away. He looked up at the desolate peaks and
began the long journey to oblivion.

The inn keeper
rushed into his daughter’s room and slammed the window shut,
looking down to see what he had trodden on. He picked up the girl’s
torn nightshirt then looked toward the bed where his child lay
sobbing. There were no words that could describe the feelings that
swept through him at that very moment.

“Dorn, my
sweet,” he said gently as he stepped closer to the bed. Raising the
oil lamp higher, he could see the blood-stained sheet that covered
the trembling child. Carefully he pulled the sheet back over her
head.

“Martha,” he
called the girl’s mother, “come quickly.” He stood pointing a
trembling hand at the child.

“Baby,” Martha
said sitting next to Dorn. She cradled her only child in her arms,
rocking her gently, then said to her anguished husband, “You must
get Finlay, quickly.”

“Right.” The
innkeeper set the lamp on a stand and left to find the chief of the
Fighters’ Guild.

It was not
long before the whole village was up and hunting for the criminal;
if he was found he would hang.

The door to
the room opened, its opening filled by the frame of Finlay who
stood silently surveying the scene. He looked at the woman nursing
her child and spoke softly to her. “Martha, I am so sorry at this
dreadful event,” murmured Finlay, as he knelt beside his sister and
drew her close. “How is she?”

“She sleeps.”
Martha pulled herself away from Finlay’s cold wet armour. “Is there
anything that I can get you?”

“Do you have a
description of the man?” He pulled his chair around the table to be
nearer to the fire that blazed in the hearth.

“It was a
young man, a guest. He’s gone missing, but he left this.” The
innkeeper dropped the sword onto the table.

Finlay picked
up the blade, a look of horror on his face. “This is the blade of a
battlemage, a new one at that. What else can you tell me?” He put
the sword back on the table.

“He was
wearing a dark green cloak with gold beading around the hood and
small silver tassels on the cuffs. The boy smelt of fire, and
something else.” The innkeeper looked down at Finlay.
“Death.”

“The robe that
you describe is that of the Archmage Magnus, but the blade is that
of an officer. I will ride to Belgor immediately and see what I can
find out.” Finlay rose from his chair and kissed Martha lightly on
the cheek. “Have courage, this will not go unavenged.”

Very soon the innkeeper and his
wife heard Finlay issuing orders to his men outside the inn.

“Damon, Balto,
Regis, come, we ride to Belgor. You others see to it that no-one
gets to Dorn, and I mean no one.” They marched out of the inn with
great urgency, swinging themselves up onto their horses with a cry
of “For Alzear!” Finlay and his men rode off into the night. The
riders spread the word of the event far and wide, waking many
sleeping villages in the search for their quarry.

The storm at last abated and
clearer skies once more covered the land. The morning air was
filled with the smell of smoke from the destruction of the night.
The village streets were now nothing more than a quagmire as the
storm waters had breached the banks of the stream that ran through
the centre of the village, leaving the whole place awash with
debris.

The road to
Belgor glistened in the sunrise. Its surface covered in a film of
slippery mud that caused the horses to lose their footing with
great regularity. They rode in pairs, with Finlay at the front and
Balto at his side, with the other two holding tight formation. It
would not be long before they would find the stricken rider and his
dead animal, Medad’s earlier victims. By the time they reached the
fallen rider he had regained consciousness and was just clambering
to his feet beneath the weight of his battle armour. He looked over
at his horse then down at himself. His cloak was ruined, nothing
more than a tattered fringe on a once fine silken collar. He was
grateful that the rain had come when it had and eased the burns to
the exposed flesh around his face and hands. He heard the sound of
horses approaching and, unsure as to what the day may bring next,
he drew his sword and prepared himself for battle.

“Who goes
there?” called Finlay, dismounting, while the others spread out in
readiness for trouble.

“Finlay, am I
glad to see you,” Garrant sighed, sheathing his weapon.

“What happened
here?” Finlay asked as he inspected the charred corpse that had
once been a fine mount.

“I have no
idea. I was riding back from the inn at Bethraim; I had been there
with Arrborn, when out of nowhere I was struck from behind by a
fireball. There was no warning or anything. Had it not been for my
battle dress then I would have ended up like that.” Garrant
gestured toward his horse. “Why so many men?”

“There’s been
trouble at the very inn where you were earlier. Someone has
assaulted a civilian and defiled Dorn.” Finlay could tell by the
look on Garrant’s face that he found it all so hard to believe.
“But that is only the tip of it.” Finlay continued, as he held out
the blade for Garrant to inspect and then told him about the
robe.

“But that is
Magnus’ robe and this blade is...” A single tear rolled down his
cheek. “It is too late.”

“What is too
late, Garrant?” demanded Finlay. He had known Garrant for many
years. They had both enlisted together into the Warriors’ Guild and
many were the times that they had stood shoulder to shoulder in
battle.

“It is the
boy, Medad; I don’t know how to say this.” Garrant looked up at the
stars for inspiration or guidance, but the Divines were not
answering. “He has succumbed to the lust of the flame and has taken
to the ways of the warlock.”

“Divines
forbid it.” Finlay had seen others go down that very path. It was
his unpleasant duty to end their journey before it was too late.
“Not the boy. We must ride at once to Belgor and alert the Mages’
Guild immediately. I only hope that it is not too late for
Magnus.”

Garrant strode
over to Balto. “I’ll borrow your horse if you don’t mind? Balto,
Regis, stay together and clear this carcass from view, then return
to Bethraim. You know what must be done.”

“My lord.” The
two men watched as the rest of the group galloped off into the
night. At full speed they were no more than a quarter hour from
Belgor.

It was still
the early hours of the morning when Magnus called all of the
generals together. They knew it must be something of great urgency
as Magnus was not one to lose sleep over anything
trivial.

“Gentlemen,”
Magnus considered all people equal regardless of their sex and race
and addressed them as such, so even the women were gentlemen, “we
have grave news. A time is upon us like none before. One of our own
has taken the path of the warlock. None other than Battlemage
Medad.” Magnus waited for calm to return to the room before he
continued, “I spotted him from the university tower out in the
woods practising his black art. As a result of our meeting I was
burned and struck down by Medad and left for dead. Be warned, his
powers grow rapidly and he has taken my robe. Though this is a bad
thing it can play to our advantage. I have called for Thiakim the
alchemist to come. He has a special gift in tracing enchanted items
and should be able to give us a lead to the direction in which
Medad has run. If found he is to be executed on sight.

“So far in one
evening, he has assaulted myself, and Garrant, one other civilian
and defiled a young girl in Bethraim. I only hope that she is not
with child through this. We can be sure that Medad will stop at
nothing now. His seduction is complete; he is now in the grasp of
the flame. Spread the word wherever you go, we have a warlock on
the loose and be sure to get a good description of him out before
he learns to change his appearance.”

“Magnus,”
Arrborn spoke softly, “a word afterwards if I may?”

“Go now
everyone, for the safety of Alzear depends on us all.”
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The search for
Medad had gone on for several months, but the trail of the
enchantment had run dry on the reaches of the Dragon’s Teeth. It
was for sure that Medad had long ago crossed into Meregith. He had
been careful not to leave a trail of destruction and for the time
being at least his new mistress had fallen silent. He knew that the
cloak could be traced and he had found a way to hide it. Travelling
by night he was able to avoid being seen as he journeyed ever
northward, using the polar star as his guide.

Meregith had
no really dangerous wildlife, especially not at night. What it did
have though was a lot of wetland marshes that formed a border
alongside the Great Wall that ran the length of Everstill River
which marked out the border between Meregith and Gamran Thorn where
the trolls lived.

Meregith was a
pleasant land with rich flowing pastures and rolling hills. It was
filled with exuberant wild flowers and rich grasses. From the outer
rim by the Dragon’s Teeth it was possible to see over half of the
countryside, giving Meregith the impression of being a giant basin.
Medad spent the daylight hours either sleeping or foraging for food
which he would cook with his fire skills. Though Meregith was
devoid of any of Alzear’s larger predators, it did have more than
its fair share of lagartos throughout the wetlands.

Living by his
wits had taught Medad many new things about life and how best to
utilise his skills in magic and enchanting. He only wished he had
learned more of alchemy and herbalism as he was sure that the
botanical life in Meregith could have benefited him greatly if only
he knew how to embrace it. With such a rich flora there was no
shortage of game birds and small mammals to feast upon as he
travelled. Hunting small creatures had taught him how to gauge his
fire spells; none too few of his would-be lunches had been
inadvertently charred to a crisp. He had learned so many things, he
now knew how to focus his mind-reach and take control of wild
animals so that often he would have a fox in tow as a pet or make a
rabbit come to him willingly so he could strike it with his sword.
Leaving Mor and the useless Mages’ Guild behind had been the best
thing to happen to him yet. He cared nothing for his old mentors
and friends. He knew that stepping back into Mor would be certain
death, but he so wanted to show them what he could do. So very,
very much he wanted to show them all his new skills.

All that now
lay between him and certain freedom were the wetlands and the great
wall, though in truth the wall would be no obstacle to him. The
wetlands, however, were populated with a large number of lagartos.
Some of the larger six-legged ones were particularly nasty and
partial to a bit of fresh flesh whenever it came along. Medad was
very aware of the dangers around him and he constantly dipped a
cupped hand into the waters he passed through so as to keep up his
mana reserve. His life detection skills were also coming along
nicely as he could now sense fish, crabs and other wildlife around
him. He did not mind being sodden or having his feet covered in
various forms of soft decaying matter as long as he was making
headway through the marshland. Even the rains were welcomed which
was just as well since, in this area, the rains came almost every
day.

His encounters
with the lagartos were numerous, but he learned a variety of ways
to deal with them. The smaller ones were usually despatched with a
blast of fire or lightning, though the use of the latter became
less and less with every passing day. The bodies of the dispatched
lagartos were left for others to devour, acting as decoys while he
made good his escape.

On one
occasion he had been distracted by a new life-form that he had
never heard of in his studies. He could sense the slow-moving
creature as it moved through the water in front of him, but, try as
he might, Medad found it impossible to see the creature. Even the
water where he knew it stood gave no sign of the creature’s
presence. Medad decided to give it a wide berth until he could find
out more. It was as he stepped cautiously around the pool where the
mysterious creature was foraging for food that the giant lagarto
struck. How Medad had missed it he could not tell, but the monster
was there right enough. Medad swung his mid-section neatly aside
from the lagarto’s wide open maw as it lunged forward. Without a
sword, this was not going to be so easy. The lagarto was more than
four times his size and weight and had many times his physical
strength. As Medad struck the monster with a ball of fire to the
back of the head, he glanced quickly around and headed for the
nearest patch of dry land, which by good fortune had a tree at its
centre. What Medad could not see on the island was the small
dwelling on the far shore.

The lagarto
thrashed its tail at Medad as it attempted to swing its huge frame
around in the small pool. It was at this time that the creature
Medad had originally been carefully avoiding revealed
itself.

Rising from
the churning waters, it stood tall on its pillar-like legs. The
critt whipped its arms up beneath the jaws of the lagarto and
knocked it clear from the water. Medad, seizing his opportunity,
pulled himself from the pool and ran toward the tree, pulling the
Archmage’s robe from his belt. With a few more strides he had
reached the tree and leapt into its lower branches from where could
see the fight that was now in full swing between the lagarto and
the critt.

The lagarto
bit down on the critt’s hand; it may have been huge in stature, but
it was no match for the lagarto’s speed. With the lagarto fixed
firmly on its hand, the critt spread its trapped fingers and
grabbed hold of the lagarto’s tongue whilst it reached for the
monster’s belly with its other claw-like hand. There was a sound
like the scraping of steel against armour as the critt’s fingers
dragged along the belly of the lagarto making the huge reptile
writhe even more as its spine was exposed to the elements. Again
and again the critt pounded on the back of the lagarto, it knew
that it could not beat the lagarto in the water and that it was
safe from its death roll in the shallows. So it grabbed at the
lagarto’s snout and, digging its huge fingers into its nostrils,
began to pull the animal’s jaws open. In a moment of rage, the
critt let out a terrifying bellow that stunned the lagarto for few
seconds. It was all the time that the critt needed. It yanked the
lagarto up to its mouth and bit into its head, grinding its huge
ape-like fangs into the lagarto’s skull. By the time the lagarto
came to its senses the critt had lifted it out of the water and had
waded onto the island where Medad had secreted himself among the
thick branches of the swamp tree. The lagarto began to thrash
wildly in the air as the critt raised it aloft above its head. With
another mighty cry, the critt folded the lagarto in half breaking
its back in two. With a swift yank its hand was free from the jaws
of the lagarto. It looked over at Medad and bellowed its rage and,
throwing the carcass of the lagarto at the tree, it gave one last
defiant grunt at Medad, which was warning enough, then it stomped
off back to its foraging for rush roots.

“Very
dangerous,” chirped a voice below Medad, startling him and almost
causing him to fall from the tree. “Most dangerous,
indeed.”

“Who are you?”
Medad asked the green skinned creature that had perched itself on
the branches in front of him. Its claws sunk into the soft bark as
the creature leaned forward and sniffed Medad.

“Who are you?
I am Icthus.” The creature shuffled along the branch, poking and
inspecting Medad’s attire.

“I am Medad, a
human from Mor,” he said, dropping from the tree to the
ground.

“More what?”
Icthus swung down behind him, landing with a squawk. The little
creature brushed its skin with its long spindly fingers. It blinked
twice, tasting the air with its long pink tongue.

“Mor is a
place, a country,” Medad paused, “my home.”

“On the run
are we?” Icthus padded around Medad on his webbed feet. Medad noted
how the strange little creature had now retracted its
claws.

“What makes
you suggest that?” demanded Medad, watching Icthus as he poked
about in the soft soil with a stick he had found.

Pulling a worm
from the ground, Icthus responded, “You have no bags, no food, no
weapon and you are here in the wetlands.” It gestured to the
surrounding marshes. “No one comes here for sightseeing!” It
smiled.

“No I suppose
not,” Medad conceded. “Yes, I am on the run.” What was he saying?
“I have done some wrong things, some by accident, others
not.”

“Like as not,
they will not find you here or beyond. No one who runs into the
wetlands goes back.” With nothing further to say, Icthus walked
back to his stick dwelling. “Come in if you like, nothing will harm
you there.” He pointed to the small hut that stood on the shore of
a large open expanse of water.

“Does the
marsh end here?” As far as Medad could see there was no more marsh
land to the east and while only a dark shadow loomed to the north,
in all other directions were the swamps.

“Wall that
way, cliffs that way,” Icthus replied nonchalantly as he hopped up
onto the veranda to the hut which was surprisingly large for such a
small creature. “What?” he asked looking at Medad’s puzzled
face.

“Nothing, it’s
just larger than I imagined it to be.”

“I might be
small, but my home does not have to be,” responded Icthus as he
tipped his head to one side, curious about Medad.

“What?”

“Where are you
going in such a fine robe?” queried Icthus, reaching out to feel
the fabric between his index finger and thumb. “Exquisite is it
not?”

“Yes, but not
originally mine.” Medad wished that he could stop blurting out the
truth like this. It was becoming a bad habit. Icthus looked at him,
smiling.

“Problem with
your tongue?” he probed quietly.

“You know what
is happening? How do you know?”

“I am a
tattlejack,” responded Icthus, but the look on Medad’s face told
him that the boy had no idea what one of those was. “When creatures
talk to me they are compelled to tell the truth. Don’t think of it
as a bad thing, I have to live in my own company. It’s why we live
alone, our thoughts often betray us.”

“I don’t
suppose you have made many friends then?” asked Medad, feeling
sorry for the little creature.

“None,” Icthus
replied abruptly.

“Well, I’m
certainly glad I met you. Quite curious,”" responded
Medad.

Icthus just stared at Medad for
a moment tilting his head from side to side.

“Friend then?”
he suggested, bowing his head.

“Friend,”
Medad replied and did likewise. “As I cannot lie to you, I may as
well come clean and give you my story. Are you hungry? I could cook
the lagarto.”

“How so, you
have no fire,” said Icthus and shifted closer to Medad, poking him
with a long bony finger.

“Oh, I have
plenty of fire! It’s partly how I came to be here at all.” Medad
stepped outside of the hut and beckoned Icthus to follow. “Come
I’ll show you.”

Icthus leapt
to his feet and dashed outside to join his new friend. Something
else to see, this was indeed turning into quite some
day.

It was a
simple matter for Medad to ignite the lagarto and give it a proper
roasting. Icthus was beside himself with excitement.

“Warlock,” he
said in a very matter of fact way. “I help friend, Warlock.” Icthus
was beyond happy. He began to tear into the roast lagarto, pulling
great handfuls of meat from the carcass.

“Eat friend,
and thanks.” He bit into the succulent meat, licking the juices
from his lips. “Is better when cooked and more so by a
friend.”

“It has been a
long day, if you do not mind I would like to retire for the night,”
Medad said stretching out his arms.

“Now is as
good a time as any.” Icthus waved Medad into the hut and took one
last look at the swamp before closing the door.

Mornings by
the lagoon had an eerie quality to them that could not be measured
or accurately described. Medad sat on the edge of the veranda with
his feet dangling above the very edge of the still waters. The
sounds of the morning life began to fill the air with distant
calling and cawing. Dark shapes swooped out of the softly clearing
grey skies down to the waters below, where they barely skimmed the
surface, taking a quick drink before wheeling back into the skies
and off toward the great wall. Medad sat fascinated by the
seemingly endless flight of the big black birds. “Where are they
coming from?” he asked his new friend.

“The swamps,
they are carrion eaters. They spend most of their days scouring
Gamran Thorn for dead animals. Plenty of food for them there, the
trolls are very wasteful.” Icthus stood next to Medad, barely
coming up to his shoulder even though Medad was sitting
down.

“The birds are
very tasty though, their eggs make a good breakfast.” Icthus was
practically drooling at the thought of such pleasures.

“You like your
food, don’t you,” Medad laughed to himself, “a creature of simple
pleasures.”

“Indeed I am,”
chirped Icthus and with that he jumped into the lagoon and swam out
to where the birds were swooping down to the water. There was a
sudden frantic splashing followed by a short squawk and moments
later Icthus emerged from the water dragging one of huge birds
behind him. Throwing the bird on to the shore he immediately set
about tearing it open. Excitedly he pulled a dripping sack of flesh
from the bird that now lay with its innards exposed for all to
see.

Medad was
amazed at how Icthus had managed to subdue such a large animal. The
bird was of such a size that Icthus could have quite easily climbed
inside its rib cage. Visibly pleased with himself, Icthus plopped
the dripping egg sac into Medad’s hands. “You cook, you have the
fire.”

Icthus
returned to the dead bird, tearing out the breast meat. “Pots are
here,” Icthus chattered as he dropped the meat on the ground by
Medad’s feet. He then began to rummage under the veranda from where
pulled a suitable cooking pot. He picked up the breast meat and
dropped it into the pot which he then used to scoop up some water
from the lagoon. In no time he had the pot hanging over a large
pile of sticks. “You have the fire,” he repeated and looked
expectantly at Medad, who duly obliged by igniting the pile of
sticks with a tiny ball of yellow flames, much to the excitement of
Icthus. The little creature busied himself gathering various
grasses which he threw into the pot as he passed. Medad had found
himself a shallow pan in which to cook the eggs. Soon the two of
them were happily dining on a richly seasoned breakfast of eggs and
meat. Finally, both satiated, they sat and chatted idly whilst the
sun climbed ever higher in the morning sky.

“I cannot stay
here, friend. You know that.” Medad looked straight at Icthus. “I
have my journey to complete.”

“So why do we
wait?” exclaimed Icthus as he picked himself up and rushed inside
the hut, quickly returning with a full quiver of arrows on his back
and crude bow in his hand.

“You
hunt!”

“Good hunter;
all tattlejacks are good hunters. Too small for fighters, so we get
good with bows.” He smiled up at Medad. “Those that hunt you will
find you here this day. That cloak will shine like a lantern in
this place. Not much magic here by the water.” Icthus sniffed at
the air. “Come quickly. Eat this and swim after me.” He handed a
filthy looking root to Medad who dutifully did as he was
instructed.

“Someone is
coming; quickly.” So saying Icthus slipped into the water, barely
stirring its surface. Medad chewed hard on the root, its bitter
taste causing his throat to tighten, he wanted to cough up the
stiff fibres as they scraped their way down into his stomach, but,
as soon as it was down, he too slipped beneath the surface and swam
after Icthus who, now that he was in his natural element, could
move with great speed and agility. Whatever the root was it was
certainly very useful, for, without realising it, Medad was now
breathing water like a fish. As he swam under the water, Medad
reached out with his mind checking for all the life that was around
them, he did not want another nasty surprise like
yesterday.

Not far behind them two humans
were already searching through the hut. They checked through the
remains of the breakfast and all along the shoreline.

“He’s been
here alright, I can feel the presence of darkness,” the druid said
as she looked out across the water. Kneeling down by the edge of
the lagoon, she stretched out her hand and sank it into the water.
Closing her eyes she began to feel the water’s energy. In her mind
she called to the water. Like a morning sun warming the land, she
could feel the life of everything in the water – the plants,
insects, fish, lagartos and two life forms – one human and one
reptile. “It is him, he travels with a reptile; a
tattlejack.”

She began to
question the water, I want a
name, she demanded of her host.
Icthus, came the
ethereal reply. The creature is called
Icthus. They head east toward the cliffs.

The druid
stood up and, pulling the hood from over her head, she turned to
face the warrior who was her companion. “We must notify Magnus at
once. It is most likely that, with the aid of the tattlejack, Medad
will be able to cross over Everstill River into Gamran Thorn. The
trolls will not bother them there. This is not a good thing.” She
brushed her long white hair from her face revealing her
porcelain-like skin whose purple tone shone in the morning sun. The
druid elf pinned her hair back behind her tall pointed ears, she
put her finger to her lips – thinking. “I do not have the power to
draw them from the water, neither can I cast the waters aside. It
is no use to challenge them as we know that Medad is already
stronger than both of us.”

“We should
try, it is our duty,” urged the warrior and stepped closer to the
water, staring out into the misty distance. The rising sun was
evaporating the night-time dew, filling the air with its
vapours.

“I cannot port
us across the water. Without a target I cannot take us forward. If
we land in the water, I will not be able to take us any further and
I doubt that you can swim too well in that armour.” The elf’s eyes
sparkled in the sunlight, giving them the appearance of two tiny
mirrors. “We will have to return, it will take us no time to get
back to the group and report in. We must waste no more
time.”

“Agreed,” said
the warrior and had barely got the word out of his mouth before the
druid had spirited them out of the wetlands. Once back in the camp,
a portal was opened back to Belgor.

“My lord,” the
druid bowed before Magnus and the rest of The Council of Twelve as
a sign of respect of his position rather than any recognition of
their authority. The elves had no direct representative on the
council and so were not subject to its authority and
rules.

“The fugitive
is heading directly for the Wailing Cliffs with his accomplice, a
tattlejack named Icthus. We missed them only by the narrowest
margin. I thought it best not to pursue them any further as there
was nothing but water between us and the cliffs.” Magnus was never
impressed with cowardice, whatever the excuse.

“That is
unacceptable. Medad will now be able to escape us once and for all.
It would seem that the Divines are with him.” Magnus turned toward
the council members. “Of all the creatures ... Icthus,” he muttered
under his breath.

“Gentlemen,”
he began, “it would seem that Medad has eluded us once more. He is
headed for the Wailing Cliffs, aided by none other than Icthus.” At
this announcement there was a general disquiet about the
news.

“I thought
that Icthus was dead?”

“No, master
Dolomire.” Magnus shook his head in dismay. “Icthus is not dead.
After his escapade with the Brotherhood of Death in Bolzear, he had
to make a hasty retreat. For a number of years he went back to his
homeland in the north of Gamran Thorn, since then he has been
exonerated of all blame by the Brotherhood and his whereabouts were
unknown, that is, until now.”

“Icthus is no
threat to us, the toad is nothing,” retorted Tralchar of the Dark
Iron Hills. “It would take but a single blow of a child’s axe to
fell him.”

“May I remind
you gentlemen,” Arrborn said, without rising to address the council
in the correct manner, “Icthus in himself is no threat, but
together with a warlock he will be very much so. Icthus has been a
warlock’s pet, as it were, before. He knows a lot about the dark
arts and how to gain the higher skills. Do not underestimate the
tattlejacks; they are far more dangerous than they first
appear.”

“Who let that
religious imbecile into the room?” H’rat king of the Darklings of
Ab’rir snorted, “He knows nothing. A simpleton and hater of the
Divines, I’ll have nothing to do with his kind.”

“Remember that
the next time that you lay prostrate and bleeding in battle,”
Arrborn replied. “You Darklings are all alike, all big talk and hot
air, like your so-called gods. The Divines are a farce. Have any of
you ever seen the hand of the Divines deliver you in battle? Have
their voices shaken the heavens? Do they whisper the secret truths
to your heart?”

Arrborn passed
along in front of the Council of Twelve, staring each one in the
face.

“I thought
not!” He turned to leave, saying, “From now on, as H’rat has
requested, the priests of The One will no longer stand alongside
you in battle. Neither will we be at your beck and call. In future
I would suggest that you make sure that you really want what you
pray for before, you pray for it.”

That was the last time that
Arrborn stood before the Twelve. The battlefields would never again
be the same for them.

What ensued
after Arrborn had left the room was nothing short of childish chaos
with everyone rounding on H’rat for his lack of discipline with
regard to his tongue. It was not the first time that he had caused
unrest among the council. This time though, it was serious. Without
the covering of the priests in battle there would be no healing,
fatalities would be far higher than in the past. The priests of the
Divines lacked the power to heal, there was a certain something
missing from their faith that left them at a disadvantage. In fact
it was unlikely that any priests of any order would go into battle
as no one had any faith in the Divines’ power to deliver what was
needed. These were indeed dark times. Outside the council chambers,
Arrborn chuckled silently to himself.

Meanwhile,
Medad had scaled the seemingly impossible Wailing Cliffs with
commensurate ease, largely due to the support of Icthus. Medad was
beginning to believe himself blessed of the Divines, his great
fortune in meeting Icthus could not have been anything less than a
truly divine appointment. Standing at the top of the cliffs, he was
able to look back along the top of the Great Wall of Meregith. The
cliffs, though daunting at first, were just a matter of sheer
determination and perhaps a dab of courage. Across to their right
was the Everstill River and Gamran Thorn – their eventual
objective, but for now there was the none-too-small matter of
crossing the vast plains of Oumtuk, the realm of the taurens and
centaurs. This was to be a pleasant, if mammoth, trek across the
open grasslands among the grazing herds of bulltars and giant
mammasaurs, huge reptilian herbivores that the taurens prized for
their thick hides. The only likely hazard they would encounter on
their long trek would be the accursed furies that inhabited the
embankments along the fordable regions of the river.

The
enchantment that had been placed upon Everstill River did not
affect its entire course, only the immediate border area with
Gamran Thorn. The tauren people had made it quite plain that the
humans were not going to be allowed to mess with the ancestral
waters of their homeland. The taurens had no dispute with the
trolls, or with humans for that matter, and the great plateau they
inhabited was security enough from the human invaders. The Wailing
Cliffs stretched for over 200 miles along the shoreline of Oumtuk
where it bordered Gamran Thorn. At the insistence of Icthus, they
stayed on the coastal trail keeping a respectful distance from
anything that vaguely resembled a master race; Taurens were highly
tolerant of outside races as long as they respected their ways and
just kept on passing through. The centaurs were much the same, but
they lacked the spiritual depth of the taurens. They did, however,
know how to make war. Seldom in the history of the two races had
there been any sizeable conflicts, the taurens, being bullish and
two legged, tended to inhabit the high sierras and raised plateaus,
whereas the centaurs strode through the open grasslands where they
hunted the bulltars for food and the mammasaurs for
sport.

Perhaps the only thing that
taurens did not tolerate was failure to follow the directives of
the elders or the ancestors. Unlike the other races of Alzear, the
taurens believed in the rights of accession, where a son takes the
place of a father in the passage to adulthood and tribal lore. Such
was the case of Thunderborn, who no longer believed in the
ancestors and rights of passage which, as a tribal elder, was
something of a disappointment to his clan. The time had finally
come for his exile. The remaining elders had gathered at the
ancestral graves to put his case before the ancestors. This night
would be his last among his people. He would be driven out of the
homeland into the wild mountains where he would either come to his
senses and accept the forgiveness of the ancestors or he would die
at the hands of the cursed ones that had gone that way before.

It was a
beautiful star-filled night. The sacrifices had been made to
appease the ancestors, Thunderborn’s own infant would be cast into
the fires as a peace offering so that the ancestors would not rise
from their graves and slaughter the whole tribe. No matter how much
he pleaded, nothing would spare the child now that the rites had
begun. Merrydew, his mate, had been dragged by her hooves from the
village camp to the graveyard to play her part in the rituals.
Thunderborn bellowed a deep guttural cry as his child was thrown
screaming into the flames. He watched the child trying to escape
the flames only to be shoved back in by Great Tusk, the tribe’s
shaman.

“You have
brought this disgrace upon your family and this tribe,” Great Tusk
began. “The ancestors have accepted the peace offering,” he
claimed, as they seemingly always did, though there was no actual
evidence for it.

“Thunderborn,”
Great Tusk waved his arms over Thunderborn as he spoke, scattering
incense over him from the small censer that was strapped to the top
of his heavy gnarled staff, “prepare for your departure from this
world, no more shall you spread the poison of your heresy among the
people of Rammar Bluff. Behold the spirits rise.”

All those
present threw themselves face down in the dirt and began throwing
the dust in the air over their heads to keep themselves from
catching the gaze of the ancestral spirits. Great Tusk began to
chant and wail as he stomped around the tree where Thunderborn was
tied with his hands behind his back. The tribe began to bellow and
wail as a soft breeze stirred the air around them. The air grew
thick with dust and ashes as the whole tribe became gripped by the
terror of the ancestors, all except for Merrydew, who could see
nothing through her tears, and Thunderborn whose heavy ropes had
rubbed his flesh raw. Great Tusk was himself now prostrate,
writhing in the dirt for all that he was worth.

“Look up all
of you, there is nothing to fear. It is just the wind stirring the
ashes,” Thunderborn bellowed out, but no one could hear him above
the wailing of Great Tusk. Merrydew stared across the raging pyre
where her child’s body lie burning, with its tiny arms
outstretched, to where her mate of many years stood pleading for
the people to come to their senses. She too could see the fallacy
of the ancestors for the smokescreen that it really was and for
this her son was burned alive and her husband would be cast out
into the mountains. Her face was the image of grief. All this
because Great Tusk would not be exposed for the fraud that he was.
It was not for heresy that Thunderborn stood accused, that could be
dealt with in other ways, but because Merrydew had refused the
advances of Great Tusk. When his lust could not be fulfilled in the
manner in which he was accustomed, he would cover his tracks by
using the ancient rights as a way of silencing his victims. Virgins
could always be sacrificed, but mated women needed a bit more work.
Thunderborn’s heresy was all the excuse that Great Tusk needed to
silence their whole clan and remove them from tribal
history.

Enough was
enough, Great Tusk had thought up the way in which to end it
all.

“The ancestors
have spoken,” Great Tusk announced loudly, leaping to his feet in
triumph. “Tie her horns, she is to be trialled by fire.” Among the
ululations, the screams of Merrydew could barely be heard. Blood
lust was reaching its peak. Great Tusk stood before Thunderborn
grinning maniacally as, unseen by the tribe, he pulled a pouch from
his tunic and cast it into the fire. “Victory is mine,” he said
softly drawing close to Thunderborn.

“This is not
the end of this, Great Tusk. Your secret will not die with
us.”

“It already
has.” Great Tusk smiled, as he turned to face the tribe. “Pull her
through the flames and unite them in death.” The small pouch in the
fire erupted into a ball of flames and glowing sparks. “The
ancestors are appeased.” Two of the elder guards rushed forward and
tied thick vine ropes to Merrydew’s horns then they turned around
to face Thunderborn as they gripped the ropes tightly between their
thick fingers. The guards lowered their heads and began to charge
forward. The flaming pyre wood burst apart as Merrydew was dragged
stumbling through the flames toward Thunderborn, his eyes wide with
terror as he prepared himself for the coming impact. At the last
moment the two guards parted around the tree, lifting Merrydew off
her feet and hurtling her headlong into Thunderborn’s chest. He
wanted to embrace his mate but could not free his hands. Despite
the pain in his chest he fought out his words, “I will always love
you.” Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth onto her head, his
breath rasping. “Know that I am sorry for all this. I never meant
to cause any hurt, my love.”

Great Tusk cut
the bonds that held Thunderborn captive. The mighty tauren fell to
his knees stirring up a small billow of dust. He clenched his teeth
at the jolt of pain that ripped through his chest where Merrydew’s
horn had impaled him. Gently he pulled her from his chest, her head
lolled listlessly to one side, the impact had broken her neck and
mercifully she would suffer no more. With all the strength that was
left within him, Thunderborn rose to his feet, lifting the body of
Merrydew in his arms he strode over to the fire and placed her
among the flames.

“You will
never defile her, Great Tusk, never.” By the lore of the ancestors,
Thunderborn had survived the rite of heresy and was thereby
forgiven and Great Tusk knew this.

“By the lore
of the ancestors, I choose the way of the mountains and the spirits
of those that have gone before me.” He spat a mouthful of bloody
saliva at Great Tusk. “You have won nothing.” Thunderborn turned to
leave, one hand held tightly over the wound in his chest, the other
gripped around his staff.

“Thunderborn,
a moment.” Great Tusk slipped the blade from his robes as he
approached, “The ancients have forgiven you,” he declared as he
embraced Thunderborn, “but here’s a parting gift.” He brought the
small blade up toward Thunderborn’s belly.

“Not this
time!” Thunderborn had expected Great Tusk to try something
underhand and he was ready. The knife cut deep into his palm as he
wrenched it from Great Tusk’s grasp. “Thanks for the gift.”
Thunderborn, with his head bowed low, walked slowly through the
silent assembly unmolested as he set foot on the path that led to
the wild mountains. The dark of the night closed around him,
enveloping him in a veil of secrecy. No one ever came back from the
mountains, ever. They held many secrets for all races. The wild
mountains were the friends of no one.

There would be
no celebration in the camp tonight, for there had been no victory
won here. Great Tusk stood by the burning embers watching the body
of Merrydew burn, the whole object of his desire now nothing more
than charred flesh and ash. Only the chief remained, hidden in the
shadows he watched Great Tusk with deep distrust as he poked at the
burning body with his staff. The chief slipped silently away into
the night, this would wait for another day, another time. What had
come to pass he knew now was wrong, the tribe had lost a trusted
elder and a loving family that had, it seemed, at last overcome its
legacy of disaster. Alas it was not so.

They say that
The One is the most mysterious of all the Divines and ancients.
Where the Divines have their rules that must be obeyed and the
ancients a path that must be trodden, The One has only a hand that
guides. The Divines sit stoical, unfeeling for their followers,
aloof and trite, but The One is compassionate and caring, counting
each and every one as precious. He is the god of untold power and
wisdom, the god of endless justice and mercy, the god of wrath and
of unconditional love. The ways of The One were not difficult to
follow, all that was required was obedience to his voice. This was
what set him apart from all the other gods, he made the effort to
reach down to his people and tend their needs. The Divines had no
such qualities, their ways were far more liberal – if the Divines
gave no word on a subject then there were no rules. Every now and
then a great leader would arise from among the people and bring
something new to the order of things. Under such leaders and at
such times, Alzear flourished. This, however, was not one of those
times. The horde masters had harnessed the powers of the Divines,
for, though they were considered evil by the human races, the horde
were no different at heart from them, they were just more open in
their expressions of their emotions.

Now was the
time of the horde, a time when leaders were being forged in the
fires of the darkness that burned in the hearts of warlocks and
warriors. Armies were amassing under the new goblin king, new
allegiances were being forged in the shadows where hatred once
again reigned supreme. Fissures were beginning to show in the human
alliances. These were nothing new, but this time they were running
deep, opening wide the chasms of indifference to one another. The
darkness was spreading into every corner of Alzear and there was
nothing that could stem the oncoming tide of blood.

The One would
have his way, the Divines had ruled the hearts of men for too long,
there was not one man who could stand and fight for the people who
was not tainted by the Divines. Now was the time for change, the
time for the great prophecy to be fulfilled, the time had come for
righteousness to take the stand and call down heaven’s
power.

“Father,” Dorn
tugged on the innkeeper’s sleeve, “look at me.” This was something
that Eliazer did not want to see. Recent events had shattered his
world, his inn was once the place where everyone came to meet and
talk over the things of the day, but not any more. Not since the
warlock had come and brought shame upon his household. That and now
this. “Father,” she tugged again.

Eliazer took
the last plate from the pile and began to slowly wash it, silently
scraping away at the dried-on food. He lifted the plate from the
water and, without looking at it, he stood it in the drainer still
covered in grease spots. He closed his eyes wishing that time could
be taken back. He had not heard Martha enter the room.

“Are you going
to answer your child?” Martha stood holding Dorn by her shoulders.
“We are waiting.”

Eliazer threw
the cloth into the battered tin sink with a hollow clank. He turned
around slowly, fighting back the emotion in his heart. His eyes red
with tears, his lip trembling, Eliazer fell to his knees. Grasping
Dorn he sobbed bitterly, “It’s not right. It’s not right,” he
repeated over and over, nuzzling his face against Dorn’s cheek.
Outside the inn a crowd had gathered.

“Eliazer,” a
gruff voice called out, “Eliazer.”

The door to
the inn swung open, Eliazer stood with his head bowed. With one
hand he wiped away the tears from his eyes, with the other he held
Dorn close, all eyes were upon Dorn and her swollen belly. “Why
must it be so? She did nothing wrong,” Eliazer’s voice
trembled.

“You can’t let
them do it, Eliazer!” Martha pleaded.

“Father, what
do they want?” Dorn looked up at her father whose tears ran freely
from his face. After all the years of trying for a child and
burying those that were stillborn, this one was now to be taken
from them.

“What is her
crime?” Eliazer asked, in one last attempt to avert the
pain.

“We cannot
allow the seed of evil to grow amongst us,” Judge Bilhorn reached
out his hand. “The child,” he said, drawing his sword.

“There has to
be another way,” Martha stepped in front of Dorn.

“Mummy, I’m
scared.” Dorn pressed herself against her father.

“The child,
Eliazer, we do not want to shed any blood today.” Judge Bilhorn
brushed Martha aside and tore Dorn away from her father, raising
his sword between them. “You know the law of Bethraim. Now choose.”
He threw three large rings on the ground between them, one gold,
one silver and the other bronze.

“I cannot do
this, Judge,” Eliazer stammered, unable to take his eyes from his
terrified daughter. “She is still a child, not yet
thirteen.”

“She is woman
enough to carry the seed of a warlock,” Judge Bilhorn growled. “Now
choose.”

“Daddy!” Dorn
searched her father’s eyes for hope, but he was unable to offer the
child any.

Behind a tree,
out of sight, stood a figure in a darkened robe. “Jump child, jump,
do the choosing,” he willed the child to act.

“I love you,
Daddy.” Dorn leapt forward into the bronze ring, there was brief
flash of a cleft in a rock side and Dorn was gone
forever.

“Baby!” Martha
threw herself at the ring, but it was too late, the magic had
gone.

Behind the
tree, the figure smiled knowingly, jumped on to its mount and
disappeared.
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A shimmering
‘eye’ opens for the briefest of moments and from it steps a
frightened child clutching at her cloak against the chill wind of
the Black Iron Hills.

Griklag
Rockthaw rose from his place by the camp fire and without a word to
his companions he picked up his axe and headed toward the nearby
mountain peaks. For a dwarf, he was still a youngster and swift on
his feet. His armour was made from the finest dark iron plate that
he himself had crafted in the fires of the Great Cauldron. On his
back he carried the shield of honour, not something that was
awarded lightly. Around his waist were various knives and hatchets
together with a dwarven short sword, but his favourite weapon was
his trusted axe, a well balanced piece of craftsmanship if ever
there was one. Griklag was a man of honour who had been entrusted
by a friend and ally to watch for the signs of the prophecy’s
fulfilment, and so he did. Griklag had been camped by the foothills
of the Black Iron Mountains for more years than he cared to count,
and though his comrades had come and gone he had remained true and
faithful. This day for sure, the sign had been given and Griklag
had much to do.

High up on the face of the
mountains lay the cleft in the rock, not a huge rent but a small
niche that offered shelter from the storms that tore across the
face of the mountains, but still below the snow line. As soon as he
set foot on the mountain face he knew that this was the day. He
pulled the ropes of his rucksack tighter and tugged the sides of
his hat down over his ears and began the climb. He knew too that
others would be brought together to protect the child of the
prophecy; at least in that he was not alone. It would take him a
good few hours to reach the cleft and he would not rest until he
was in its shelter.

Dorn huddled
into a corner, where she sat crying, pulling her knees up to her
chest with her face pressed into them. She was only a child, why
had they all done this to her, she had done no wrong? She wrestled
with her thoughts. Unable to find the answers in her own mind, she
began to question the Divines, but they too had no answers. It was
then that she became aware of a softly glowing light on the wall
opposite her. The light did not light the cleft like a torch would,
it just glowed with a pale iridescent light. It was not long before
her childish curiosity got the better of her. The questions in her
mind no longer plagued her, the light had taken over her every
thought. She rose slowly to her feet and approached the
light.

“Dorn of Mor,”
a soft still voice filtered into the cleft, it seemed to be coming
from everywhere at once, “do not fear for your life or that of the
child which you carry.”

“Who are you?”
Dorn reached out to touch the light. “What are you?” she asked
trying to take hold of the light.

“I am that I
am,” the voice sounded like her father, but she knew that it could
not be. “I am The One.”

Dorn stepped
back from the light, afraid. “Are you the Divines?” she
asked.

“No,” the
light began to grow and spread out, “I am the one who made you. I
have chosen you to bear my son. My servant Arrborn, the priest,
told you that you would have a son. He is to be called Emmanuel. He
shall do many great deeds in my name.”

“Why me?” Dorn
turned around, watching the light as it folded in around her like
ethereal arms. “I’m just a child.”

“You are
special to me,” said the voice. She could sense it
smiling.

“I have
watched you from afar, now I draw near to you. If you will trust in
me, I will guide you. I will never ask anything of you that you
cannot do. I will be your provider, your healer, your friend. I
will never leave you nor forsake you.”

Dorn was
speechless. She could feel the deep love and concern of The One as
he wrapped his arms of compassion around her. She never wanted to
leave.

“I will trust
you,” she said softly. “Will you always be there when I call
you?”

“I will. My
word is unbreakable. That which I say I will do, I will do. Rest
now and I will send you aid.”

Dorn slept.

“Child,” a
gruff voice said, “I’ve brought you things to eat.”

“You’re not
The One,” Dorn said, rubbing her eyes as she sat up. “Who are
you?”

“I am Griklag,
friend of Arrborn. I have brought you food.” He opened his rucksack
and pulled out its contents. “It’s not much, but it will do ’til
Aaron gets here.”

“Aaron, who’s
he?” Dorn tore a chunk of bread from the crusty loaf that Griklag
had brought her and began to eat it as she got up to explore the
rock walls of the cleft.

Griklag looked
at Dorn and thought hard for a moment about how best to answer.
“You’ll see. Eat everything you can. You’ve a long journey ahead of
you. I’ll not see you again this side of the wee one coming,” he
said pointing to her belly. “Looks to me that you’re half way
already.” His face was lit by a huge smile that was half hidden by
his thick beard. “I must go. It has been a real honour meeting you
Dorn.”

“How do you
know my name?” Dorn skipped around inside the small
hollow.

“Arrborn,” he
said hoisting the empty rucksack onto his back, “he knows a lot
more about this than many.”

“Will I see
him again?” she said, helping Griklag to get the rucksack over his
shield. “What’s the picture on your shield, is that a
ghost?”

“Aye, you’ll
see old Arrborn again; he has a knack of turning up out of
nowhere.” Griklag laughed heartily. “That ghost is the spirit of
The One.” He gave Dorn a hug then, holding her at arms length, he
said, “You’ll find out soon enough about the spirit of The One, I’m
sure you will.”

Dorn reached
forward and kissed Griklag on the cheek. “Thank you,” she
smiled.

“Thank you
lass.” Griklag tried to hide his embarrassment by pulling his hat
down a bit further. “It will be dark in a few hours, hopefully
Aaron will be here before it gets too late. I’ve no lamp or I’d
leave it with you. I’m sorry, lassie.”

“I’m not
scared. The One will give me light.” Dorn smiled.

“You know The
One?” Griklag turned around to face her once more.

“Yes, he was
here earlier, a light on the rock.”

The look on
Dorn’s face told Griklag everything that he needed to know, the
child was telling the truth that was for sure. “Well, I’ll be
seeing you.”

“Farewell
Griklag, and see you soon.” Dorn watched Griklag as he made his way
back down the crumbling path. She watched until the little dwarf
was completely out of sight then she sat down in the opening of the
cleft just watching the world go by. Below, she could see the dense
woodland canopy, verdant and lush, teeming with life. This was the
great Learmont Forest that stretched all the way along the
foothills of the Black Iron Mountains, smothering the abundant
caves with its plush canopy. What she could not see was the
wildlife that stalked the forest floor and dwelt within the
confines of the canopy. Dorn was unaware of the steady breeze that
blew across the face of the mountains; the cleft was slightly
recessed affording it shelter from any storm or prying eyes. All
the while that she remained inside she could not be seen, or heard
for that matter. High above her head, near the very peak of the
mountain, a shadow passed before the sun. The dark shape kept close
to the black walls of the mountain where it could not easily be
seen. Having found its quarry, it drew in its wings and prepared to
land. Its huge claws bit into the black flint of the mountainside,
scattering chunks of rock as it began to climb along toward the
cleft. Dorn screamed and ran for the shelter of the hollow as small
rocks fell all around her. She could hear the pounding of the
beast’s claws upon the rock as they drew closer and closer to the
entrance of the cleft. A soft light began to glow next to her where
she hid in the deepest corner.

“Dorn, do not
be afraid,” the light said calmly. Outside the sound of monster
grew silent. In the stillness of the cleft she could hear the
monster’s breath, deep and low.

“Dorn of Mor,”
a deep commanding voice called from outside the cleft, “I have come
for you, do not be afraid to come out. I will not harm
you.”

“Go Dorn, it
is one of my servants,” The One spoke from within the light. “Trust
me. Do not judge someone by how they look.”

Dorn peeled herself from the
back wall of the cave and began to move toward the entrance.
Whatever was out there, it was blocking out the sun.

“Come, we must
hurry if we are to make it before nightfall,” the voice
said.

“Do not be
afraid for I am with you even in the darkness,” The One said as the
light went before her to ease her fears.

Dorn stepped
out onto the narrow ledge unafraid of whatever was waiting for her.
She craned her neck back to try and see what it was that was
blocking out the sun, but she unable to make out any
detail.

“Wait, I’ll
move out of the way.” The sun glared in her eyes, preventing her
from seeing anything, and, stepping forward, she toppled over the
edge of the ledge and fell forward. She felt the strong muscled
claw close around her as it plucked her from the air and lifted her
high. She opened her eyes only to see the rich canopy of the forest
rushing up to greet them, the monster ripped the top out of a tree
with another claw. It roared as it snapped its mouth at the forest,
tearing out age-old tree tops in a single bite. Beneath the canopy
Griklag smiled as he packed up his camp. The monster opened its
mouth, tossing is head back it swallowed its catch in a single
gulp.

Despite being
a few hundred feet in the air, Dorn felt safe and secure in the
clutches of the beast. Its thick scaled feet were as hard as
Griklag’s shield and equally beautiful. She ran her hand along the
rings that covered the scales like those in a tree. She was amazed
at how silent the creature was as it flew up over the mountain
tops. She looked down at the land below with its wide open spaces
and swaying grasses. She could see vast herds of black-brown
animals that looked like nothing more than a dark stain from their
height, grazing in the grasslands. Dorn watched the thick wings of
the beast as they spread out to catch the rising thermals from the
cliffs below. This side of the mountain was covered in patchy
grasses and clumps of trees. She could make out the dark shapes of
creatures moving slowly over the mountainside below. It was then
that she realised that all along she had been riding in a dragon’s
claw, a very large dragon’s claw. The dragon swooped down to the
ground pulling up at the last moment, lowering its hind legs to
land, this time gently.

In front of
them was a huge cavern whose entrance was partially hidden by the
overhanging trees and vines. All around the cave entrance was a
wall of huge boulders that Dorn could never hope to scale. She was
here to stay. The dragon lowered her carefully to the ground
opening its claw slowly so that Dorn could slide down with ease.
Turning, she looked up at the dragon, its dark skin melting into
the darkening sky.

“I am Aaron,”
it said, dropping the torn tree top onto a pile. Dorn screamed as a
thick black hairy leg poked out of the pile of branches, closely
followed by another. The spider, seeing Dorn sprang from its cover,
trailing its hind quarters on its broken legs. Aaron stomped on the
spider before it could get anywhere near Dorn who was rocked from
her feet by the impact of Aaron’s stomp.

“Are you
alright, I did not mean to harm you.” Aaron reached out his claw to
help Dorn back to her feet.

“I’m OK,” she
said, dusting herself down. “It’s been a bit of day.”

Aaron
chuckled. “I would imagine that it has. Come, I’ll show you
inside.” Aaron stepped into the cavern where he waited for Dorn.
Inside, the cavern was lit by glowing rocks that appeared to be
filled with a fire of their own. A large camp fire was burning to
one side, near which were all manner of cooking utensils and even
some clothing.

“You were
expecting me!” Dorn said as she searched through the pile of
clothing and swaddling cloth. Various dried foods had been stored
in baskets along the walls of the cavern. “How long has all this
been here?”

“It has taken
a few months to get it here without anyone knowing,” said Aaron as
he sat down near the fire from where he watched Dorn set about
arranging things to her own liking. “Arrborn believed in the
ancient prophecy and that this day would come. He knew from the
first time that he had held you as an infant that you were to be
the one chosen by The One.”

“Do you know
the prophecy?” Dorn asked, without turning to address Aaron
properly.

“Mostly,” he
said stretching himself before the fire, though it was far too
small to warm his huge frame, “the prophecy contains many things
about how the world will be at the time of the promised one. It
foretells of a great war between all races and of allegiances and
betrayals. Arrborn believes that the Mages’ Guild will come to an
end and a new order will take over in Mor. There will be much
bloodshed.

“It is during
this Great War that our enemies will rise up against us en mass and
will sweep through our land like a scourge. Once this is so, a
child will be born in a land of darkness. He will be like a light
for those lost. He will bring fathers back to their sons and
mothers to their daughters. He will rebuild shattered cities and
restore order where there is chaos.”

“So where do I
come into the story. There is no mention of a girl in a dragon’s
cave.” Dorn placed her hands on her hips as she stood between Aaron
and the fire. “Why am I here?”

“You carry the
promised one!” Dorn stared incredulous at Aaron, whose huge eyes
glinted with the firelight. As he yawned, Dorn could see the rows
of pointed teeth that lined his mouth around the thick pink tongue
that looked like it had the texture of the bark of a tree, “Your
son is the promised one. We have been preparing for your arrival,
yes.”

“Oh!” She sank
to the floor suddenly feeling the enormity of what lay before her.
What had begun life as a desecration of her innocence had now
become the future hope of Alzear.

“Is everything
alright, Dorn? You look pale.” Aaron pulled Dorn to him, holding
her in the cup of his claw.

“How can I be
the one to carry this child? His father is a warlock, the greatest
of evils. How can he be the chosen one?” Dorn wept.

“Understand
this about a warlock; it is no more evil than any other creature,
it is just the choices that it has made in life that has shaped it
into whatsoever it is. What was meant for evil, The One will make
good. There is nothing that he cannot turn around for his glory.
The greatest evil is the devil that prowls the land looking for
souls to devour, it masquerades as a being of light whilst
beguiling all with its silver tongue, yet at its heart it only
seeks to steal, kill and destroy.”

Dorn said
nothing, she had fallen into a long and deep sleep. Aaron laid her
by the fire to keep her warm, tomorrow he would show her the world
around them and begin to teach her how to look after herself as
best he could.

Mornings on
the mountains were breathtaking, the morning sun rising over the
emerald sea, bringing with it its balmy heat. The warm salty air
rose up the mountains, sweeping away the blanket of mist that the
night had left behind. Aaron was out in the corral that he had
built to protect his den from intruders, quietly sunning himself.
He had left Dorn still in a deep slumber by the fire which had now
burned down to its last dying embers. He closed his eyes and
stretched out his wings to capture as much of the sun as he could.
Aaron loved to feel the sun on his pale under belly, which,
although it was softer than his armoured back and flanks, was
nonetheless tough. With his wings spread out across the compound he
stood up on his hind legs that were as round as houses and as rich
in colour as the forests of Learmont. Along his flanks were two
huge folds of skin that hung like scaled hammocks along his sides,
from the nape of his neck to the tip of his twin tails ran a ridge
of horny vertical plates that protected his vertebrae with their
flanged bases. The line of extended scales that ran from the top of
his nostrils, that were perched atop his broad snout, all the way
back up over his large dark green eyes circling around to join the
first spinal plate, glistened with moisture from where Aaron was
venting his scales. He stretched his thick trunk-like neck toward
the morning sky and yawned with a guttural growl. Gently he lowered
himself back onto all fours so as not to shake the ground and wake
Dorn. He picked up a mouthful of the branches from the pile and
took them inside to put on the smouldering embers.

Dorn was
already up, rummaging through the dried foods looking for
breakfast. “What do you eat Aaron?”

“What ever I
want to,” he answered as he dropped the branches on the fire and
grabbed himself some of the red-black rocks that were scattered
around the fire. He stood there a moment grinding the rocks in his
mouth a while before he spat them back out onto the embers
rekindling the fire in a flash of flame.

“Is that how
you make fire?” Dorn asked, picking up one of the stones and
placing it in her mouth as Aaron had done. “Ugh!” she said screwing
up her face in disgust. “What!” She spat the crumbling stone from
her mouth onto the fire which sparked and crackled as the spittle
hit the flames.

“It’s one
way,” he laughed, shaking his head in disbelief. “I have never seen
a human try grinding dragon dung before.”

Dorn retched.

“Lots of good
spider meat in there,” he said, poking at the stones with a claw.
“That reminds me.” Aaron went back outside into the paddock and
scraped up the remains of the crushed spider with his talons and
brought it in to Dorn who backed away from it as though it might
try to attack her again. “Put it in the fire.” He dropped the dried
up mass of fibres and flesh on the ground in front of Dorn who
poked at it gingerly with a large fork. “You’ll soon get used to
it, it makes a fine cake.”

“A cake?” Dorn
held the fork out as far in front of her as she could and poked the
mangled remains into the flames. The heady scent of the sizzling
flesh and burning hair rose from the fire with a heavy acrid smoke.
“Are you sure that you can eat this?” she said with a look of
distaste.

“It is ready,
see the colour has changed? Quickly remove it before it spoils.”
Aaron watched as Dorn sniffed at the smoking meat. “Go on, try it,
it won’t bite.”

“Well, it
smells alright,” she said picking at the meat with a small fork.
“It’s ok,” she said, biting off another mouthful.

“Crisped
spider meat has always been one of my favourites,” said Aaron as he
licked his lips, wishing that there was enough for him. “Today I
will show you the surrounding area and teach you some of the things
to avoid.”

Dorn nodded
her head, she was too busy eating the crisped spider to speak and
she searched around for a cup. “Where is the water?”

“There is a
pool over there and a larger one farther back for
washing.”

“Thank you,”
Dorn said, skipping across the cavern to the pool. “Wow, this is
really cold and clean. We had to boil all our water at home.” For a
moment Dorn was struck with sadness at the thought of how her
parents might be since she had left them.

“What is it
Dorn?” asked Aaron, as he stepped closer and, cupping her in his
claw, he raised her up to his eye level. “Is it your people?” Dorn
only nodded, she did not want to cry, she was quite happy there
with Aaron, but the pain that she felt when she thought of her
parents cut deep. She had not yet garnered the tools in life to
deal with traumas such as this, but Aaron had and he would help her
to overcome them all.

“I’m alright
now, it just hurts to think of them.” Dorn looked at Aaron
quizzically. “You have very pretty eyes,” she said
softly.

“Would you
like to see the world around us?” Aaron asked, with just a hint of
excitement. Having Dorn around reminded him of the family that had
been taken from him. “Sit just behind my ear, there is a small fold
that will hold you snugly.” Dorn climbed up behind Aaron’s ear and
slipped herself neatly into the small recess.

“I’m in. Fits
nice too,” she said patting his ear. Aaron turned around and ducked
beneath the hanging vines out into the warming air of the morning.
Aaron drew himself up to his full height and, stretching out his
wings, he leapt into the air. Soon they were flying low along the
face of the Black Iron Mountains. Dorn could see the land of
Grimlaw, with its lush forests and high snow capped peaks, she
could just make out the smoking chimney that was the Great
Cauldron. Directly below her Dorn could see what looked like people
hunting something. “What are those down there?” she called
out.

“They are the
cursed ones, taurens who refused to believe in the ancient rites.
They fight among themselves for food and territory. There is not
much worth fighting over on this side of the mountains and few take
the risk of climbing down the face of Black Iron Mountains. They
come from Oumtuk, they are mainly taurens and a few centaurs, and
many are injured and diseased. Few reach any age, not here. Ahead
is Oumtuk, their homeland. This is a beautiful place, great food.”
Dorn watched the land of Oumtuk unfold as they swept up over the
edge of the plateau, startling the tauren guards that were
protecting the pass into the plateau. Aaron waved back at the
guards as they shook their fists at them.

“What are
those?” Dorn asked, her voice filled with wonder.

“Those are
bultars and most probably what we will have for supper. Over here
are mammasaurs, these great beasts are friendly until roused. The
centaurs hunt them for sport, but taurens value them for their
hides. You see a tauren only kills in defence or for food, they
respect life, but the centaurs enjoy the kill.”

“Can we get a
close look at the mammasaurs?” Aaron tipped his wings and swooped
down low until his belly touched the tall grass. Very gently he
landed in front of the small herd of mammasaurs so that he would
not frighten them into a stampede. Very slowly he turned to face
the mammasaurs, they were not bothered by Aaron and they knew that
he had not come to fight. “Wow, they are big. I’ve never seen
anything that big before. Except you.” She stroked the back of his
ear which twitched at her touch.

“They are one
of the largest animals in Alzear, only the highland raptors are
larger and much more dangerous than these plant eaters,” responded
Aaron as they stood and watched the herd pass them by on either
side, their thick skins hanging in folds down their legs and along
their short necks. Mammasaurs had no real teeth just huge grinding
plates and a sticky tongue. Their mouths were shaped like a
parakeet’s beak, only the size of a wheelbarrow. The soles of their
toe-less feet were nearly two feet in diameter with thick crusty
plates of keratin that looked like toenails. Aaron liked these
animals and made a point of not eating them unless he had to, as
their numbers were dwindling. Even though the mammasaurs were the
size of six elephants, they were barely shoulder high to
Aaron.

Aaron came
from a cross breed of dragons. His mother was a fire born who had
spent most of her life in the Great Cauldron working with the
dwarves and gnomes, whilst his father was a Dandril from the Pine
Mountains of upper Narelzbad, a long, long way from Alzear across
the swirling seas. His size and colour came from his father and his
abilities with fire from his mother. There were many breeds of
dragon to be found throughout Alzear, but none quite like Aaron. He
had grown up surrounded by people, his home was the Great Cauldron,
a volcanic mountain whose peak was a giant caldera that constantly
bubbled and spat lava like a hot frying pan filled with fat. There
the dwarves made their armour in the smelting pot of the caldera,
using its high temperature to temper the Dark and Black irons into
their weapons and armour. The dwarves were the finest blacksmiths
in all the lands. Their great love of the rocks gave them an
understanding of the minerals that no other race possessed, so that
only they, together with gnomish engineers, were capable of
building the strongest siege engines and explosive charges that
could be found anywhere. They were a proud people with a respect
for all races, but they also had a very, very short temper. The
gnomes on the other hand were fun loving and mischievous. The two
races lived as one, scattered far and wide throughout the many
lands of Alzear and Narelzbad and others too no doubt.

“Now I’ll show
you some more.” Aaron spread his wings and lifted himself up into
the sky and chased the sun west towards Gamran Thorn. All across
the land of Oumtuk the grasses swayed with the summer’s breeze, a
sure sign that autumn was closing in. Beneath them now ran
Everstill River.

“It all looks
so beautiful from here, the water looks so still.” Dorn smiled,
without a care in the world as she now had something that she had
never had before – a friend.

“At this point
the river is enchanted, nothing can cross its surface, it has been
done to keep the horde from crossing into Meregith on the other
side of that wall.” Aaron flew down closer to the ground, but far
enough away to keep out of the range of the archers stationed all
along the wall in case they got lucky and struck Dorn with a stray
arrow.

“The creatures
over this side are mainly trolls, but there are a few ogres and
quite a number of wild beasts. To the north of here is the largest
group of tattlejacks in Alzear, peculiar creatures at times, but
very loyal, not really on either side as they choose their friends
wisely.” Aaron was a great teacher; he had a way of telling Dorn
just what she needed to know and nothing more. She would never
stray far from his side which was just as well in these dark
times.

Aaron
continued his flight over Gamran Thorn, telling Dorn stories of the
lands as they passed by unseen overhead, Aaron’s pale belly scales
hiding them from any prying eyes below by reflecting the sky around
them. When on the ground, they would take on a similar hue to
whatever surface he was standing upon. By the time this part of
their flight was over, it was getting into the late afternoon and
Aaron was hungry.

“I’ll grab us
some supper from the herd below,” said Aaron dipping his nose
toward the ground and swooping down to seize a full-grown bultar
from the back of the herd. Nearby centaurs hurled their spears at
him, considering him fair game for the hunt. He grabbed the
straggling bultar in the centre of its spine with one of his front
claws and, lifting it effortlessly from the ground, he grabbed the
animal’s head with his other claw and twisted its neck. The bultar
would suffer no more. The centaurs gave chase for a short while as
though they could actually be of any threat to Aaron at all, only a
fool would rouse the anger of a Dandril. From where she was sitting
behind Aaron’s ear, Dorn could not see the bultar that was to be
their supper so she had no idea just how big the meal she was to
cook for them both was.

“Tomorrow I
will show you the lands that lie to the south, beyond your home.”
Aaron dropped the carcass of the bultar down by the fireside before
letting Dorn down. For a few moments she stood next to Aaron’s foot
just staring at the dead animal. Dorn was of average height for a
human of her age at just under five feet tall, but she could only
just see over the top of Aaron’s foot. Somehow, just being by the
giant dragon gave her great comfort. As a child always is, Dorn was
very curious about everything. She began to closely examine Aaron’s
feet, noting the scars along some of his toes and the way that his
talons curved.

“Do they come
out like a cat’s?” she asked, running her hand along the cuticle of
one of his toes. Aaron duly obliged by extending the talons on the
foot where she was standing. Dorn gasped, “They’re huge!” She ran
her hand along the extended talon, Aaron watched on fascinated. “I
like the way that the colours fade in together.”

“Watch!” Aaron
placed his foot on the bultar, immediately the talons changed
colour to that of the black-brown hide, then he put a single talon
on a fire rock and again it changed to match. “If I eat the right
things, my whole body can change like that.”

“What are the
rings?” Dorn asked, noticing the bronze-green bands that were
around two of his claws. “They look just like the ones that I had
to step in, the one that brought me here.”

“They are
indeed,” Aaron sighed as he lay down. “I keep them for special
occasions.”

“Like what?”
Now the woman in her was curious. Aaron’s face dropped, it had been
many years since he had spent any length of time with a female and
he had forgotten what feminine curiosity was.

“In years gone
by, I fought alongside dwarves and humans alike. In those days the
mages did not possess the mana required to power a portal gate, but
we did. So I carried these rings to places where people could not
go so that our armies could get behind our enemies and surprise
them.” He could see by the look on Dorn’s face that his explanation
was far from sufficient. “I’ll tell you more over supper, I’m
hungry.” He picked up the carcass of the bultar carefully in his
mouth, making him look much like a cat carrying a mouse, and took
it outside. With a deft twist of a talon he cut the carcass open
along the belly and plucked out its innards which he tossed over
the stone barricade. On the other side of the wall, a great ringed
vulture suddenly found faith in the gods. Aaron pincered the thigh
on one leg of the bultar and cut it cleanly away before tossing the
rest of the animal into his mouth. Once back inside the cavern he
dropped the severed limb beside the fire for Dorn.

“How do I cook
it, it’s huge?” Dorn asked. Aaron spiked the limb with a talon and,
raising it to his mouth, he blew a gentle breath of fire onto it,
roasting it to near perfection. “Thank you.” Dorn took a knife from
the cooking utensils and cut herself a chunk of the hot flesh off
to eat. “You know, I think that the spider was better.” Aaron
smiled at her, for many years he had waited for the prophecy to
come true, though he had been none too keen to baby-sit, but it was
something that Arrborn had been insistent about. He was the only
one who could really protect the mother and the child when they
came along. No one would know where she was or were ever likely to
find her on the wrong side of the Black Iron Mountains. Not many
people were foolhardy enough to go wandering into a dragon’s lair
without an invitation.

Time passed
swiftly on the mountains as Dorn’s time drew nearer with each
passing day. It was not unusual to hear the sounds of fighting from
beyond the corral, the mountains were home to a wide variety of
beasts as well as the accursed ones of Oumtuk. Occasionally a giant
vulture would swoop down into the corral, drawn by the smell of
fresh meat when Aaron had been out hunting. Dorn had a strange
interest in these huge ugly birds as they were not interested in
her at all. She had approached them on several occasions when they
had strayed too close to the lair, but none would dare to enter the
cavern as the fresh scent of a dragon was enough to ward off
anything that had a decent respect for its own life. Dorn had
managed to get close enough on one occasion to pluck a tail feather
from one of the vultures, causing it to squawk and flap wildly,
though it refused to be distracted from its free meal of tattered
flesh and dried bones. Aaron watched on from the shelter of the
cavern, keeping a cautious eye on the great bird that could easily
have carried Dorn off to its ragged roost.

Aaron would
often leave Dorn whilst he went to hunt, even though she was only
days away from delivering the child of the great prophecy into the
world. It was on a day such as this that Dorn received a visitor.
She could hear the sound of fighting outside the corral, which in
itself was not unusual, but this time there were other sounds that
she had not heard before. Curious she walked out into the corral
and over to the nearest point to the sounds of the skirmish. It was
obvious to her that, whatever was out there, it was not about to
give up and die. Amid the sound of crashing skulls and bodies
slamming against the rocks there could be heard the sound of
thunder and the crackling of lightning. Dorn searched the skies
above, but they were as clear and crisp as any other day in the
onset of winter. No, this sound was coming from the ground. She
could actually feel the peals of thunder rumbling through the
ground. With a triumphant bellow the land fell silent once more,
but Dorn sensed that the victor had not left with its prize. What
she could now hear was the distinctive sound of a struggle.
Cautiously she backed away from the wall, once more scanning the
skies above, this time for Aaron. What she saw instead was a pair
of bloodied horns appearing over the top of the rocks. She looked
around for a suitable weapon with which to defend herself, but
there were only sticks and dried bones so she grabbed a broken
thigh bone from a bultar and prepared to defend her home and unborn
child. With a loud grunt the creature was over the top of the stone
wall and on its way into the compound, albeit head first. The
creature landed in an untidy heap at the base of the wall and Dorn
could see that it was an injured tauren, most likely one of the
accursed, but that was of no concern to her right now. She had been
taught by The One that all races are equal in his eyes and were to
be treated with the due respect they deserved.

Dorn dropped the bone and ran
as best she could into the cavern to fetch some cloth and water
with which to tend to the poor creature. When she returned, the
tauren had managed to right itself and was sitting with its back
against the rock wall with one hand covering a nasty wound to its
chest. Instinctively she dipped the cloth into the water and
applied it to the wound.

“Thank you,”
the tauren gasped as it fought back the pain.

“You are
welcome.” Dorn began to clean up the injuries on the tauren’s
chest. “What were you fighting? It sounded like thunder.” She
looked at the tauren and smiled at him.

“It was a rock
crawler, and quite a large one at that, then another of my own
people.” He shifted his position to be more upright. “Where is your
mate? You are obviously not alone.” He touched her swollen belly
with his hand and froze.

“What is it?”
Dorn leaned back to look at him, trying desperately to work out
exactly what it was that had frightened him so, in case it was
something that she had inadvertently done. She had not heard Aaron
return yet, though he would be back soon as he did not like to
leave her for too long.

“You are the
child of the prophecy!” For a moment all thoughts of the pain in
his body were swept aside. “My name is Thunderborn, and it would be
an honour to serve you.”

Dorn sat
staring at Thunderborn not sure what to do next. “I ... I ... yes
that would be good.” She began to feel this child was going to have
a very unusual family, when a shadow fell across the corral. “Ah,
my friend has returned.”

The carcass of
a mammasaur landed with a heavy thud, sending up a cloud of dust
from around it. “What is this, a visitor?” Aaron sniffed at
Thunderborn, who stared back in terror at the rows of drooling
teeth that lined Aaron’s mouth. Aaron picked Thunderborn up and
carried him inside the lair. Placing him gently by the fire, he
lowered his head to the floor. “Dorn, there is a black spot near
the back of my eye, press it hard, take a tear from my eye and
place it on his wounds.” Without any questions Dorn did as she was
instructed and there was a slight sizzle as the tear went about its
miraculous healing. Thunderborn eyed the great dragon with
curiosity.

“I thought I
was about to become your next meal,” Thunderborn said as he
attempted to stand up.

“The tear will
only heal your injuries but not restore your strength.” Aaron
raised his head and reached over Thunderborn to drink from the
pool. “I am Aaron and this is Dorn. I am her guardian.”

“I am
Thunderborn and grateful for your kindness,” he said rubbing his
chest.

“Is that the
Thunderborn of Rammar Bluff?” Aaron asked as he reached out with
his tail to grab the mammasaur from the mouth of the cavern where a
great vulture was taking keen interest in the kill, he wrapped his
tail around the carcass and drew it into the cave.

“I was until a
few months ago when I joined the ranks of the accursed.”
Thunderborn looked around the cave. “Could I trouble you for some
water?”

“I’ll get you
some.” Dorn waddled over to the pool with an empty pitcher. “Here
you are,” she said handing the filled pitcher to
Thunderborn.

“What
happened? Were you not one of the elders?”

“You seem to
know much about me.”

“I have a keen
interest in the structure of all the various races.” Aaron lifted
the mammasaur in one claw and took it outside to prepare it. “I
have left the hide over there,” he gestured toward the cavern
entrance, “where the vultures will not get it. They will not set
foot inside my lair. Could you cure the hide when you are fit, as
it will be needed to make clothing and shelter for these
two?”

“It would be
my pleasure. A mammasaur’s hide is the best there is to keep back
the chill of winter.” Thunderborn drained the pitcher and offered
it back to Dorn. “Far better than the water out there on the
mountain.”

“The cavern is
fed by its own springs, this one is for drinking the other is for
washing.” Aaron indicated where the pools could be
found.



“At last it
feels as though The One smiles upon me,” Thunderborn
sighed.

“You trust in
The One! That would explain your presence on the mountains,” said
Aaron, rubbing his chin with the back of one claw. “The ancestral
rites do not mix with the ways of The One.”

“Indeed they
don’t,” Thunderborn said, the smile disappearing from his face.
“Indeed they don’t.”

“I guess by
your expression that you paid a heavy price,” queried Aaron as he
began to tear chunks of meat off the mammasaur, which he roasted
with his breath before placing them in the fire.

“My child was
cast into the fire, then they dragged my beloved Merrydew through
the flames into my body, her horn pierced my side which has
remained infected until this day. As they pulled us closer together
I heard her neck break. I placed my beloved in the flames of the
same fire that claimed my son. Great Tusk, the tribal shaman, then
tried to kill me so that the truth about him would die that night,
but it was not to be. By the grace of The One I chose to join the
accursed ones rather than spend another day among my people without
my loved ones.” Thunderborn let the tears roll from his big brown
eyes; this had been a long time coming.

Dorn hugged
the sobbing Tauren, though she was barely big enough to reach her
arms across his torso. “I too am here by grace, I was defiled by a
warlock, and, once it became known that I carried his seed, I was
forced to make a choice of leaving all that I knew behind. That’s
how I met The One, in the cleft of the rock on the other side of
the Black Iron Mountains. The One promised me that he would send
help as I needed it, first it was Griklag the dwarf, then Aaron and
now you. Welcome to our family.”

Within a couple of days
Thunderborn was as fit and well as he had ever been. Aaron had
fetched salt to cure the hide and Thunderborn had taught Dorn how
to fashion it into clothing and shelter. Aaron was now able to
travel further afield bringing a wide variety of foods and items
back for them. Then the day came when Dorn had reached full term
and the sound of a baby crying could be heard as the first snows of
winter settled upon the Black Iron Mountains.
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The
Brotherhood

 


“My good
people and dear brothers,” Barramon smiled his best sycophantic
smile as he continued his address, his voice rasping through his
exposed larynx, “it has come to my attention that there is a new
king in Gnell. A halfling troll would you believe.” He waited for
the baying crowd to quiet down whilst soaking up the adulation. “I
require an envoy to go to Gnell and confirm that this is true. If
it is, and I believe that it is indeed so, then you are to secure
our services to this new king. Offer all that we have at our
disposal. I sense that the time has come for us to pay back the
Mages’ Guild for exiling us here all those years ago.” Barramon
lowered his hood, revealing his encrusted scalp and decaying skin.
His lips had all but rotted away exposing his rancid, peg-like
teeth and black gums. His eyelids were dry and flaking, on the
point of coming completely adrift from his shrivelled eyes. From
his shoulders to his chest he wore a combined spaulder and gorget
which was covered in barbed spikes of varying sizes both front and
back. His hands were protected by dark iron mittens inlaid with the
finest gold, leaving his fingers free to wield his mighty flambard
with its serrated edges and barbed handle. His remaining armour
consisted of full length dark iron leggings and a heavy belt that
hung from his rotting frame like a loose curtain. His cloak was
dark crimson velvet, bearing the crest of the Brotherhood, beneath
which he wore a shield of valour taken from the last General of the
Fighters’ Guild; it was more of a trophy than a weapon.

“We have now
amassed a sizeable force with which to challenge the mortals, we
will no longer be set a side as rumour and myth, we will take the
land of Mor for our own. From there on we will cross Gnell and
Gamran Thorn. Then there will be nothing to stop us from launching
our assault on the Cavern of Souls in Northshire,” Barramon stepped
down from his lectern to walk among his minions who would stroke
his armour as he passed them by, “unless anyone knows of another
way that is safe for us.”

“Master,” Quin
a conjurer of high standing in the Brotherhood stepped forward with
his succubus close by, “I have recently been informed that a young
battlemage has chosen the ways of the warlock and has run to Gamran
Thorn with a tattlejack in tow. My sources can be trusted with this
news, so I would like the great honour of your blessing to go and
find this warlock and perhaps encourage him in his...” Quin paused
for thought, sidling closer to Barramon, “coming to power over the
Guild.”

There was an
air of apprehension in the room, not many would dare to answer
Barramon and expect to keep his soul, even though he had invited
suggestions from the floor. Barramon was none too keen on others
sharing in his time of glory, but Quin was different, he was no
fool, unlike the majority of the Brotherhood who had never strayed
far beyond the creeping mist that smothered Drakeshire beneath its
veil. For the time being at least, Barramon was content to hear him
out. “If I can gain the trust of this young warlock then he could
get us into Northshire and we could leave a gift for the good
people to help persuade them to come over to our way of thinking.”
Quin opened his mouth allowing a small winged insect to fly out and
settle on Barramon’s bony finger. Barramon raised the insect up to
his eyes for a closer look. The insect had the face of a man with
lion’s teeth and a scorpion’s tail, its entire carapace shimmered
with purples and deep blues as its scales caught the light from the
nearby candelabrum.

“Interesting,”
Barramon looked over the top of the insect at Quin, “what is
it?”

“A plague
fly,” Quin leered, knowing that he had already been granted his
request, “its bite is extremely painful and the sting is
particularly unpleasant. The disease that is carried on the fly
itself leaves the victim open to all manner of suggestions.” His
eyes were fixed on Barramon, his fingers twitched
nervously.

Barramon
continued to examine the plague fly that was perched on the tip of
his finger. Without averting his gaze he said, “Make it so. But be
careful of what questions you answer around the tattlejack, they
have a most unpleasant habit of causing the truth to come out.”
Barramon stared at Quin who was now just a few feet away. “Take
Taarl with you and do what you must to secure a way into
Northshire. Her special gift will be most useful no doubt. Fail me
and I’ll feed you to the dragon.” Quin bowed before Barramon
knowing that he must succeed or face certain death, which ever way
it came it would be unpleasant. True deaths for the undead could
come in several ways, they could be decapitated, lose their soul or
be fed to a dragon, any other creature would be fine but a dragon’s
gut was indeed a most painful end.

“I will send
others to speak to the goblin king, perhaps we can get a two
pronged attack on the Mages’ Guild, what a rich harvest of souls
that would bring.” Barramon thrust his arms in the air signalling
that it was time for all those present to cry out how wonderful he
was. The gathered throng duly obliged by bursting forth from their
seats, lifting Barramon above their heads and parading him out into
the dank air for everyone to see and pay homage to their
illustrious leader.

No one in the
brotherhood outside of Barramon, Quin, Taarl and one other knew
exactly what the Cavern of Souls was, rather than what it was
reputed to be. No one had ever made it back from the cavern as the
halfling population would slaughter the undead on sight. This is
why Taarl was selected as an envoy; she had an almost unique
ability that only those with the deepest of spiritual insight could
spot. Taarl was a soul leach. In reality she was an undead like any
other, except that she could draw out a living soul much like a
warlock could, but she could keep it intact and alive. More than
this, Taarl could transmogrify into the physical identity of the
soul and thereby go undetected. Very few people could spot a soul
leach, so it was just as well that they were so few and far
between.

Visitors to
Drakeshire could never tell if it was day or night as a thick
blanket of creeping fog hung over the whole shire no matter how
much the sun shone or the wind blew and beneath the veil the
Brotherhood freely roamed. The shire was bordered to the east by
the Dark Iron Mountains that ran the length of the border between
it and Grimlaw. A small cutting had been made centuries before the
founding of the Brotherhood, when Drakeshire was beautiful woodland
peppered with many villages and hamlets that serviced the thriving
agricultural and equestrian industries. No one used the cutting
anymore as the dwarves had barricaded their entrance to prevent any
further repeats of the disaster from which the cutting took its
name of Dragon’s Lot.

The furore
that broke out in the cutting that day, when the Brotherhood showed
its true colours, was one of most fiercely contested pitched
battles that Alzear had ever seen. For a long while a young
warrior, who had fought his way up to be head of the Drakeshire
Fighters’ Guild, had become discontent with all the peacekeeping.
They had managed to drive back the horde to the south, forcing them
back through Gallows Passage and then barricading the western river
to keep the goblin and troll menace safely under control in
southern Alzear, which later became known as Salzear, a hotly
contested sub-continent with its own feudal system. Our young
warrior was highly regarded among the elders of Drakeshire who
believed the boy to be a gift of the Divines, in particular the
Dark Mistress, goddess of the night. This had led the youth to seek
the Dark Mistress so that he could personally thank her and offer
his body in service to her. In his quest he had discovered many
things about the Dark Mistress that others would not believe. She
was a dazzling beauty with rich black hair and emerald eyes like
the priests had told him, but there was so much more about her that
they did not know. He had found where her earthly palace was
located and was determined to get there and seek an audience with
his divine mistress. The only problem was that living flesh could
not enter her domain in the Cavern of Souls, not without a forfeit.
So it was that our young warrior began to consult with the mediums,
seeking the lost wisdom of the dead. Eventually he learned the
skills for himself and became the self proclaimed first knight of
the necromancers and thus the Brotherhood was born.

Meeting under
the shadow of night in the misty glade that lies hidden inside
Blades Rock, the Brotherhood would gather together and call upon
the dead, not knowing that the dead to which they spoke were the
demons of Accuson, the greatest of all the Divines. In order for
the Brotherhood to gain access to the Cavern of Souls they would
have to travel north across Mor, traverse the peaks of the Dragon’s
Teeth and cross Meregith. From there they would have to ford
Everstill River and face the trolls of Gamran Thorn before they
even reached the border of Northshire. Many of the Brotherhood had
perished at the hands of the Mages’ Guild who had no tolerance for
necromancers and those who defiled the dead. Others were laid waste
by the Fighters’ Guild as they tried to prove their valour to their
great leader, the young warrior, Barramon. It was Barramon who had
unearthed the dark secrets of the night and had turned his
followers into the living dead. What they had yet to discover was
how to keep their flesh from decaying.

Undeterred by
their losses, the Brotherhood ventured on, eventually crossing
Meregith they stood on the banks of Everstill River, a ragged
assembly of rotting corpses that refused to lay down and die.
Barramon ordered two of his minions forward into the icy clutches
of the river, believing that the enchantment that was upon it would
only affect the living, a belief that was swiftly proved to be
unfounded. The first two walked out into the waters as they had
every other river and lake. Allowing themselves to sink to the
bottom where they would walk to the other side. With every step
that the Brotherhood took their confidence grew and they pressed on
harder, sure of their success. Then Everstill fought back. The two
warriors bobbed up to the surface where they looked around
confused, then, as they tried to swim, the water began to crush
them like a giant press. Their frantic struggle to break free was
all in vain as Everstill drew them under, crushed them to a pulp
then spat them back out. The crushed remains of the two warriors
were brought back to the bank where they had first set foot in the
water. Everstill was at peace once again. Barramon glared out
across the open river and cursed, in his rage he turned and shoved
his men aside, sending two more sprawling headlong into the river.
Barramon seethed, bellowing in his rage he stormed off back into
Meregith where they would have to face the Wailing Cliffs. It was
this course of events that lead to the building of the Great Wall,
in truth it was put there to prevent the intrepid and foolhardy
explorers from suffering a similar fate.

By the time
Barramon and his remaining crew had reached the Wailing Cliffs they
were all but beaten, the lagartos and critts had taken their toll
on his men leaving no more than a handful left. At the base of the
cliffs sat a small frog-like creature that eyed them cautiously, it
had no liking for the undead and began to climb the cliffs ensuring
its safety. “First to spear the toad gets choice of the next
woman,” Barramon declared, hoping to raise the morale of his men
and sure enough it worked. Each of them grabbed some rushes from
the water and began to hack them into crude javelins. The little
creature leapt nimbly out of harm’s way as each spear struck the
surrounding rock wall.

“You leave
Icthus or he get angry,” the creature warned, making the undead
laugh heartily. Each of them grabbed another handful of rushes and
began to make more spears. “Icthus warned you.” The stripes on
Icthus’s back sprang out from his body curling around to face
forward.

“Aw, ain’t he
cute,” they mocked.

Icthus
clenched his fists and squeezed hard. The front row of spines shot
forth and stuck right into Barramon and his men, piercing their
rotting flesh the spines lodged in their bones. The warriors
staggered for a moment before collapsing to their knees as they
desperately tried to pull the spines out. Barramon in his anger
snapped the barbed spike and held it out in front of him, defiantly
shaking his fist at Icthus. “Is that it, toad?” he seethed. “Is
that all you have, needles and pins?” Barramon spat at
him.

Icthus jumped
down into the shallow water, stood before Barramon and gently took
the remains of the spine from his hand. “You are mine dead one.” He
slapped Barramon across the face with a muddy hand. “In this spine
is your soul,” he snapped the spine and took a small purple gem
from the inside. “This,” he said waving the gem under Barramon’s
rotting nasal passages, “contains a tie to your soul. When you die
I get your soul. This gem is worth much to a warlock.” Icthus
jumped around merrily laughing. Barramon knelt there, rooted to the
spot. “Bye bye.” Icthus leapt out of the water onto the cliffs.
“Your men will recover in a while now, but you will take a bit
longer I fear.” With that Icthus scuttled up the face of the
Wailing Cliffs safely out of reach. Barramon could only wait for
the numbness to ebb from his limbs and mind, no matter how much his
men tried to lift him they could not. They had no choice but wait
out the night in the swamp.

As the morning
mists cleared Barramon and his men began the long walk home,
climbing was not something that the undead were adept at and he was
fast running out of men. They would have to find another way into
Northshire and the Dark Mistress would have to wait a while longer.
Barramon decided to lead the men along the foot of the Wailing
Cliffs and avoid the central lowlands of Meregith altogether as he
did not have the men to get past the Fighters’ Guilds and the posse
that were out looking for them. There was something amiss in the
mind of the undead that they cannot leave the living alone, perhaps
the slow decay affects the mind more than the body. It was to be on
this long journey back over the Dragon’s Teeth that Barramon was to
happen upon a small piece of fortune. Hidden beneath an overhang
was on old cave that had evidently been the home to some kind of
living being, but not a human one. The small cave was littered with
all manner of dried food debris and utensils, but the thing that
caught Barramon’s attention was the neatly stacked papyri that had
all been rolled up and tied off with black ribbons and arranged
neatly on small stands to keep them clear of the damp floor. Who
ever had written them had not been dead that long as their rotting
corpse was still intact where it had been murdered on the table at
the back of the cave.

“Drok, the
vial!” Barramon held out his right hand, his eyes fixed on the
corpse. He closed his hand around the tiny glass vial, pulled the
cork from the top and pushed the whole bottle inside the huge,
fanged mouth of the corpse. They all began to chant and call upon
the Dark Mistress to bring life to the fallen. A heady vapour began
to form around the corpse, enveloping it in a dark shroud. Slowly
the vapours began to soak into the rotten flesh, bringing it to
life. The eyes opened and began to slowly look around.

“The Dark
Mistress welcomes you,” Barramon said, bowing slightly. “I am
Barramon ...”

“Yes, of the
Brotherhood,” the corpse sat up pulling the knife from its stomach,
“you seek the Cavern of Souls.”

“How do you
know this?” Barramon smiled, sensing his good fortune; at last
something had come from this useless expedition.

“I am
Jourell,” he said rising slowly to his full height. He stood head
and shoulders over Barramon. “I see from your expression that you
have not met my kind before.” He walked slowly around the table,
his heavy armour clanking as he moved. “I am an orc,” his deep rich
tones were still clear even though his throat had long since dried
up, “a seer, I see what is about to be.”

“Who killed
you?” Barramon circled the orc slowly, admiring his ornate green
armour. “They must have been very strong to beat someone of your
standing.”

Jourell
laughed, “I took my own life, in preparation for your coming.”
Barramon stepped back, eyeing the orc with suspicion. “I watched
you from afar. You have lost over thirty of your men and your soul
is tied to a tattlejack, most regrettable that.”

“I see that
you have indeed been watching us. I see no signs of any mount, so
you must have another way. Unless you, yourself, can fly.”
Barramon’s men all laughed. “So what is your secret?”

Jourell walked
over to the entrance of the cave, took a deep breath and spread out
his arms. “Jumtak throg nar,” he growled, slapping his hands
together in front of him. A tiny shimmering light appeared, not
unlike a mage’s portal, but this was no portal.

“What is
this?” Barramon approached the light with caution.

“A watcher.”
Jourell lowered his arms leaving the watcher floating in the air.
“Ask it to show you something.”

Barramon
stared at the watcher for a while as he thought about what he
needed the most. “Show me the Dark Mistress,” he licked his lips in
anticipation. He waited. “It does not work for me.” He turned to
look at Jourell.

“Look,” he
replied pointing at the watcher. “It is looking for her.” The
watcher changed shape to that of a cave entrance lined with bones,
it changed again, this time to an outline of a woman, but the
features could not be seen. Then slowly, the features began to
form. Barramon stared wide eyed at the watcher, transfixed by the
beguiling beauty that was now before him, the face of the Dark
Mistress.

“I see her,”
the face smiled back at him. “Can she see me?”

“No,” Jourell
stood next to Barramon averting his eyes from the gaze of the Dark
Mistress, “you are quite safe. To look upon such a being is not
always wise.”

“I must have
her, but I cannot cross the river or climb the heights of the
cliffs.”

“There is
another way.” Jourell swept his hand through the watcher causing it
to close.

“How?”

“You will have
to get someone to open a portal directly into the mouth of the
cavern where she dwells,” Jourell sighed, “but only a mortal can
open a portal. They will have to do it willingly as you cannot
force a portal open against the will of a key master.”

“Who could I
get to do such a thing, the living do not trust the undead.”
Barramon’s joy of seeing the Dark Mistress was soon
lost.

“We will find
someone, but it may take a very long time. How long have you been
dead?”

“Two years.”
Barramon walked out into the fading light of the day. “Why do you
ask?”

“You look far
older. Do you not know how to cheat decay?” Jourell reached for a
scroll.

“No I do not.
I did not know it was possible.”

“What you need
is the dragon rite.” Jourell carefully unrolled the scroll and
began to read aloud, “The rite of dragon’s life. All that is
required is to drink the blood from a living fire born dragon. The
creature must not be slain. Once the blood is drunk, those that
consume it will share in the longevity of the dragon. For as long
as the beast lives so too shall the consumer. The blood must be
drunk each year on the anniversary or the consumer shall become the
consumed.” Jourell rolled up the scroll and placed it back on the
pile.

“A fire born,
I know where such a beast can be found.” Barramon looked up at
Jourell. “Are you with us?”

“I am. I trust
that what you gave me was bane elixir?”

“It was.”
Barramon was impressed, not an easy thing to do. “You know much
about the undead?”

“There are
many in my homeland, especially since the plague.” Jourell gathered
up his scrolls into a back pack and slung it over his back. He
picked up his shield and axe and stood by Barramon. “It is time for
us to leave. We will need an adult dragon, a juvenile will not last
long enough once we begin to milk it for blood.”

The journey
home passed swiftly, though they were few, the great orc made up
for many. Jourell was a battle hardened warrior who could wield an
axe with great ferocity and power. Orcs were legendary fighters and
now Barramon understood why. It would take more than a few good
human warriors to take Jourell down and his loyalty would prove
unwavering.

A plan was
hatched to capture the dragon. There was one that liked to forage
at the cutting into Grimlaw. If they could lure the creature into
the river that ran along the cutting by the shire, then they could
overwhelm it. The females were wily and would not come near the
undead without good cause, but perhaps, if they could trap the
offspring, then the mother would come running. The game was on. As
soon as they returned, Barramon would get his forces together and
capture the dragon. Though a few good people might object, they
would have to be brought around to the right way of thinking first.
There was much to be done.

Barramon had
taken Jourell to the misty glade in Blades Rock where he prepared a
vast funeral pyre. “Have you brought all that I asked?” Barramon
asked his men as they filed into the glade carrying all manner of
clothing, saddles, and bodies, some more alive than
others.

“Put them all
on the pyre,” Jourell pointed toward the huge pile of sticks,
branches and gathered mosses, “tie the humans together and make
sure that they are all awake, then give them this to drink.” He
handed the minions water jars into which he poured a purple
syrup.

Barramon
watched excitedly as the minions went about their tasks. “Why do
they not resist the elixir?”

“They cannot,”
Jourell smiled as best an orc could as he swept his long black hair
back over his head with one hand and tied it into a pony tail with
the other, “the potion becomes a vapour when it touches living
flesh that removes all resistance.” Jourell took a torch from its
stand and walked over the pyre to one of the humans that had been
tied up. “When I am gone light the fire,” he said. Handing the
torch to a young woman he turned to leave. The first sounds of
crackling timber filtered into the air as the pyre began to burn.
In an instant the whole wood pile was ablaze with a rich red flame
tinged with the deepest blue and a heavy pall of black smoke that
spread out across the whole of Drakeshire, shrouding it in a
fog-like veil that would never lift.

“It begins.
The morning light will not penetrate the shire again. The darkness
that covers the land will remain for as long as the pyre burns. All
living flesh that enters its embrace will become like us.” Jourell
turned to face Barramon. “By this time tomorrow there will only be
us and soon the dragon will be ours also.” The two of them laughed
through the night as the celebrations began.

This day would
for ever be etched into the heart of a young dragon as his mother
was taken from him by the undead of Drakeshire. He had come down to
the cutting to scratch at the rocks for flint and dark iron ore,
but today he would get more than he expected. Having acquired
himself a mouthful of rock and ore the young dragon made his way
across to the river that separated Drakeshire and the cutting. As
he lowered his head to drink from the waters he became aware of the
unusual smell coming from the other side of the river. In the time
it took him to look up and see the dark veil that hung over the
land, rotten hands reached up from the surface of the waters and
pulled him in. The undead were not interested in the juvenile, they
just wanted him as bait for the bigger prize. It was a simple plan
and one that was indeed working as well as could be hoped. The
mother came storming across the small clearing, splintering any
trees that were in her path as she came to the aid of her only
offspring. She could see the water boiling where her son had been
pulled beneath the surface and without hesitation she waded into
the deep waters after her child.

For a slow
moving river the water was awfully muddy and churned up or so she
thought until she noticed that the bottom of the river was moving
closer. It was not until it was too late that she could make out
the hands and arms that reached for her from within the murk. All
the undead had to do was pin her down in the water for a short
while until she was forced to take a breath. Her child had already
succumbed to the torture and had been left for dead, drifting
slowly down the river. No matter how hard the dragon fought there
were too many undead in the water, with more piling in all the time
until she disappeared beneath the foaming scourge. Barramon cried
out in triumph as they dragged the beast from the water barely
alive, just the way they wanted it. Working together the undead
hoisted the dragon onto a makeshift carriage and towed her to her
final destination in Blades Rock where she would spend the next
four hundred years tethered with chains whilst the Brotherhood
milked her for her blood.

Later that
same afternoon an elderly priest was dozing in the warmth of the
sun with his fishing pole rested neatly between his toes. At first
he thought it was his imagination playing tricks on him where the
sun sparkled upon the water surface. However, there it was, a mound
of scaled flesh had drifted into his line and was now caught up
among the reeds and rushes. The old man waded into the water, not
one to miss the opportunity of a free meal or better still, a
complete scaled hide. Now there was a thing of rare beauty. At
first he thought he had found a razor fish for his supper, but was
more than pleasantly surprised when he tried to haul in his catch
only to discover he had in fact happened upon a juvenile dragon. He
called to his young clerics to come and help him as the creature
was still alive.

The dwarven
guards that were posted along the cutting were quick to raise the
alarm. One of their dragons had been captured. Soon the cutting was
filled with the sound of heavy hooves as the dwarf warriors arrived
atop their mounts. Some chose horses for their swiftness, but for
most it was the mountain rams that were favoured. As the army
approached the clearing the ground before them erupted.

“It’s a trap,
spread out quickly!” Burlak Rockthaw jumped from his mount, pulling
his axe and shield from his back he waded into the melee with the
rising tide of the undead that had burst forth from the ground.
Soon the whole area ran rich with blood, these were the living
dead, not like the Brotherhood, these were yesterday’s kinsfolk,
the people of the shire. Burlak’s heart sank further and further as
he hacked down the people that he once knew and loved. The living
dead were no match for the dwarven army, the battle was over almost
as quickly as it had started. Burlak stood on the bank of the river
with his loyal captains on either flank. They could all see where
the dragon had entered the water and where it had been dragged out
on the opposite shore, but there was no trace of the juvenile. That
day as the dwarves headed for home they sealed off the cutting and
placed a heavy guard at the entrance. Later they would build a
garrison there to ensure that no one would get through to Grimlaw
from Dragon’s Folly.
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The Dogs of
War

 


“Haran, get
your people to the other side of the castle and hold the goblins
there. We’ll work our way around from this side, now get going,”
Garrant yelled above the sound of exploding fireballs and clashing
shields. Turning to his captain he said, “Charge at them and drive
them back through the defences, we cannot allow the goblin army to
get inside.”

“Sir, we have
just spotted a mounted division coming from The Reach, at least
fifty of them, with foot soldiers,” Captain Olrond said, gasping
for breath after his run up the embankment that surrounded the
castle grounds. “I fear that we may be outnumbered, we need to get
more fighters, and we cannot sustain our current losses, not
without the priests.”

“Make it so,”
Garrant conceded, “get someone inside to open a portal to all of
the available Fighters’ Guilds.” He thought for a moment. “This may
be our chance to make use of the local ruffians. Send your fastest
feet into the town and see if you can stir up Royd.”

Olrond
laughed, “Aye, any willing hands would be of use in this
battle.”

Garrant
watched Olrond as he despatched his fastest riders into the
village; the fight was not going well. They were all feeling the
loss of the priests from the battlefield, the casualties were
mounting fast. “At last,” Garrant muttered under his breath as he
closed his eyeglass.

“What is it,
sir?” Rham asked as she loosed a lightning bolt at a group of
goblins that had thought they had not been spotted. “That’s taken
care of them.”

“The last of
them has crossed The Reach. It looks as though they have another
warlock with them. It figures I suppose.” Garrant smiled at Rham,
it had not been easy for him, losing Medad, but Rham was proving to
be a worthy aide. Garrant was still a bit old world when it came to
battle; he would rather have a fellow man at his side than a woman,
but Rham was very adept. “We’ll close The Reach then take down the
warlock and then we’ll come at them from behind. We’ll need the
druid.” Garrant leapt from behind the cover of the rocks,
deflecting a fireball with his shield.

“They do not
seem to have much power in them,” Rham said, freezing a fireball in
mid flight.

“No, the
goblins are the not the brightest of creatures, but in great
numbers even weak powers can be devastating if brought together.”
Garrant slammed his shield into the face of a goblin as it sprang
up from a pile of corpses. It fell to ground, its face a bloody
mass of torn flesh. “I never regret the money I spent on this
shield,” he said, showing the shield to Rham.

“Quite a
weapon, sire,” she said, eyeing the spiked shield and matching
sword, “fine workmanship indeed.”

“Dwarves,”
Garrant puffed, despatching another goblin soldier. “There, the
druid,” he pointed to an overturned wagon where Illicia was
applying triage to some of her fellow elves.

“We need your
assistance, can you take us to The Reach, we need to close it and
get in behind the goblins?”

Illicia looked
at the elves around her. “I cannot leave them here, the goblins
will slaughter them,” she said, meeting Garrant’s gaze. “I could
send you on, but I cannot come with you. I am sorry.”

“More will die
if you stay. You are the last one on this side of the castle. Can
you not get them inside?” Garrant raised his shield deflecting
another blast of fire. Rham responded with a barrage of her own,
freezing the goblins in a tomb of ice. Moments later the upturned
cart erupted into flames, killing one of the injured
elves.

“I have no
choice.” Illicia stood up and, taking her sword from its sheath,
she killed the remaining two elves. “It is better done through love
than hate. Let us go.”

Amid the chaos
of the battle, Illicia ported the three of them behind the warlock
to where The Reach ended. What they saw there terrified them all.
The Reach itself was a set of three rope bridges suspended across a
wide chasm at the bottom of which was a mass of briars and thorns.
It was one of two such structures in Meregith, the other one was
protected by a high stone wall. This one acted as a link between
Castle Thraw, an advanced mage training camp, and the old outpost
which was now buried beneath a seething mass of goblins. It was
clear from the number of goblins that were streaming over the walls
of the outpost that no one would survive. The old region was awash
with a sea of green goblins that were now turning their attention
to The Reach.

“Quickly,
destroy The Reach. We cannot let them get across or we’ll lose the
castle as well.” Garrant summoned a rain of freezing hailstones the
size of great vulture eggs to come crashing down around the lead
goblins, smashing them from their mounts. The skitterlings turned
in an attempt to flee the downpour, but were themselves bombarded
by a second shower of hailstones. Soon the goblins at the centre of
the bridge were frozen into a mass of ice. Garrant drew his sword
and began to hack through the living vines that supported the
bridge. Rham did not possess the power of Garrant, but that did not
stop her from trying. She summoned a freezing mist that coated the
whole bridge in a sheet of thick ice. Goblins slipped and fell in
all directions cursing as they plunged hundreds of feet into the
thorns below. Rham too began to hack away at the supporting
vines.

For a druid a
quite different approach was needed, as they could not summon the
elements like a mage. Instead they could call upon nature itself.
Illicia grasped the twisted vines. “Take hold,” she whispered. The
goblins began to scream and wail as the vines rapidly entwined
themselves around the goblins binding them fast. Having finished
cutting their bridges loose, both Garrant and Rham joined Illicia
in severing the link to the old outpost. It was done. Now all that
remained was to take care of the warlock and clear up the invading
goblin horde.

“Let’s get
this over with,” Garrant muttered as he turned around and headed
back toward the castle. He could see Haran and his unit driving
back the goblins from the far side of the castle, he could also see
the warlock and its imp about to strike Haran. Garrant let loose
with a huge ball of ice that formed from a swirling mist and sent
it thundering across the ground toward the warlock. The huge ball
splintered overturned wagons and goblins alike. The imp let out a
pitiful squawk as it threw itself into the path of the ice ball. It
was enough to divert the ball away from the warlock and make Haran
aware of its presence. Illicia grabbed a hold of Garrant and Rham
and ported them over nearer to the warlock. Illicia called forth
the roots of a small briar that was next to where the warlock was
standing. Like a mass of writhing snakes, the roots burst from the
earth and climbed up the warlock trapping it in their fibrous
snare.

“He’s going
nowhere,” Haran laughed. “It’s good to see that you made it through
in one piece, Lord Garrant.”

“It is
indeed,” Garrant slapped his hand down on Haran’s shoulder. “It is
unfortunate that we lost the outpost. It was smothered in a sea of
goblins. I’ll leave you to lead the clear-up here. I need to get
down to Hamrock and see what has become of Orlond.”

Garrant had no
need to be concerned for Orlond, or Hamrock for that matter either.
The band of mounted goblins had met their match on the outskirts of
the village. Hamrock was home to what was probably the most
unlikely of guilds, the Brawlers, led by the best brawler of all
time, Royd. The Brawlers’ Guild was not officially recognised as a
guild by the Council of Twelve so they were afforded no
representation on the council, neither were they ever consulted on
political or social matters. That did not stop them from existing
or being held in high regard by the kinsfolk. If you dug beneath
the surface of the social life of Hamrock and its surrounding area
you would soon discover that the Brawlers’ Guild was quite an
efficient law enforcement. It was one area of Meregith that had no
official representation of the Fighters’ Guild which was quite
unusual for a town of its size and even more so when you consider
that it sits only a short ride from The Reach and Castle
Thraw.

By the time
Orlond had reached Hamrock, the goblins had already met Royd who
was none too pleased that a stinking goblin had interrupted his
lunch. The goblins, having got this far, were unsure as what to do
next, they had never believed that they would get so far beyond The
Reach and now they had run into Royd and his motley crew as they
sat feasting on their favourite spiced meat stew. The last thing
Royd wanted was to have his lunch interrupted, no one in Hamrock,
or anywhere that knew of him, got between Royd and his
food.

“What is that
stench?” Royd looked back over his shoulder shaking his head in
dismay. “Goblins. How can I eat with the stench of goblins fouling
up the air?” Royd picked up his pitcher of mead, drank it dry then
wiped the drips from his chin with the back of his hand all the
while taking stock of his foe. “You have one chance to leave, all
of you and take the reptiles with you.” He waved the empty pitcher
at the goblins and their skitterling mounts. The lead goblin tugged
at the reins of his skitterling and trotted over to
Royd.

“We do not
listen to filthy humans,” spat the goblin leering down at Royd.
“You will all bow down to Vargor, King of the Goblins.” The
skitterling opened its slavering maw revealing the rows of fanged
teeth, its eyelids quivered as it began to growl menacingly at
Royd. Royd never flinched, ever. He stared back at the skitterling
as it brought its head down to his eye level. The two of them stood
there, waiting. Behind Royd the dinner table cleared and the
brawlers spread out. Royd slipped his free hand into his trouser
pocket and gently pushed his fingers into the knuckleduster. He
smiled at the skitterling showing his own set of crooked teeth,
discoloured by excessive mead and neglect. The goblin leaned over
to get a better look at what was happening because the broad head
of the skitterling obscured his view.

The
skitterling was standing on its hind legs which were strong enough
to support a fully grown human let alone a light weight goblin, its
front legs were shorter, much like arms with clawed hands that
opened and closed involuntarily. In a single swift movement Royd
swung his left hand up landing the goblin with a face full of clay
pitcher which shattered on impact, busting open the goblin’s face,
whilst at the same time pulling his right hand, replete with
knuckleduster, from his pocket and slammed it into the soft
under-jaw of the skitterling. The skitterling reared up lashing its
tail around to try and catch Royd with its gnarled ball tip.
Fortunately for Royd, the goblin on its back caught the full wrath
of the skitterling in the back of its skull, killing it instantly.
That was enough for the brawlers to get stuck into the goblin
raiders. Royd leapt onto the already confused skitterling, grasping
at the reins with his left hand he began to pummel the creature in
the back of the head with his right hand, splitting it wide open
after just a few blows. Royd’s hands glowed red with his blood rage
as the skitterling slumped to the ground. He roared with triumph
and leapt to the aid of a fellow brawler who was having a few
problems getting his arm out of a skitterling’s mouth. The goblins
were no match for the brute force of the brawlers and soon tried to
flee. The little magic that they had learned was no use in melee,
especially against such ferocious opponents. Once all of the
goblins had been vanquished, the remaining two skitterlings curled
up and cowered in a doorway. Royd approached the two creatures with
both fists at the ready. “Up,” he commanded. Nervously the two
skitterlings obeyed.

“Here,” Royd
pointed to his feet, once again the animals did as they told. Royd
reached out to the first one, a large, dark red male. Taking the
reins, he mounted the animal. The skitterling bobbed its head and
cawed like a crow, Royd had won himself a couple of new pets. The
brawlers guffawed, “Hail the lizard king!”

Royd patted
the skitterling’s neck, “I wonder what it eats?” He looked at his
brawlers and as he did so, the skitterling reached down and bit off
a chunk from a dead goblin. “Nice. I think I’m going to like
you.”

At that moment
Orlond appeared. “What the ...” he looked straight at Royd, “have
you got there?”

“Like it?”
Royd said, trotting over to Orlond. “Bolsover,” he grinned, patting
the skitterling again, “he seems to like it.”

“Whatever,”
Orlond had seen some sights in his time, but the big man atop a
skitterling took some beating. “Garrant has requested for you to
come and help clear up some trouble at the castle.”

Royd looked
around at his men. “Well, are we up for it?”

“Aye, we are,”
they all cheered.

“Mount up and
get to the castle, it’s brawling time. Then it’s back for beer and
bitches!” Royd turned Bolsover toward the castle and rode off,
there was no time to waste, a brawl was spoiling. His men grabbed
their weapons and mounts and raced for the castle leaving Mika,
Royd’s ‘bitch’ with the remaining skitterling.

“How about
you?” Mika took the reins of the skitterling and mounted up. The
animal turned its head and cawed at her. “Let’s ride.” The
skitterling sped away at a breath- taking pace with Mika clinging
to its neck. “D’you mind warning me next time?”

The mages were
hunting out the last of the goblins that had dispersed into the
nearby woodland, the whole area was littered with the dead and
dying of both sides. Still clinging to the neck of her mount, Mika
had caught up with and overtaken the horse riders and was now
gaining on Royd, who had reached the castle grounds and was
rounding on a group of four goblins. Bolsover lowered his head and
sprang into the middle of the goblins, tearing into one’s throat
just as Royd jumped from his back and pulled another goblin to the
ground, snapping its neck as they fell. Royd rolled over, straight
back up onto his feet and span around just in time to catch a
fireball square in the chest. He stood there stunned for a moment,
his fists glowing with rage. The goblins began to back away as they
drew their swords, forgetting about the skitterling. The goblin
began to conjure another shot just as Bolsover leapt onto it
ripping the goblin’s hand away from its arm. It screamed in agony
as it stared at the bleeding stump with its exposed bone. The last
goblin turned to run, straight into the incoming Mika and her mount
which launched itself onto the goblin. Bringing its hind feet up,
it struck the goblin in the chest and pinned it to the ground,
sending Mike sailing right over its head and sprawling into Royd.
The two skitterlings jumped about cawing to each other as they tore
the goblins to shreds and devoured their innards.

“What happened
to you?” Mika said, dusting herself down as she tried to pull the
pot-bellied Royd to his feet.

“It threw a
fireball at me. I didn’t know they could do that,” Royd said
straightening himself up. “Thanks, I owe you one.” The rest of the
brawlers rode straight into the woodland throwing themselves onto
the fleeing goblins, tearing them down one by one. With the aid of
the available mages, they soon cleared the woodland of all the
invading forces, which just left the warlock.

Garrant stood
before the trembling warlock twirling a stiletto in his right hand.
The warlock watched the blade in terror, still bound by the roots
of the briar, as Garrant cut the plant fibres from its face. “We’ve
met before,” Garrant said, poking a small scar above the goblin’s
right eye, “at the cutting.” Garrant thought for a moment.
“Gestorn,” the warlock lost control of its bodily functions, “only,
last time it was just a projection on a demon was it
not?”

“Y ... Yes,”
Gestorn remembered well the events of that day, “I remember
it.”

“You are
obviously not the leader, so who is? I do not see any signs of the
king, so who leads you this day?” Garrant asked.

“We have a new
king. He will kill you all,” Gestorn sneered.

“And probably
you as well,” Garrant began to smile as he watched the approaching
riders. “It would seem that your day is over.”

“Yours too,
soon,” Gestorn spat at Garrant, unafraid to die. Goblins had a way
of accepting that death was sometimes inevitable.

“Where did you
get that?” Garrant asked Royd as he dismounted Bolsover.

“From a goblin
in the town, it was ... surplus to requirements.” Royd greeted
Garrant with a manly hug. “Good to see you friend.”

“You too, you
old rogue.” Garrant quickly stepped around Royd to intervene with
Bolsover. “No eating the prisoners you.”

Bolsover
backed disappointedly away from Gestorn, who was left with his head
running with skitterling drool. “Keep it away, keep it away,”
squawked Gestorn, doing his best to avoid being eaten. “I’m no good
to you dead.”

“Curious,”
Garrant said to Royd. “One minute the goblin’s ready to die, the
next it’s frightened of its own mount.”

“Why don’t we
let Bolsover torment it and see what it has to say? Bolsover”, Royd
called the creature over to his side. “Tell me goblin, who sent
you?” Royd edged the skitterling closer to Gestorn, “I want a
name.”

“Ah,” with
every movement that Gestorn made, the roots closed tighter around
him, “he’ll kill me. Cannot tell you.” The skitterling inched
closer. “Keep it back, they don’t like us.”

“That makes
two of us,” Royd loosened his grip on Bolsover’s reins. Gestorn
began to scream, but not for long as Bolsover closed his mouth over
his head and ran off with it to his mate. “Oops.”

“Thanks Royd,”
Garrant laughed. “He wasn’t going to give us anything.” It was then
that Garrant noticed the purple sparkle from within the roots. He
took the stiletto from his belt where he had put it and cut away
the roots from around the sparkle. “What have we here?” Pulling the
jewel from the back of Gestorn’s hand, he held it up to the light.
“Have you ever seen anything like this Royd?”

“Not quite,
but I do remember seeing one similar to it in the temple of Ariklon
in Kelross.”

“What were you
doing in there, the God of Dark Magic?” Garrant gave Royd a knowing
once over.

“Not always
been a brawler, or a fighter,” Royd coughed politely. “I used to be
into all the magic stuff like you, only darker.”

“Right,”
Garrant called Orlond across. “Get this to Magnus or if you can
find Arrborn he would be a better bet. Find out what you can about
it.” He gave the jewel to Orlond and waved him off, “Speak to no
one else about this.”

“I know where
the priest will be, I’ll go there first.” Orlond climbed up on his
horse and rode off alone.

“Tell me more
about this temple and the dark arts,” said Garrant, putting an arm
around Royd’s shoulders. “Some mead and some of that famous spiced
stew might be in order, what do you say old friend?”

“I’d say, see
you there,” Royd called for Bolsover who sprinted around behind him
and scooped him straight up onto his back.

“Might have to
get myself one of those.” Garrant looked around the castle as he
wandered over to where he had left his mount. “What a mess,” he
said and rode off after Royd for a victory celebration.

“Well done
Gestorn, my good friend. Your projection was most convincing this
time, but you really must keep yourself protected,” Vargor said as
he approached the outpost. “We’ll use this for ourselves, have the
builders fix it at once. It will make a good place for a
garrison.”

“I managed to
place a few protected nails, my lord.” Gestorn stared across the
open expanse of The Reach. “In time we can rebuild the
bridges.”

“First we will
have to get across to the other side and secure the mountings, but
the idea is good.” Vargor turned to face Gestorn, “Where exactly
did you leave the nails?”

“Some are in
the woods, wrapped in wax, near to the drop off at the far end.”
Gestorn watched Vargor’s face for any signs of approval. “The
others are by the castle wall, but ...” he wavered.

“Go on,”
Vargor knew there would be something amiss.

“I lost the
shard,” Gestorn hesitated, “I used it to create the
illusion.”

“This time, I
will let it go,” Vargor stroked his goatee thoughtfully. “We will
waste no more time. You will go right away to the woods and take
more nails from these three, and this,” he said slipping the green
jewel from his finger. “Wrap this in wax together with the nails
and bury them well, as near to that wall as possible. Once it is
secured we can project the four of you across and then you can open
a tunnel for us all to pass through.” Vargor turned toward The
Reach, placing one hand over his eye he drew it from its socket and
held it out at arms length. Gestorn and the other apprentice
warlocks all backed away.

Vargor opened
out his hand with the eye swivelling around in his palm. “Go forth
and see,” he whispered. The eye lifted from his hand and floated
forward over the edge of The Reach and descended slowly under
Vargor’s control. The eye scanned back and forth allowing Vargor to
inspect the damage to the fallen bridges. The one that the druid
had sealed was a solid mass of tangled fibres, but was otherwise
intact, together with all of the goblins that were on it at the
time of its collapse. The second was of no use at all, the hail
storm had splintered most of the walkway and the last one had been
shattered to atoms. The eye reappeared over the edge of The Reach,
returning to Vargor’s still outstretched hand. He placed the eye
back into its socket and turned to face his people. “One bridge is
still intact, one can be repaired, but the last is nothing more
than its supporting vines, though that too will be useful. We have
much to do. I want the work on the Outpost to continue day and
night until it is complete. No more than three days, then we will
make a full assault on Castle Thraw.”

Vargor raised
his arm in the air and called out, “Tharon, come.” The sound of
thick leathery wings filled the air as Tharon appeared out of the
gloom. “Gestorn, I trust you to do what needs to be done. The rest
of you get to it with the Outpost. Soon Meregith will be ours.”
Vargor sprang up onto Tharon’s back, “Home!” The belkin lowered its
head as it flapped its tattered wings, snatching up a goblin in its
heavy maw. The goblins ran for their lives, knowing that if they
failed Vargor they would be Tharon’s next meal.

If the goblins
were anything, they were great builders and master engineers – they
also had more enthusiasm than could be imagined. Goblins were quick
to learn, though the magic arts seemed to elude most of them. That
is not to say that they could not learn them at all, it would not
be long before a simple suggestion would forever change the way in
which the goblins were trained.

In less than
two days the old outpost had been fully restored and was now a
goblin stronghold. Gestorn had succeeded beyond all that he had
been asked by Vargor and was now able to open a portal at will. It
would not be long before the goblin armies would attempt a full
scale assault on Castle Thraw. Vargor had no reason to conquer the
men of Mor: he just wanted to. It had long been a desire of his to
rule a nation, ever since his failed attempt to seize control of
the south western region of Nitewold. A lesson in trust that he
would never forget, neither would Lon who came to power in his
place. Were it not for the timely intervention of Gestorn at that
time, Vargor would have been eaten long ago and Icthus would have
ruled alongside Lon, which was something that still cut deep in the
heart of Icthus. If history had taught any of these parties
anything at all, it was that loyalty is hard-earned and trust even
more so.

When Vargor
arrived back at his new palace that he had had the goblins
construct, because he could no longer stand to be trapped in the
stale stench of goblin flesh that permeated the mountain caves, he
was surprised to find his palace guards caught up in the middle of
a ferocious battle. He had been gone only two days and yet the
palace had come under siege, or so it seemed. At the sight of
Tharon the goblins’ courage doubled. Whatever it was that they had
been fighting, it had cost a good few goblin lives and yet there
seemed to be no sign of any enemy casualties. Vargor would redress
the balance of power.

“He returns,”
the palace guard cried out as one. “The King!” The cries resounded
throughout the assembled ranks. With a renewed vigour, the goblins
lunged toward the invaders. Vargor set Tharon down a short distance
from the battle and calmly wandered up to the melee as though he
were out for an afternoon stroll.

“Desist,”
Vargor commanded and everyone froze, including the invaders. Vargor
waved his arm ordering his forces to back off. “What do you want?”
he asked disinterestedly.

“We seek an
audience with the new king of the goblins,” the lead warrior said
as he approached, stooping to pick up his dismembered arm that had
become detached at the elbow. He pushed the limb back into place
with a snap, wiggled his fingers then sheathed his sword. “I am
Andrew of the Brotherhood.”

“I wondered
when you would show up,” Vargor said, walking away toward the
palace gate. “This way.” The members of the Brotherhood followed
him inside the palace grounds.

“This was not
here before,” Andrew remarked as he approached the entrance to the
courtyard.

“I had it
built. I could not abide in the stench of the mountains. Shall we?”
Vargor ushered his guests into the lobby.

“Most
impressive,” Andrew sat in the seat that Vargor had indicated, ”and
well guarded too.”

“It has not
been easy to train the goblins as I lack the warrior skills that
you clearly possess, but it is still quite a feat for so few of you
to kill so many of the palace guard.” Vargor walked slowly around
the table where the Brotherhood was seated. “What brings you here
to Gnell, exactly?”

“We have come
to offer our services to his majesty.”

Vargor raised
an eyebrow, “Indeed!” It was not what he had expected. “I had
thought that you had come with some kind of threat,” he laughed.
“What’s in it for you,” he demanded, never one to skirt around an
issue.

“We help you
to get what you want and you leave us alone.” Andrew leaned back
and put his feet up on the table. “We had an agreement with King
Saltorn that we could cross Gnell without conflict and that we
would always be there to protect him should the need ever
arise.”

Vargor walked
back across the room to the table and shoved Andrew’s feet from the
table, much to the amusement of his comrades. “The agreement is
sound, but I require respect. I will kill anyone who will not abide
by our rules whilst in our lands. I will not be toyed with. Anyone
who crosses me will forfeit their soul. Is that quite clear?”
Vargor was not one to ask questions, what he said went. For a while
he stared Andrew in the eyes, searching his mind.

“It is
understood, I am sorry for any insult.” Andrew stood and bowed
politely.

“Very well,”
Vargor began, “here is what I want as proof that your offer is both
genuine and sincere. We recently attempted to cross over The Reach
into Meregith where the Mages’ Guild has their advanced,” he
laughed to himself, “training facility. We encountered far greater
resistance than we expected, clearly the Mages’ Guild is well
supported by warriors and druids alike. What I want is that
castle.

“If you can
deliver that castle to me, then we shall share it together as a
joint force, you will also have freedom to come and go in Gnell as
you please. Just try not to kill too many of the goblins as you go.
Is this agreeable to you?”

“It sounds
like the beginning of a wonderful new covenant. Saltorn never
delivered what he promised, he lacked ambition and drive. But I can
tell that this will not be the case with you.” Andrew reached
inside his chest cavity and pulled out a dark iron portal ring
about 10 inches in diameter. “This has two properties, the first is
to call us.” He placed the ring on the floor with its flat side
facing up. “Just place the dust of the dead within it and it will
open to us. There will always be someone there to answer, I will
assure it. The second,” Andrew flipped the ring over with his foot,
“will open a two way portal directly to Grimond in the shire. To
open it you will need to call us first so that we can both turn the
rings and align them. We wouldn’t want any uninvited guests would
we?” Andrew smiled as he placed a small urn on the
table.

“You have
mages in your ranks?” Vargor took the urn from the table and looked
it over before placing it carefully back.

“Our people
come from all walks of life, some willingly others not quite so. We
are warriors, mages, conjurers, elves, humans, trolls and even an
orc. It’s all a matter of what you can offer the
Brotherhood.”

“There is
nothing quite like blood to seal a covenant.” Vargor slipped a
silver dagger from his sleeve.

“You will have
to speak to Barramon himself about covenant seals.” Andrew moved a
step closer. “Blood pacts are a bit difficult for us.” He took the
blade from Vargor and drew it across his wrist. “What manner of
magic is this?” he exclaimed, startled. “I have not bled in over
two hundred years!”

“It is a
vampiric blade, it can draw blood from anything that has breath and
you still breathe.” Vargor took the blade from Andrew and drew it
across his own wrist, then held out his hand.

Andrew grasped
his wrist saying, “By my authority in the Brotherhood, our people
are one. If anyone attacks you, they attack us also. You may call
on the Brotherhood to serve and protect you and your
people.”

“As king of
the goblins, I hereby offer ourselves as brothers to the hood.
Gnell is now a second shire and can be considered home. We shall
open a portal between our lands that will remain so until such a
time as the blood bond is broken. Welcome to my kingdom.” The two
men embraced. “A celebration is in order. Let us make it a double
one. In two days we will lay siege to Castle Thraw and once we are
victorious, we will make the castle a joint throne from which to
rule Meregith as one. Tell your master that I look forward to our
future together, I am sure that there will be a great mutual
benefit to both of us.”

“Barramon will
be pleased to hear of this. We have waited a long time to test our
mettle in open combat.” Andrew opened the urn and scattered some
dust over the portal ring, a shimmering window opened into
Drakeshire. “Open the portal, it is done.” The window closed.
Andrew flipped the ring over and kicked it into an open space. “Be
open,” he commanded. “By the way, Vargor, did you know that a young
battlemage has recently chosen the ways of the warlock and even now
he is headed toward Gamran Mire?”

“No, I had no
idea. I have been too busy building up my forces here, but thank
you for the information.”

“Not to worry,
we have an envoy on its way to meet with him. We would very much
like to ally ourselves with him, also, as he can give us a route
into Northshire.”

“That would be
most useful for us all, but the halflings are friends of no one,”
Vargor caught the look on Andrew’s face. “Can I assume from your
countenance that you already have that in hand?”

“Yes, we have
wanted this for so very long. Now we are on the verge of history.
Soon the humans and those that side with them will know what
suffering is all about,” Andrew chuckled. “In two days we strike
the first blow against the humans, but we must be careful not to
give away our strengths. We must let them think that we are still
at odds, our alliance must remain secret for a while
longer.”

“I agree,”
Vargor walked over to Andrew, “all caution must be observed at all
times. I will ensure that my people are aware of this. Go now and,
in two days, we will strike terror into the very heart of the
Mages’ Guild.”

The late
afternoon sun cast its long shadows over the Tibus where the weary
Arrborn sat in silent contemplation. Recent events had shaken the
old priest, even though he had known that they were coming. From
where he sat on the moss covered wall, he watched the shale skinned
wolves loitering along the opposite shore in Drakeshire. It was
unusual for so many to be roaming about and so close to the water
too. Other shapes were also moving about in the mist, but he could
not quite make out what they were at this distance. One thing was
for sure; whatever they were, there were many of them. A decision
was needed, but it would not be an easy one. After leaving the
Council of Twelve in such uproar he was no longer the popular
figure that he had once been. Many lives had been lost on the
battlefield, lives that the priests would normally have saved. The
Mages’ Guild had been badly fractured since H’rat’s outburst,
causing the Darklings to be temporarily removed from the council.
Magnus had not spoken to him for many weeks, but that was nothing
personal. Events in the land of Alzear were keeping the Archmage
very busy indeed. Now all that Arrborn needed to make his day just
perfect was to be disturbed during his quiet time of contemplation
and prayer.

“Master
Arrborn,” Orlond called out, “Master Arrborn, at last I have found
you.”

“Whoopee,”
Arrborn muttered under his breath. “Orlond, how goes the war?”
Arrborn said without getting up or looking round.

“I will not
disturb you for long, I know how important your times of prayer
are, my lord,” Orlond said as he dismounted.

“But disturb
me you will. Not to worry, there are enough things across the water
to disturb anyone,” he gestured toward the misty shore of the
shire. “What is it that you have come all this way for?”

“This, my
lord,” he offered the garnet to Arrborn who just stood and looked
at it. “Master Garrant believes that you may know what it is. I
have heard that a stone just like it is in Kelross”. He waved the
stone at Arrborn who continued to stare at it.

“I’ll not
touch it,” Arrborn said, waving it away. “Where was it
found?”

“On a goblin
at The Reach.”

“The Reach?”
Arrborn stood up.

“It was,”
Orlond began, “on the back of the right hand of a goblin warlock
that had a pet imp at its side.”

Arrborn walked
over to the water’s edge. “A goblin that is no longer there, no
doubt.”

“I’ve really
no idea, I left immediately,” Orlond said trembling
slightly.

The old priest
raised his face towards the sky and cried out aloud, “Why must it
all come to this?” He began to weep. “Orlond, you must return at
once to the University of Elements. You will find Archmage Magnus
in his chamber writing in his journal. Speak to no one until you
speak to Magnus, then you are to tell him the following.

“Master
Arrborn has gone to Grimlaw to call together the Holy Order. Give
him the shard and tell him to destroy it. It is an eye of the
beholder. With it, it is possible to project a living double that
is as capable as its creator. Tell Magnus that Castle Thraw is in
danger, grave danger. They must do all that they can to protect
both it and Hamrock from imminent invasion. Do you understand
me?”

“But we have
crushed just such an invasion, my lord, the castle is safe.” Orlond
laughed a little, the thought of the Castle being in such danger
was almost absurd.

“What you
‘crushed’, as you put it, was nothing more than an exploratory
mission. You can be sure that the warlock has by now secured a
means to open a portal across The Reach. I would also suspect that
the Outpost is now a goblin stronghold. You can be sure that there
will indeed be a full-scale assault on the castle and you, in your
arrogance, will lose it to the horde. The Mages’ Guild is too pious
for its own good, believing itself to be unassailable.

“The great
prophecy has already begun. The lands of men will soon run rich
with our blood and our enemies with rule with an iron hand.”
Arrborn spun round to face Orlond, he gritted his teeth as he
spoke, “Get to Magnus and deliver the message before it is too late
to save us all. I have much to do.” With that he was gone, leaving
Orlond open mouthed and speechless.

“Master
Orlond,” a young priest said, appearing out of nowhere.

“Wh, what?” he
said, startled.

“Master
Arrborn is seldom wrong. The entire priesthood is leaving this very
day. If Arrborn did not believe that the lands were in danger then
he would still be here fishing,” he pointed at the abandoned rod
and nets. Orlond turned to look at the spot where the young priest
was pointing. When he looked back he was also gone. Orlond looked
around the woods somewhat unnerved, then mounted his horse and rode
as fast as he could for Belgor where he found Magnus, exactly as he
had been told, writing his journal.

“Orlond,
please be seated I’ll be with you in a moment.” Magnus dipped his
quill into the ink and continued his daily journal entry. Orlond
sat picking at his fingernails, he swallowed hard, taking in large
breaths. The last time that he had been in this room was to give
the grave news of his daughter, now it seemed that fate would have
him here again with yet more bad tidings. “What is it that brings
you here, Orlond?” Magnus turned in his seat, his face half lit by
the oil lamp on the writing desk. It was getting late and the last
of the light had already gone. Soon the evenings would lighten as
springtime took hold of Alzear and new life would be sprouting from
all corners of the land.

For a moment
Orlond was unsure how to start, then the words of Arrborn rang true
in his heart. “Master Arrborn,” he began, drawing in his lower lip
to moisten it, “has gone to Grimlaw to call together The Holy
Order.” Magnus straightened up in his chair. “He says that I am to
give you this.” He placed the shard on the desk next to the
journal, not wishing to offer it directly to Magnus after Arrborn’s
refusal to so much as touch it. “You are to destroy it at his
request.”

Magnus held
his hand out over the shard and began to cover it in a layer of
thick frost. The shard rattled on the desk as though it were trying
to escape the cold, moments later it burst into tiny ice crystals
that melted away to nothing. “It is done. What else did he say? You
have nothing to fear from me Orlond,” he reassured.

“Arrborn
believes that the goblins are about to lay siege to Castle Thraw
and that they will succeed.” Orlond lowered his gaze to the floor.
“I am sorry, Archmage, there is nothing more. Right after
...”

“He
disappeared,” Magnus injected, with a heavy sigh. “Orlond, I want
you to go to Castle Thraw. If, when you get there, things are
looking bad use this,” Magnus opened a slim drawer on his desk and
took a portal ring and a small leather pouch from it which he gave
to Orlond, “and return at once. Arrborn has a habit of being right
in such matters. I will consult the Divines and see what they have
to offer. If you have faith, seek the wisdom of your god and may it
ride with you.” Magnus took a second ring from the drawer. “I will
open this in the council chamber, you will return there. I will
send warning ahead of you of what has been said. We will have to
close any portals that are open between here and the Castle at the
first sign of trouble. We cannot risk them getting into the
University. Go now, further delay could cost lives.”

Once outside
the University gate, Orlond opened a portal to Meregith and rode on
for all that he was worth.

Upon his
arrival in Meregith it was clear that the siege of Castle Thraw was
already in its advanced stages. Undaunted, Orlond pushed forward
into the affray. He was still a few minutes ride outside of
Hamrock, but he could already hear the sounds of battle ringing in
his ears. What he saw in Hamrock was enough to make him turn tail
and run for his life. Orlond pulled hard on his reins and turned to
look back, he could hear the screams of the townsfolk even from his
distance. He took the portal ring from his saddlebag and dropped it
on the ground, taking the small pouch of powder from his cloak he
poured its contents onto the ring and the portal shimmered into
life. Orlond walked his mount through it right into the main
council chamber of the University of Elements. Magnus closed his
eyes and wept, he knew that all was lost. Orlond would not have
chosen this path lightly.

“My lord,” he
slipped down from his saddle to Magnus’ side, “I got as far as the
outskirts of Hamrock. The whole town is a sea of green skinned
goblins and, worse,” Magnus raised his head, “the undead are among
them.”

“By the power
of the Divines this cannot be.” Magnus turned to those members of
the Council of Twelve that were still there. “Get back to your
people, we are undone. The Reach and the castle are fallen, Hamrock
also. We must all prepare for the inevitable.

“The undead
and the goblins have joined forces. There is no telling what will
happen next, we are trapped between the two forces. Mor has no
defence against the legions of Drakeshire. If they wish to, the
undead could walk right into Mor and we would not be able to stop
them.

“Close all
portals into Mor and raise the alarm. Pull everyone out of Meregith
that is still alive and prepare to make a stand. The hopes of all
Alzear depend on us. Whatever happens we most hold the city as a
symbol to the people. If the city falls, then all hope is
lost.”

“Magnus,”
H’rat stood as he spoke, “are you not over dramatising this
incursion. It is only a bridge and one small castle. It is hardly
the end of all Alzear. The Divines would never permit such an
atrocity to occur.”

“You miss the
point H’rat, as always,” Dolomire the dark elf interrupted. “Castle
Thraw is the training ground in advanced warfare. It is not like
your summer home in Salzear. We know that the new goblin king is a
powerful warlock.” He walked across to H’rat and fixed him with a
cold stare from his white eyes, “Vargor.”

H’rat slumped
into his seat, “Ah.”

“Indeed,”
Dolomire continued as he leaned toward H’rat, “the very same Vargor
that you were supposed have to killed. The very same Vargor that
traded the wife of Arrborn for his own life. The pregnant wife of
Arrborn I might add.” Dolomire’s voice took on a menacing tone, “It
could be said that you are directly responsible for the imminent
invasion. Vargor has no love for the Mages’ Guild or anything
human. It is quite plain that he has found a way to multiply
goblins beyond counting. He has also found a way to give them mage
powers, there are even some goblins that posses the gift of fire.
Who knows how many warlocks he may have under his
command?

“I am
returning to my people, when the horde come knocking on your door,
do not call upon the dark elves for help. You failed the covenant
between us, the bond of brotherhood is broken.” Dolomire turned to
address the council, “Elders of the Council of Twelve, you are now
eleven!” With that Dolomire left the council chambers. It was to be
a long time before the dark elves would be seen again.

“You had
better leave, H’rat. You have failed us all for the very last
time,” Magnus took three brass rings from the wall and gave them to
H’rat. “Make your choice.”

“This is
outrageous,” H’rat said, thrusting the rings aside, “I will not be
treated like some common criminal.”

“The other
choice is death,” Tralchar, the dwarf elder, eagerly pulled his axe
from his belt, his blue eyes sparkling as he drew closer to H’rat.
“You are worse than a common criminal! You have let our enemy live,
and given my sister to be a whore for a bane,” he licked his lips
as his grip tightened around the handle of his axe.

H’rat leapt
from his chair, snatching a portal ring from Magnus as he vaulted
clear over them all. Slamming the ring on the floor under his foot,
he turned to face them all. “Damn you all and your cursed Divines.”
H’rat stepped through the portal closely followed by Tralchar’s
whirling axe. Just before the portal closed, they could all see the
raging battle for Castle Thraw.

“And good
riddance, too.” Tralchar tore a huge iron mace from the wall and
bludgeoned the portal ring. “That’ll put a stop to him.

“I’ll wait not
a minute longer. We must prepare for the worst. Without the castle
we have no hope of saving Meregith. We must do all what we can to
evacuate as many people as possible. I will go and make
arrangements in Grimlaw for the refugees. The Walk of Faith is the
only hope as neither the undead or the goblins can make it through
alive.” Tralchar unhooked a silver portal ring from the wall and
held it out in front of them all. “Take a hold and call your people
out loud so that you may pass through unharmed.” All of them
gripped the ring and spoke out the names of their respective races.
“The portal will open in the entrance to The Walk of Faith; all
those that falter will seal their own fate, until we meet again in
Grimlaw.” Tralchar raised his hand above his head and cried out,
“Gomma.” A grey-blue Talloran ram appeared next to him looking
somewhat bewildered. Without another word, Tralchar mounted the ram
and disappeared.

On the day
that Quin and Taarl had found Medad at the tattlejack camp, Castle
Thraw fell into the hands of the horde. It was a strike to be proud
of. As the morning mists were beginning to clear, Gestorn closed
his eyes and slipped into a trance-like state, incorporating his
soul and mind into an awaiting demon. The demon’s skin began to
flake and peel as it transformed into a perfect likeness of
Gestorn. He had practiced this black art many times and was now
quite adept at conjuring demonic effigies of himself that could
replicate his powers to a high degree of competency. So long as he
remained undisturbed, the apparition would hold even if the demon
should succumb to death. Gestorn’s demon stood at the lip of The
Reach, behind it stood the three apprentice warlocks, among them
Belfor who had at last mastered control of the flame. The four of
them raised their arms above their heads and began to create a
firewall between them that stretched forward into a fiery funnel.
From the depths of the abyss, Tharon rose from the mist with Vargor
seated above his great leathery wings. The four warlocks lowered
their arms and entered into the funnel, emerging seconds later on
the far side of The Reach where they had left their fingernails
embedded in the castle defences. Once there they repeated their
fire summoning, creating a second funnel that joined to the first
forming a tunnel that spanned The Reach. Vargor dropped a portal
ring next to Gestorn. “Open it and summon our brothers,” he
commanded. Gestorn took the ring and duly obeyed.

Stretching
from the old outpost over one mile back into Gnell, the column of
the goblin army began to advance whilst, in Drakeshire, the undead
began to rise and walk forth through the portal in Grimond. The
invasion of Meregith had begun. Vargor swung Tharon around to face
Castle Thraw and, from the skies, he called down burning sulphur
and brimstone all around the Castle. The mages that were outside
were incinerated instantaneously, before they could raise the
alarm. Countless goblins surged through the tunnel across The
Reach, joining with the undead army on the other side as they
rushed toward the castle and their prize. The next to die were
those in the lookout towers as Tharon tore them from their posts
and devoured them. Vargor exploded a huge fireball in the central
courtyard of the castle, destroying the winch and chains that held
the great drawbridge in place. The castle shuddered as the great
dark iron bridge slammed into the earth outside where the amassed
armies were waiting. The mages stood no chance, taken without
warning, many were still asleep when the sea of goblins swept
through their dormitories and took their lives.

The elders
were the only ones up, as a part of their daily duty they were
praying to the Divines for the day’s guidance, not that it would
help them on this day. As the prayer chamber door splintered before
them, the elders instinctively destroyed all of the portals that
had remained open since the castle was first built. At least the
University of Elements and the outlying cities would be safe, for
the time being at least.

“Tear down
these idols,” Andrew pointed to the ornate statues of the Divines
that lined the walls. “This will be a sanctuary to the Dark
Mistress and Accuson the Great. Leave the humans to me,” he growled
as the undead pushed around him into the room. The elders offered
no resistance, the undead were too many and too strong for them to
have any hope of success. Andrew pulled two small vials from within
his chest and threw them into the altar of incense. The elders
watched in terror as the dark mist that covered the shire spread
itself throughout the room, soon they too would join the ranks of
the undead and their powers would serve Barramon and his Dark
Mistress.

It was far too
early in the day for any of the brawlers to be awake, let alone
sober, but that was all about to change thanks to
Bolsover.

“What’s up
with that stupid reptile now,” Royd said rubbing his brow. “I’ll
turn you into slippers if ...,” he stuck his head out of the window
to yell at the skitterling who was cawing as loudly as he could in
the paddock outside. Royd stared in disbelief at the billowing
smoke that was pouring from the castle mount. He could see the fire
raining down from the sky and hear the distant sound of the
invasion. “Ah,” he growled as he banged his head on the window
frame, “quickly, get everyone up and out of here. The horde is upon
us.” He yanked the covers from the bed where Mika was
laying.

“What?” Mika
said grabbing the discarded clothes from the floor and cupboards
where they had been thrown the night before.

“There is fire
falling from the skies over the castle and the sound of an army
fills the air. Don’t stop for anything.” Royd pulled the bedroom
door open and stumbled down the stairs.

“If you’re not
careful, you’ll kill yourself,” Mika said stepping over a dazed
looking Royd where he lay in an untidy heap at the foot of the
stairs. “You can cry if you want to,” she said as she pulled open
the front door and ran outside. They were not the only ones to have
been woken by the skitterlings, most of the brawlers had gathered
together in the village and were now getting everyone into wagons
and driving them from the village.

“Get to
Grimlaw, Meregith will not be safe,” Royd said, pulling his shirt
on as Bolsover scooped him up onto his back.

“Royd,” Mika
said, pointing to the hilltop outside the village, where the first
of the undead were running down toward the inn.

“Everybody, go
as you are now, run, do not look back, the undead are upon us.”
Royd grabbed a small child that was screaming for its mother who
had already left. “That’s taking things a bit too far,” he said
spurring Bolsover into life.

It was
fortunate for them all that the undead do not ride mounts or they
would have all been consumed by the scourge that was to come upon
the land. Within the hour, Hamrock was a sea of screaming goblins
as they laid siege to the town and claimed it for their own. Castle
Thraw had fared no better. Once the main drawbridge had come down,
the castle was quickly overrun by the goblins. For them, victory
was a new experience and they wanted more. Some of the mages had
escaped, but only due to the sacrifice of the fighters that were
there to assist with the training within the castle, not one of
whom survived. All were slaughtered by the undead, but all of them
would live again as a part of the army of the dead.

Vargor stalked
the hallowed halls of the mages’ most illustrious of strongholds,
taking the souls of the mages and absorbing a portion of their
powers. Before the day was out, Vargor had doubled his strength,
but his lust for power would not be sated until he sat in the
throne of the elders at the University of Elements.

“It has been a
good day for souls, has it not?” Barramon said as he entered the
room where Vargor was extracting the soul of the last
mage.

“Indeed it
has,” Vargor replied, euphoric from drinking in so many souls.
“Nothing can stop us from taking Alzear for our own, nothing.” He
cast the corpse of the mage aside like a rag doll.

“This
arrangement works well for us both, you get to feast and we get to
increase our forces.” Barramon picked up the discarded corpse and
raised it up until he was face to face with it. He opened his mouth
allowing a dark vaporous spirit to come out and enter the deceased
mage. “We have gained many mages into our ranks and some very adept
warriors, thanks to you not allowing your goblins to tear them to
pieces.” Barramon laughed. “They are much more useful when
unharmed. We will be able to send them into Belgor as part of the
Dark Brotherhood there.”

“In the city,
how so?” Vargor spun around, this was unexpected.

“The Dark
Brotherhood, as most people know it, inhabits the sewers. They have
access to the entire city. It is how we dispose of our clients’
objectives,” Barramon swung himself into an ornately decorated high
backed chair and gestured for Vargor to do likewise. “The
Brotherhood were originally necromancers, we would consult the dead
on behalf of the living for a fee. In the process we would get to
know things about the living, the fools. Often times the dead were
merely the minions of Accuson that had been with the living most of
their lives. But you only learn these things when you cross over as
we do.”

“So you have
free reign of Belgor? Does no one keep a check on you?” Vargor took
a small sip from a glass of wine that he had poured out for
himself.

“We have
Brotherhoods in most of the larger towns and cities throughout
Meregith and Mor, we even have one in Salzear and one in Luz,”
Barramon beckoned the newly resurrected mage to come to him. “Is
there any way to get from here to Mor, are there any portals still
functioning?”

“All of the
portals were destroyed automatically when the prayer chamber was
violated. But the caverns give us access to a secluded cove that
has boats at the ready.”

“Caverns?”
Barramon grasped the collar of the mage’s robe and pulled him
close, “What caverns?”

“The castle
has extensive caverns that go down to the bottom of The Reach and
also to the Cove of Hope where we maintain a fleet of six vessels.
Would you have me check them to ensure that no harm has come to
them during the siege?”

“Take us
there.” Barramon looked across the table at Vargor. “We can talk
more on the way.”

“Indeed,”
Vargor emptied his glass and followed the others out of the
room.

The mage,
Dothan, had been an instructor at the castle for more than fifty
years and knew every inch of the castle and its deeper secrets. He
also knew well what to expect from the different factions of the
horde as it was his responsibility to train the mages in the ways
of the horde and what the horde believed in. Dothan also took many
mages deep into horde territory for reconnaissance and espionage.
Dothan had much experience of the Brotherhood, both in their
origins and their operations. It was he who had tried to warn the
Council of Twelve about the goings on in Drakeshire, but they would
have none of it. The council could not be swayed to believe in old
wives’ tales, they had sources of their own that they trusted. They
saw Dothan as some form of obsessive fool when it came to the
Brotherhood after the death of his mother and sisters had been
attributed to them. The Council of Twelve had, in fact, become
totally aloof when it came to matters of authority. If they did not
believe something to be so, then it was not so and that was how
they saw everything.

“This is where
the caverns divide. This route will take you to The Reach and this
one to the Cove of Hope. There is nothing in The Reach other than
briars and thorns, but the cove is where the treasure
is.”

“You three,
check that way.” Barramon sent two of his men together with a
goblin to investigate The Reach. “I trust no one on first sight.
Lead on mage.”

The cove was
indeed intact, as was the fleet of six supply ships. “We will need
to protect this cove from any possible attack,” Vargor said,
inspecting the cavern entrance. “Tharon,” the belkin appeared on
command, “you are to guard this cove from our enemies. This cavern
will be your nest.” Tharon walked around inside the cavern before
settling on a nesting site. “Good, that should deter anyone from
entering here.”

“We will post
guards on the rocks and in the ocean, also on the hulls of the
vessels,” Barramon added. “We have plenty of available bodies with
which to protect the entrance and the surrounding waters. This has
indeed been a great day for us. The Dark Mistress has smiled upon
us this day.”

“How soon will
you be ready to invade Meregith?” Vargor asked, stroking his beard
thoughtfully.

“Within the
month we will have enough of our armies here to mount an assault
alongside your people. I would like the time for the new recruits
to be settled in so that we can find out just what we have acquired
for ourselves.”

“So soon? You
impress more with each passing day Barramon, this was indeed a
Divine inspired relationship.” Vargor turned round. “I must go and
thank Ariklon for his abounding greatness to me.”

“Yes the god
of all dark magic.” The two men walked along slowly, discussing the
finer points of their Divine masters and how they stood in awe of
them and worshipped their deities.

“Master,” the
exploratory party had returned from The Reach, “it is true what the
mage said, the whole valley is nothing more than an impenetrable
mass of briars and thorns. An effective barrier from would-be
attackers.”

“Good,”
Barramon turned to Dothan. “It would seem that you are trustworthy
in information. We will have to see how you fare when it comes to
dealing with your own kind. I want you to go to the University of
Elements and give them a true and accurate record of all that has
happened here. Leave no detail unreported, is that
clear?”

“It is, I
shall go at once, my lord,” Dothan turned to leave. “I shall go by
way of the Needles, as that is still the easiest way to pass
through the Dragon’s Teeth from Meregith. I will take a mount from
the stables and send it back once I reach the mountains.” He turned
to face Barramon. “What would you have me do when I am done at the
University, my lord?”

“You will not
have much time, once you get there, before death starts to colour
your skin. I would suggest that you take this into the sewers and
join The Brotherhood there. Once they see this, they will not
question who sent you.” Barramon stared into Dothan’s eyes for any
sign of betrayal. Satisfied that the mage’s transition was
complete, he squeezed the ring into Dothan’s palm, drawing a small
amount of blood. Barramon waved him away. Without further word,
Dothan slipped out of sight and was soon riding hard across the
open fields of Meregith, desperate to rid himself of the stench of
death.

Gamran Thorn
was aptly named, as Medad had discovered. Much of the land was
covered in thick briars with thorns as hard and coarse as rusty
nails. Icthus picked his way along the foothills, keeping a good
distance from the ogre mounds that littered the steep slopes of
Gamran Thorn. Ogre mounds were easy to spot as the ogres marked
their territory by impaling their victims on gallows poles for all
to see. They were not keen on visitors and had to be approached in
the correct manner if you wanted to escape with your hide intact.
As they drew nearer to the marshlands, Icthus grew noticeably more
excited. Though Gamran Thorn was covered in a myriad variety of
sharp, barbed briars it was no less beautiful for it. Every
different species of thorn had its own flower and many of them were
smothered in heady blossoms that masked the dangers that lurked
beneath them.

Medad
understood now why Icthus was hiding out in the Wetlands of
Meregith. It was not the solitude that he desired or the veil of
secrecy that the mana absorbing fauna afforded. It was simply a
home from home, with the exception of the lagartos, though there
were plenty of critts throughout Gamran Mire. Medad could sense the
presence of the tattlejacks long before he could see them. There
were not too many as they could not bear to dwell too closely
together. Gamran Mire was many times larger than the Wetlands. It
seemed to Medad that there would be no end to the marshland, which
was soon proved to be wrong as Northshire came into view beyond the
fringe of swamp mists.

“The land of
the Halflings,” Icthus clucked, “they give us no trouble, never
have. Keep themselves to themselves. Best left that way.” They
followed the border east until they came to a small island village
of around a dozen or so huts, similar to the one that Icthus had
made for himself in the Wetlands.

“Is this your
home?” Medad asked, glad to stop for a breather.

“Yes, all
family. Elders and leaders,” he looked at Medad as he took hold of
his hand, “come, this means friend.” Not that Medad was bothered by
it at all. He had grown to like Icthus a lot, the little fellow’s
honesty was highly laudable. “Family,” Icthus called. Slowly the
members of Icthus’ family emerged from their huts, some with a
number of infants clinging to them.

“Icthus?”
Jinpo, his father squinted at them both. “What have we, a guest?”
the old tattlejack held his hands out before him. Icthus took
Medad’s hand and dabbed it in his father’s palms. “Hmm, interesting
you are.”

“I ...” Medad
began.

“No need,”
Jinpo raised his palm to Medad. “Much turmoil inside. Yes, warlock
it be,” he turned and ushered them towards his hut.

“It has been a
long journey, father,” Icthus hugged the old tattlejack. “Found
this one in the Wetlands,” he nodded toward Medad.

“It has been a
long time since a warlock was among us,” Jinpo smiled, “they
usually try to kill us.” The whole family laughed at the idea.
“Magic, not always hurt tattlejacks. Blades are better for that,
you can always rely on a blade.” Medad listened to the old
tattlejack as he recounted the stories of prior warlocks and
conjurers that had tried to coerce them onto their side, but they
would have none of it.

“But you are
not like them, as yet undecided on your future I think,” Jinpo
looked quizzically at Medad.

“Yes, that
would be about right,” he said pulling some of the flesh from the
baked marsh frenzy that had been served to him.

“Mages,” Jinpo
shook his head in dismay, “they think that they are superior
because they do magic. Have no time for people. Their days as kings
are at an end.” Jinpo froze. “More visitors are
outside.”

“I sense death
and yet not death.” Medad stepped out on the veranda closely
followed by Jinpo and Icthus, whilst the remaining members of the
family calmly went on with their meal.

“Undead,”
Jinpo licked at the air with his forked tongue, “two bodies, male
and female.”

“Be aware of
that which does not die,” Icthus said under his breath, knowing
that they were close by.

“You may
approach, dead ones, we know you are there.” Jinpo hopped down from
the veranda and scuttled away behind the hut, reappearing moments
later with Quin and Taarl in tow. “They are looking for you,
Medad.” Jinpo stepped aside to let their new guests into the
hut.

“What do you
want?” Icthus asked.

“You must be
the consort,” Taarl answered looking towards the source of the
voice. “We came to speak with the warlock Medad.”

“I am Medad,
what do you want?” The temperature in the hut began to rise, but it
was not of Medad’s doing.

“We represent
The Brotherhood of Drakeshire and we have come to seek your
assistance,” Quin licked at what remained of his lips. “We have
somewhere that we would like to go, but we cannot without your
assistance.”

“The Cavern of
Souls,” Icthus stepped out from the shadows. “It is the only thing
that would interest the undead this far north.”

“Quite,” Quin
shifted his stance, “we would indeed like to gain access to the
Cavern of Souls.”

“So what stops
you,” Medad removed his outer cloak revealing the robe of the
Archmage. Taarl took a half-step back, but only as far as
Jinpo.

“The Cavern of
Souls is no place for a human,” Jinpo said looking Taarl up and
down, “unless you want bait.”

“Bait,”
Medad’s breath blew ice cold, “for what?” He stepped closer to
Quin, close enough to feel his mana rising. “Do not even try to
conjure your pet in here,” he said, carefully sounding out his
words.

“Do not
threaten me, warlock,” Quin retorted. “You would not last against
us,” he stepped back into Taarl.

“There will be
no fighting in my house,” Jinpo said as he calmly stepped between
them. “There are but two of you. A conjurer and a leech,” Jinpo
looked at them in turn as he spoke, “if you have come peaceably
then sit and speak, else leave.

“We know that
you want the cavern, but you cannot get there as the halflings will
kill you on sight. Once at the cave you will get no further than
the first fork before the Dark Mistress kills you,” Jinpo sneered.
“She has been a prisoner there for longer than time.” He leaned in
close to the now seated Quin. “Do not go releasing her, it would
not be good.”

“We only wish
to see the cavern and leave this there,” Quin realised that he had
just revealed too much. He had forgotten what happens when you get
into a conversation with a tattlejack.

“Quin,” Taarl
said through clenched teeth, “idiot.”

“Opening a
portal in the Cavern of Souls is not good,” Icthus said. Looking at
Medad, he added, “We’ll take them to the cavern. They may not like
what they find.”

“Have you even
been there?” Taarl hissed. “Your kind has no place
there.”

“All kinds
have a place there, unless ...” Icthus raised his hand to signal
that he had finished this conversation no matter what.
“Enough.”

“Leave now and
you could get there without incident.” Jinpo indicated that they
should all follow him outside.

“We will
return as soon as we are done,” Medad said, bowing politely to
Jinpo. “I suspect that there is more that they want.”

“There always
is,” Jinpo took hold of his hand and lead him outside. “Keep Icthus
at your side, he has much experience with the undead and beware the
leech.” Medad swung his cape over his shoulders and slipped out
into the encroaching night.

Northshire was
a pleasant land, not unlike Mor. It was reasonably flat, with some
open grazing that was peppered with small dense woods. There was
only one major town and that was over to the west, so they would
not be harassed by the somewhat hostile inhabitants of Nezzar. At
most they would only encounter farmsteads and maybe the odd village
or two. At least that was the plan. Icthus knew Northshire well,
the halflings were tolerant of the tattlejacks as they never hid
their motives for trespass, but humans were another matter. As for
the undead, they were just not welcomed at all. With a full night
ahead of them, they would travel unmolested as the halflings were
creatures of the daytime, preferring to keep the dark hours for
times together and revelry. Northshire was a fairly small land with
bountiful coastal waters that supported a thriving fishing
community along its entire course. The Cavern of Souls was on the
north eastern point where Everstill River joined the Languid Seas.
It was believed that the stillness of the cavern permeated out
through the rock into the waters, draining the life from within it,
a belief that was not too distant from the truth.

“How much
longer will it take us to reach the cavern?” Quin asked dreading
another day in such quaint surroundings.

“It will take
us two days without a rest, so long as we can maintain our current
pace,” Icthus replied. “Can you not conjure a spirit to carry us?”
He could feel Quin’s glaring eyes upon him, “You are a conjurer,
are you not?”

“I am,” Quin
conceded, “but I do not have what I require to conjure such a
being.”

“Then I would
suggest that you save your griping for another time.”

Taarl smiled
to herself, the little toad was beginning to grow on her as he had
Medad. “Quin, it’s about time that you came clean about our
purposes here. Once we reach the cavern they will go their own
way.” Taarl stopped, clasping her hand to her side, “I need to slow
down. I am not as dead as you are.”

“We can rest
in a while, there is an old ogre mound up ahead that has been
vacant for some time.” Icthus tugged at Taarl’s cape. “Come, it is
not far now. All this running is not good for me
either.”

The ogre mound
was, as Icthus had said, not far and vacant, of ogres that is.
Northshire may have looked like Mor, but its wildlife was far more
varied and dangerous, as they were about to find out. Quin, like
all of the undead was completely fearless. Taarl however was not
and she used her senses to search for danger. As a soul leech, she
was not truly undead, in fact she was not dead at all. Taarl had
chosen to side with the undead because it made things simpler when
it came to acquiring the much needed souls. There were a number of
times throughout the year when she had to absorb a soul in order to
live, if she did not, then all of the years that she had extended
her life by would catch up with her in an instant. The Brotherhood
were many things, one of which was assassins and Taarl was one of
the finest as she could take out her objective without leaving any
trace that she had ever been there. Not only that, but the victims
appeared to have just died from natural causes. With such a
specialist skill, only the richest of clients could afford her
services which suited her tastes perfectly as it would mean that
she only had to work on rare occasions. Today those senses had
already saved her life as she stood outside the ogre mound
trembling violently.

“What is it?”
Quin asked, passing Taarl by as he strode into the entrance to the
mound.

“Something is
in there,” Taarl replied too late for Quin to hear.

“There is one
life form,” Medad placed his hand on Taarl’s shoulder, “one very
large life form. Icthus what kind of ...” Quin’s headless corpse
came flying out of the mound, shattering to pieces against a
tree.

Icthus poked
at the remains with his stick. “Belkin,” he said, “make a good
mount if you can tame it.”

“What is it,
exactly?” Medad asked, never having seen a belkin.

“Like a
dragon, but without the fire,” Taarl replied, trembling more than
ever.

“So how,
exactly, do I tame it, Icthus?” Medad steeped closer to the
entrance of the mound.

“Frost and
fire rain,” Icthus padded along close behind Medad. “Freeze it as
best you can, then thaw it quickly with fire. Then comes the
difficult part.”

“Difficult?”
Medad looked at Icthus with ‘what now’ written across his face.
“Would you mind elaborating?”

“Jump on and
hold on,” Icthus replied without blinking.

“Are you two
mad?” Taarl had overcome her nerves enough to draw closer. “A
belkin, you’re going in there with a belkin? It tore Quin’s head
off and tossed his remains outside,” she said with an incredulous
smile. “I’ll be travelling alone then. Do you mind telling me which
way the Cavern of Souls is?”

Icthus pointed
toward the north east. “That way.” He followed Medad into the mound
leaving Taarl by herself. She examined the shattered remains of
Quin, picking out the portal ring from amongst his fetid flesh. She
quickly checked through the rest of his body, taking his jewellery
and pouch of shards then she sat and waited.

The inside of
the mound was dank, musty and totally devoid of light. Medad then
remembered the ring that he had taken from Magnus and pushed it
over his thumb. Now he could see the belkin and rather wished that
he could not. Icthus stepped up behind him and pulled at his robe.
“If it gets wild I will slow it down.” For the first time Icthus
revealed his array of spines to Medad. “Do not fear, I have done
this before,” he whispered. Medad stared at him wide eyed with
disbelief. He was quite serious about taming this beast that was
now well aware of their presence in its lair.

The belkin
turned its head toward them both, sniffing the air and snorting.
Its mouth opened slowly with the sound of sticky saliva. Medad
began to imagine the belkin covered in a thick frost, a very thick
frost. The belkin attempted to bolt for the outside, but the frost
was already biting hard. It lashed out at Medad as it passed him
by, knocking him from his feet. Icthus chased after the beast.
“Hurry, if it thaws, it will escape.” Taarl stared at the belkin,
immobilised with fear as its head emerged from the opening of the
mound. The belkin was slowing down, the frost had covered its head
with a thick layer of ice. Medad rushed outside, still drawing down
the frost sealing up the belkin’s mouth. Now it was time for
something that he had not yet mastered, the rain of fire. Unlike
frost and lightning there were no natural elements to draw fire
from, this was total mind power and as yet he had not used the fire
rain in battle. That would not deter him, however. He had conquered
many foes since leaving the Mages’ Guild and embarking on his
pathway to the warlock, this was one he was determined to beat. He
thought hard, concentrating on the image of fire in his mind. Tiny
balls of fire began falling from the air above the belkin that was
still trying to make good its escape. It was working. Fireballs the
size of hens’ eggs began to form and fall on the belkin, hissing as
they came into contact with the ice. More and more fireballs
rapidly appeared and rained down on the hapless belkin that swung
its head from side to side, unable to cry out through its frozen
maw. As the fire landed on the belkin, the ice thawed, changing the
animal’s colour from black to a rich jungle green. The belkin swung
around facing Medad. In its primal rage, it forced its mouth open,
tearing the flesh from its lips as it opened its mouth and
bellowed. It was warming up fast, so Medad stepped back, trying to
keep his mind focused as he dodged the sweeping claws of the
belkin.

“Now,” Icthus
yelped. Medad rushed forward ducking under the belkin’s head as it
snapped its jaws shut beside his ear. Medad jumped, swinging
himself up onto the belkin’s back and clambered across to the top
of its wings which it opened out as it reared up onto its hind
legs, towering above the tree tops. Medad sat there for a moment
not sure what to do next, then he instinctively closed his legs
around the animal’s neck where he now sat, much as he would a
horse. He grabbed hold of two large plate-like scales and clung on
as the belkin hauled itself into the air. The creature swung itself
from left to right, shaking and twisting its neck, trying to lose
Medad who crossed his ankles and drew up his feet as far as he
could, holding on tightly to the two scales. The belkin began to
ease up; it hacked and went into a free fall toward the ground.
Medad loosened his feet and sat upright, pulling the beast by the
scales as though he were pulling on the reins of his horse. The
belkin responded, opening its wings out again, it began to glide.
Medad leaned to the left, pulling on the corresponding scale he
turned the belkin around bringing it into full submission. He
whooped with joy to which the belkin responded with a chastened
growl. Medad patted the animal’s neck and brought it in to land
atop the mound. He slid down from the creature’s back and just
stood there for moment looking up at the young female
belkin.

“You need to
give her this and give it a name, then it will never leave you,”
Icthus snapped off one of his spines and gave it to Medad. “Push it
into your hand and draw some of your blood into it then feed it to
her.”

Medad took the
tube and hesitantly twisted it into his palm, the blood filled the
small tube like a phial. He walked around the belkin so that he
could look at her face to face. The belkin peered down at him
quizzically. He held the small phial up for the belkin which
sniffed at it then carefully lifted it from his fingers with the
end of its slender tipped tongue. “Zillah,” Medad said, stroking
the side of the belkin’s face. Zillah rested her head over his
shoulder purring contentedly, the taming of the belkin was now
complete.

“That’s
incredible,” breathed Taarl, “quite mad, but
incredible.”

“Like her?”
Medad asked. “Be careful, she eats the undead.” For the first time
he noticed how Taarl’s green eyes had no pupils and how pale was
her complexion. “You’re not one of them, are you?”

“She’s a soul
leech, not dead at all,” Icthus hopped up onto the mound then onto
Zillah, “a thing of beauty.”

“Thank you,”
Taarl replied.

“I meant the
dragon,” Icthus said taking up the riding position on Zillah. “She
will respond only to you. I will teach you how to summon and
dismiss her. But now we sleep. Zillah will need rest
also.”

One by one
they entered the mound. Medad ignited a pile of sticks and used his
powers to dry out the mound so that they could all lie down to
sleep, without something burrowing up into their flesh from the wet
earth. Outside, from among the torn flesh that was once Quin, a
large fly crawled up the trunk of the tree, where it sat for a
moment surveying the new world around it. Seconds later it was
gone.

Morning came
with the fresh air of the ocean carried upon its breath. A gentle
on-shore breeze perfumed the whole coastal range of Northshire,
freshening up the day. Icthus was the first to venture out of the
mound, the smell of the ocean had roused him from his sleep. Taarl
was the next to rise, stretching out her arms, she yawned taking in
the ozone rich morning. “It’s so clean here, the air is so clear,”
she said whirling around like a little girl playing in the autumn
leaves.

“Anywhere
smells better than Drakeshire,” Icthus hopped onto the top of the
mound, for one so old he was still very agile, “only death there.”
He sniffed at the air, flicking his tongue in and out savouring its
salty taste, “Only death.”

“I never
noticed,” Taarl stopped spinning, momentarily lost in thought. “I’d
been there so long that I’d forgotten what the real world was
like.”

“Morning
everyone,” Medad stepped out into the bracing morning. “Wow, this
is nice. Make a good place to live.”

“That it
would,” Icthus hopped down by Medad’s side. “You can trust
halflings,” he said looking straight at Taarl.

“Icthus, do
you think that Zillah could carry all of us?” Medad asked, gently
patting the little fellow on the head.

“Easily.”

“Good, then
we’ll get going,” he turned toward the mound. “Zillah,” he called.
They could feel the heavy footsteps of the belkin as she strode
from the mound and stretched herself out like a cat. Medad climbed
up first, followed by an eager Icthus. Taarl just stared at the
creature, still wary of it after seeing what had happened to Quin.
“It’ll be hard to follow us once we are up in the air and I doubt
that you’ll be able to keep up.” Medad held out his hand. “Come on
she won’t bite.” Zillah snorted in Taarl’s general
direction.

Taarl took the
offered hand, but struggled to climb up onto Zillah’s back until
Zillah stuck her nose under her backside and gave her a shove in
the right direction. Medad pulled gently on the two flight scales
and Zillah lifted into the air, carrying all three of them
effortlessly into the morning sky tinged with a blend of reds and
pinks. Medad pointed down to where they had come from, he could see
a small group of halflings approaching the small woods that
sheltered the mound from view. It was quite plain that they were
headed for the ogre mound and a showdown with the belkin. What they
were to find instead would change Northshire forever.

The coastline
of Northshire was a series of small coves and sandy beaches, with
scattered rocky outcrops that were half hidden beneath the
perpetual foaming surge. The only region where this was not so was
around the Cavern of Souls, here the beaches were all coarse shale
and the ocean surface was still and lifeless. Medad brought Zillah
in low over the tree tops, low enough for her tail to drag through
the uppermost branches. There was no wildlife at all throughout
this corner of Northshire, nothing so much as a beetle ventured
here. As soon as the group had climbed down from Zillah, she leapt
straight back into the air, snorting at the cavern entrance and
nothing was going to coax her back down.

“Not a good
place to be,” Icthus said tersely looking straight at Taarl. “Do
you know what lies in there?” he pointed at the cave with a
wavering hand.

“All the souls
that love the Dark Mistress,” she replied factually as she
sauntered off toward the entrance.

“Do not get
too close to the cavern. Stay where there is light,” said Icthus as
he took hold of Medad’s robe and followed Taarl into the
cavern.

“Where are you
putting the portal?” Icthus asked.

“Past the
second bend, that is where Quin said to put it,” Taarl replied,
stepping deeper into the gloom.

“Who was meant
to place it, Medad?”

Taarl stopped
and turned, trembling violently, “Yes.”

“What is it?”
demanded Icthus, pulling Medad back as he tried to rush forward to
help Taarl.

“Guardians!”
Icthus sprang into the air. “Put fire around the corner,” he called
as he landed next to Taarl, snatching the portal ring from her
hands. “Lie down,” he ordered as he threw the ring around the
corner and the ball of the fire billowed out against the rear wall
of the cave. “Do not move,” he whispered into Taarl’s ear, “and
stop trembling. Play dead.” He beckoned for Medad to follow as he
jumped onto the cavern wall and made his way toward the bend. Medad
held a fireball in each hand at the ready.

“What is
that?” Medad breathed, as he peered around the corner over Icthus’
shoulder.

“A soul
reaper,” whispered Icthus as he moved cautiously forward until he
had a full view of the guardian. The reaper’s cold breath hung in
air like a morning mist over placid water. In its four huge hands
it held four massive axes that looked as though they had been
carved from ice. Its pale blue skin glistened all over with a
sparkling of frost. Its only clothing was a tattered loincloth that
had been ripped from the back of some great furry beast. The
guardian’s teeth were like small tablets of stone spotted around a
wide pit of a mouth. Its one huge eye moved across its broad
forehead as it drew in long deep breaths through its open nasal
cavity. “Best left alone,” warned Icthus backing away from the
corner, “the ring is in place.”

“How come it
does not attack?” Medad asked as he picked up Taarl from among the
crushed bones that littered the floor of the cavern.

“It cannot go
beyond where it stands. It can sense that something is there, but
it can go no further. Once around that corner, the only exit is
through the throne room of the Dark Mistress.” Icthus was glad to
be back outside, as was Taarl.

“So what else
did you want from me?” Medad asked, holding Taarl in front of him
by her shoulders.

“We were sent
to offer you our help. Barramon, the lord of the undead, would like
to offer you the chance to get revenge on the Mages’ Guild. He too
knows what it is like to be exiled by the guild,” Taarl knew that
there was no point in trying to lie with Icthus at hand, so she
simply told the truth as it would be easier in the long
run.

“So, why the
need to come here to the cavern at all?”

“Barramon
wants the Dark Mistress. He has been trying for over four hundred
years to have an audience with her.”

“He is the
only one that could enter the cavern and live, as he has no soul to
lose,” Icthus said watching the skies.

“How do you
know this, Icthus?” Taarl asked, stepping away from
Medad.

“I met
Barramon when he first tried to reach Northshire. He got as far as
the Wetlands before he ran out of ideas. I was at the foot of the
Wailing Cliffs when he and his men tried to make sport of
me.”

“So you’re the
one!” Taarl slumped to ground, suddenly tired. “The toad that stole
his soul.” She laughed to herself.

“That would
also make you the same tattlejack that helped the great warlock
Vargor to escape capture in Nitewold,” added Medad.

“It is true,
and much more also.” Icthus turned round slowly, “I also have
Vargor’s soul,” he thought for a moment, “and others.”

“How do you do
it?” Taarl asked. “I sense no soul ties on you, Icthus. Medad has
one to Zillah but you have nothing, how so?”

“For you it is
a tie, for me, I store them until I need them. They keep me alive.
When Vargor dies I will gain his life energy and Barramon also. I
can use any soul to extend my life. My parent is over six hundred
years old,” Icthus shrugged.

“Will you be
taking mine anytime soon?” queried Medad as he slumped into an
untidy heap next to Taarl.

“Call Zillah,
we must leave,” urged Icthus and tried to pull Medad up onto his
feet.

“Zillah!”
Medad called loudly. “What’s up, Icthus, why the sudden
urgency?”

“You are both
being soul-tapped, the Cavern of Souls is right under us. You are
in great danger,” Icthus urged. “Now call her from your heart, like
you would a sister.”

“Zillah,”
called Medad, following this instruction.

Suddenly she
appeared right next to them. “Wow!” exclaimed Medad, struggling to
his feet. Zillah reached over and grabbed him by his collar, then,
lifting him up like a kitten, she placed him on her back and then
she did the same with Taarl. Icthus jumped up in a single bound and
held on tight to the others so that he would not fall. Zillah
trotted over to the cliff edge, spread her wings and leaped off to
soar on the rising morning thermals that rose from the chalk-faced
cliffs. Getting back was going to be a lot easier than getting
here. Zillah flew with the grace of an eagle, being careful not to
disturb her weary passengers she kept low, skimming the waters of
the ocean with her long serpentine tail. After just a few short
hours, they were back in Gamran Mire where Jinpo was waiting to
serve a meal.

“The power of
the cavern is strong I see,” Jinpo said, handing Medad a bowl of
aromatic fish stew. “Eat, it will remove the effects of the dark
lord.”

“Dark lord?”
Taarl queried, wiping her mouth with the edge of her
hand.

“The one whom
the Dark Mistress serves, Nehushtan,” answered Icthus, dipping his
hand into Medad’s bowl and taking a choice piece of fish. “That is
why she is called the mistress.”

“I see you
have a pet, young warlock,” remarked Jinpo as he chucked a large
razor fish at Zillah, who caught it with a snap of her jaws. “A
fine specimen, she will serve you well. Icthus have you been
instructing our friend?”

“Yes,”
answered Icthus as he threw another razor fish to Zillah, who was
clearly enjoying this game. “I will train the belkin
also.”

“Good,”
responded Jinpo. Then he turned his attention to Medad, “I see you
lost that vile undead thing while you were gone. Could not be
trusted, that one.” He tapped Taarl’s foot with his stick, “What of
you?”

Taarl
spluttered. “I’m not like them, they just serve my needs,” she
protested and began to tremble.

“No need to
fear here,” Jinpo assured her as he pointed his stick at Taarl. He
looked over at Medad and explained, “Leeches cannot hide fear. Good
signs when danger is near. She would make you a good
bride.”

Medad
spluttered, coughing heavily, “I wasn’t looking for
one.”

“But you found
one,” Jinpo exclaimed looking straight at Taarl. “Well, you family
or not?”

Taarl opened
and closed her mouth without making a sound, looking from Jinpo to
Medad to Icthus and back again. “Is she laughing at me?” she asked,
pointing at Zillah. “Even the lizard is against me!”

“You must
return to Barramon,” resumed Jinpo, “and let him know that the
portal is in place so that he must do what he must. But do not stay
with him, once he opens the portal it will not be good to be too
near.

“Soon you will
meet with Vargor,” continued Jinpo, placing his hand on Icthus’
shoulder. “Let them both have their souls back. It will be to
Barramon’s undoing and will ensure that Vargor is indebted to you.
But keep the ties that bind.”

“Understood,
father, I will do as you say.”

“Whatever was
in that stew seemed to do the trick. I feel much better, thank
you.” Medad stretched out his arms and yawned.

“Nehushtan’s
power grows strong. You must have been close to him,” Jinpo
explained as he sat on a small chair made out of twisted reeds. “He
can drain an unaware soul just by being close to him. Once you know
what he can do you can resist him. Then he is powerless. Only The
Holy Order can defeat the Divines, but they are no more with us,”
Jinpo bowed his head and sighed. “The world is not what it was. The
time is right for the prophesied one to come, I feel.” He sat
nodding his head gently, “Yes, is time.”

In a small
woodland, near an abandoned ogre mound, four halflings stepped out
into the fading light of day. In his clenched fist, one of them had
caught a strange insect, which had been harassing them all
afternoon. The fly, the size of a large beetle, was no more,
crushed in the fist of the halfling. He opened his hand to examine
what he had caught and found only blisters on his reddened palm. He
and his comrades thought nothing of it and headed back to the
village to report that the dragon had left the mound. The halfling
rubbed his neck with his infected hand, breaking the blisters on
his palm and spreading them across them across his skin. Soon his
neck was itching and sore. He shrugged off the discomfort, thinking
no more of it, even as the hair on his neck began to fade and
moult. The coughing began, softly at first, but soon it became a
painful hacking, tearing at his throat. By morning he was consumed
with a terrible thirst that he could not quench and by nightfall he
had drunk himself to death. Only his death would not last, Quin’s
plague was a living death and our halfling friend would soon rise
again.

At the
foothills of Meregith, where the Dragon’s Teeth rise from the earth
to pierce the skies with their snow capped peaks at a place they
call The Needles, a rider dismounted from his horse and fumbled
wearily through his saddlebag. His skin had paled like one
suffering from a debilitating illness. It had taken Dothan but a
few days to reach the mountains and already he was feeling the pull
of death. Had he not taken precautions when the assault on Castle
Thraw had first begun then he would have already succumbed to a
living death. Dothan pulled the portal ring from the saddlebag and
dropped it on the ground where he stood. He was finding it hard to
concentrate as the darkness within was already drawing like a veil
over his mind. He could have used the ring earlier, but that would
have given him away as the goblins and undead had not stopped at
Hamrock. Now small pockets of fighting had broken out a good
distance from the village. Both the goblins and the undead had no
need of either rest or sleep as neither were natural beings. Vargor
had found a way to grow the goblins by fusing them with giba trees,
the sap of which gave the goblins increased strength and stamina
for a short while after they ingested it. Now they were linked to
the giba trees as bees are to flowers. Goblins were hatching all
over Gnell and soon their numbers would be as the stars in the
heavens and the dust of the earth. Dothan activated the portal,
consuming the last of his mana.

Only Magnus
was in the great hall when Dothan arrived. Retching, he stumbled
through the shimmering gateway; the journey through the portal had
not gone well. Magnus rose from his seat and lifted Dothan into one
of the vacant elders’ seats.

“There is not
much time,” murmured Dothan, his throat was now dry and rasping.
“Possessed by undead vapours,” he slumped forward. Magnus ran from
the chamber calling for his aids, not that they possessed the power
to help Dothan. There was a soft bleating as a Talloran ram
appeared in the great hall.

“Arrborn, I’m
so glad to see you. Your timing could not have been more
fortuitous,” Magnus said as he re-entered the room, coming swiftly
to Dothan’s side. “He arrived only moments ago.”

“I noticed
that his portal had been opened without being set properly. I’m
gone for a short time and everything collapses.” Arrborn looked at
Dothan as though he were looking right through him. “What is your
name, spirit?”

Dothan’s head
swung slowly into an upright position. “Who wants to know?” The
stench of Dothan’s breath was enough to fell a dragon.

“Leave this
man,” Arrborn said coolly, not relinquishing his gaze even to
blink.

“I’ll not
leave until my master orders it, human,” it hissed back at
him.

Arrborn took a
long deep breath, “You will go now or face The One.” He narrowed
his eyes, focusing on Dothan’s face. “Now leave,” he
commanded.

“The One
cannot touch me, I belong to another,” the spirit
growled.

“We’ll soon
see,” hissed Arrborn as he pushed his face into Dothan’s. “Won’t
we?” he said with a cold edge to his voice. “Lord, I hand this
creature to you for eternal torment,” thus exclaiming, Arrborn
stood up and walked away.

“You’ll pay
for your insolence, you dark skinned fool!” the spirit raged,
dragging itself free of Dothan’s body. “You’ll be my next host.” A
shaft of pure white light dropped from the ceiling, striking the
spirit through the centre of its skull and pinning it to the
floor.

“You will not
touch my children,” the voice of a protective father thundered into
the room. Magnus fell prostrate to the floor trembling with fear.
The light picked the vile spirit up like a piece of skewered meat
and flicked it nonchalantly at the wall which opened to reveal a
pit of burning sulphur, filled with all manner of screaming demons
and tormented souls. It was gone as swiftly as it had come, all
gone: the spirit, the light and the fires of hell, all
gone.

“You can get
up now,” said Arrborn calmly as he poked Magnus with his staff.
Dothan had regained his senses and was looking at the two men,
completely mystified.

“Is Magnus all
right?” Dothan asked. Stepping down from the ornate chair, he
reached out his hand to Magnus who was still lying on the
floor.

“I’m fine and
so, it seems, are you,” Magnus replied, dusting himself
down.

“I have been
sent by Barramon and Vargor to give you a full report on Castle
Thraw.”

“You’d best
get on with it then; I am preparing the city’s defences for when
they come. I would guess that we have some time before they can
gather sufficient forces together – enough to mount an attack on
Belgor.” As always, Magnus’ confidence in himself and the Mages’
Guild was to be proven unfounded.

“My lord, we
have to prepare for imminent invasion,” Dothan said coldly. “Castle
Thraw was overrun in moments. The elders have all been converted to
undead. Vargor’s belkin now guards the sea cavern in the Cove of
Hope and the undead cover the cliffs like moss on a river bank. The
goblins are capable of much dark magic; they opened a fire tunnel
across The Reach which thousands of their horde poured through. Now
ogres guard the route to the castle and all of the surrounding
villages. Those that were too slow to escape are now the slaves and
playthings for our enemies. Meregith is already overrun, the people
are fleeing for their lives to Grimlaw. If it were not for Royd and
his brawlers, all would have perished, I am sure.

“However, they
do not know about The Reach valley floor, they are convinced that
it is no more than briars and thorns. I do not think we have the
resources to withstand them since the army is no more, there are
but a handful of fighters and us few remaining mages. There is not
the time to muster all of the alliance together. The portals
between us have all been closed. Somehow we must hold tight whilst
we make good our exodus to Grimlaw. We must save as many as we can
in what little time there is left.”

 


“That is
preposterous! Castle Thraw fell because we were caught off guard.
No amount of goblins or undead can thwart the Mages’ Guild here at
the University. There are over a thousand of us in Mor alone.
Within a short time we can get three times that number. Goblins are
no match for the mages.” Magnus was resolute; he blew out his
reddened cheeks. “I’ll not hear another word about running our
tails out of Mor. We will not let this land fall into darkness
again. How great would that darkness be, the second time
around?”

“In that case,
I have no other option than to leave the guild and take my family
to where it is safe,” responded Dothan and got up to leave.
“Release me, Magnus,” he requested as he lifted Magnus’ hand from
his arm. “My family mean more to me than dying again. I have seen
what they do to their captives. My soul is worth more than your
pride. So long my old friend.” Dothan took off his robe, folded it
and placed it carefully on the table.

“You’ll not be
a part of this guild again, not here or anywhere in Alzear,” fumed
Magnus at this seeming affront.

“By the next
moon, I doubt that there will be an Alzear,” so saying, Dothan
walked from the room, closing the door behind him.

“He is right
Magnus. Mor cannot withstand the horde in such numbers. I have seen
the mist in the shire testing the waters of the Tibus. Wolves walk
the Hushed Bank in daylight and something wicked stirs the mists,”
Arrborn said as he adjusted the reigns on Jakkob.

“Don’t tell me
he has turned you into a coward with his exaggerated talk?” Magnus
waved his hand at Arrborn. “First you turn your back on us, leaving
our people at risk on the battlefield and now this?” he rounded on
Arrborn. “We have the Divines on our side, nothing can stop us if
they favour us.”

“If,” Arrborn
stepped toward Magnus, “if, you mean that, you do not know! You
spend hours wailing and chanting for all you are worth and come
away none the wiser for it. Are you leading these people by your
own thoughts? It is no wonder that we are about to be overrun. This
land has been given over to rules based on your own lust and
convenience.” At this assault, Magnus stepped back. “You have
brought this upon the people, trusting in demigods and denizens of
darkness. It is no wonder that the blasphemous article has been
raised in the temple of The One. You no longer care for the
foundation of this land so long as you get your way.” With this,
Arrborn stormed across to Jakkob and jumped onto his back. “So be
it. Have it all your way.”

Magnus stood
alone now in the great hall of the University of Elements. The
Council of Twelve was no more. The Elders of the Guild were all
gone. Now even Arrborn had disowned him, leaving him to follow his
chosen path into oblivion. He had no choice but to live up to his
own words and gather all of the remaining forces together if that
were still possible in the time available. There was no way the
horde could break through into Mor in great numbers. They would
have to scale the Dragon’s Teeth first and that would take weeks to
accomplish. The border guards would alert them the moment they saw
their green hides coming over the mountains. The only other way was
by sea through the port town of Draymass, but its fortifications
had seen off greater threats than the massed forces of Vargor and
he already knew that Vargor lacked the ocean going vessels to mount
a seaward invasion. He had all of the time he needed to prepare for
war, of that he was sure.
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Driftwood

 


The spring
tides were unusually high that year. Magnus had succeeded in
drawing in every known warrior and mage that had ever been listed
in the annals of the University of Elements. He had quite outdone
even his own best estimates as to the numbers of able bodies that
were still willing to lay down their lives for the greater good of
Alzear. Fortunately the goblins and the undead had both been
unusually quiet since the siege of Castle Thraw, though there had
been few reports coming in from Meregith as to the extent of the
invasion, so Magnus assumed the worst. Indeed, Meregith was now
horde territory. Any humans that remained had become the slaves of
their oppressors. The goblins had built their own towns and
villages, finding human designs not to their tastes, whereas the
undead were happy to live anywhere where there was life to
torment.

Magnus stood
surveying the distant horizon from one of the six sea forts that
acted as an early defence against hostile invaders to Mor. Draymass
was ready. Belgor was ready. It was just the eerie silence that
kept everyone on edge that Magnus wished he could end. He was not
used to being constrained to the fields of his homeland, but all of
the portals, both in and out of Mor, had been sealed. The only way
that anyone was going to get in now was through the defences on
foot and the army was ready.

“Master
Magnus?” murmured Illicia who was one of the few druids still
remaining in Mor, despite the insistence of the elven elders that
all of their people were to return to Deep Delving and secure the
underworld against invasion. “I’m getting unusual reports from the
Tibus.”

Magnus sighed
as he turned to face Illicia, “What is it now?”

“The waters
are tainted by death,” answered Illicia and waited for a response
which seemed very slow in coming. “Such a thing has not happened in
over four hundred years my lord,” she finished.

“Well, what
does it all mean, Illicia?” demanded Magnus roughly, looking beyond
her out to sea toward the coast of Meregith, where Castle Thraw
stood proud atop the cliffs. “I am not familiar with the ways of
druids. The tides are high, what do you make of that,
hmm?”

“My lord,”
Illicia did her best to disguise her offence, but deceit was not
something the elves were very adept at, “I don’t understand
...”

“No, quite,
perhaps that is the whole problem,” Magnus sighed again. “It is
probable, is it not, that, as the Tibus borders Drakeshire, so it
has become tainted by the mists?” He rounded on Illicia. “Well, is
it not?” he demanded, raising himself up.

“No my lord,
it is not. The mists only affect that which breathes and the Tibus
takes no breath. The issue with the tides and the Tibus are one in
the same. But as you quite obviously have no time for anyone other
than yourself, I will leave you as such. Good day!” Before Magnus
could get another sound out of his mouth, Illicia had ported
herself back on to the sea wall and was already heeding the call
back to Deep Delving where she should have been all
along.

“Druids!”
Magnus tut-tutted, watching the flotsam drift passed the fort, but
thought nothing more of it. Had he looked a little closer, he might
have noticed that the debris in the water was from one of the
supply ships that had once been anchored in the Cove of Hope. More
was happening than he realised, it was just that he was looking in
the wrong direction. He had decided that enough was enough and that
it was time to leave the sea fort and return to Belgor, but first
he would check out the Tibus for himself.

Illicia had
told him that the druids would provide a barrier along the banks of
the Tibus that would hold back the undead should they try to ford
the river. All that Magnus found was a dense wall of thorn bushes
making the whole place look reminiscent of Gamran Thorn. All it
needed now was a few trolls to complete the picture. Movement on
the periphery of his vision caught his attention. At first he
thought it had been the broken planks that looked as though they
had come from a ship’s decking, but then he saw it again. Veiled by
the creeping mist, he could see nothing more than shadows, ghosts
in the fog. He knew what they were, but did not want to acknowledge
the truth. Arrborn had once again been correct, the dead were
rising and there was no telling how many were out there, but he did
know now that it was perhaps too late to save Mor from what lay
ahead. He scanned along the Tibus, looking for signs of bridging
where the undead might make their crossing. However, it was not the
undead themselves that he feared, but the armies of the living
dead, those that had risen from the grave – the mindless zombies.
Perhaps he was imagining things, but he was sure that there had
been driftwood. No, it must have been his mind. He had been putting
in too many hours in preparations and a good night’s sleep was in
order. He turned at once and headed home to Belgor.

The University
echoed with his footsteps as Magnus made his way through the empty
corridors where once the young apprentice mages would gather and
swap stories of the day under the watchful eyes of their masters.
Garrant was still there with Finlay, who had just returned from
Draymass. The three of them sat around the huge circular fireplace
that dominated the centre of the dining hall. The few remaining
faithful servants had prepared them a meal and set out three places
around the elders’ table. Now only Magnus remained of the Council
of Twelve, together with Garrant and Finlay. He alone was left to
guide the forces into battle against the coming horde.

“Thank you my
dear, that will be all for now. You may bring us a pitcher of ale
in a while,” Magnus waved the servant girl away with a friendly
smile. In times like these he needed all the friends he could
get.

“Gentlemen, I
do not need to tell you how grave our situation is. We no longer
have the support of the druids, today the last of them returned to
Deep Delving. I cannot say that I blame her. If the horde
discovered the entrance to the elves’ kingdom then it would not be
long before it would be reduced to rubble and ashes.” Magnus tore
off the leg from his pheasant and bit as much of the meat from it
in a single bite as he could manage before throwing the rest under
the table for the dogs. “I have just come from the Tibus,” he
paused to swallow his mouthful, stifling a belch as he did so. “I
saw with my own eyes that which Arrborn has been warning me about
for many months. There are indeed stirrings in the shire that are
not right. The living dead have risen and even now they walk in the
light of the day.

“For what good
it will do us, the druids have raised up a defensive line of thorn
bushes all along the banks of the Tibus. It must be a quarter mile
wide in places, but what good it will do against the undead I do
not know.”

“It is
paramount that we have a contingency plan for the people.” Finlay
pushed his plate to one side and took up his tankard. “I would hate
to see Mor fall like Meregith. It is said that in some parts the
sound of picks and hammers can be heard night and day.”

“I agree,”
Magnus wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “As much as I hate to admit
it, I think that our best hope lies in Grimlaw. We will need to
make a defensive evacuation of the whole land.”

“Do we have
the time?” Garrant belched aloud. “We may well be caught
defenceless. Will the people willingly get up and just leave
everything behind for the horde to possess?”

“I sought the
Divines’ guidance in this, but the heavens are as brass to me. No
matter how hard I try I cannot seem to break through to their
throne room. I fear that for all my efforts my prayers fall on deaf
ears,” conceded Magnus.

“With the
horde closing in around us like this, would the Divines abandon
us?” Finlay interjected. “I have never heard of such a
thing.”

“Perhaps they
have taken up with our enemies as they have done before,” Garrant
put his empty flagon back on the table with a heavy hand. “Was this
not so in the times of the great darkness? Did they not cavort with
our oppressors then?”

“Indeed they
did, my learned friend,” Magnus said, “all except The
One.”

“Perhaps then
we should be seeking his wise counsel and not that of the Divines?”
said Finlay as he loosened his belt a notch or two. “I for one have
little faith in the Divines. Having spent all of my youth and adult
life fighting against the horde, the only thing I have been able to
trust in is my blade. Never has it failed to cut through my enemies
and deliver them into my hands.”

“The Divines
are all that we have left. Mor is the last outpost for human kind.
We will not be able to get to Luz and rally the aid of our cousins
there. By the time we completed the round trip, we would have fewer
forces than when we started and we have not the time to seek any
further allies. Not only that, but searching for help in such a
desperate time could lead us deeper into disaster by opening us up
to opportunists.” Magnus rose from his seat and went over the
fireplace. “No, our best hope is in salvaging what we can of the
populace and perhaps striking back some time in the future. Maybe
I’ve been a fool, lost in my own arrogance and pride. Perhaps I
should have listened to Arrborn more often when he was telling me
how things were going to be. Never have the prophecies of The
Divines ever come to fruition,” he watched the dancing flames of
the fire as he spoke, seeing perhaps his own future amongst
them.

“You cannot
blame yourself for everything that has happened. H’rat ...” Garrant
stopped when he saw the tears rolling down Magnus’ face. “Very
well,” he said softly, placing his hand on Magnus’ shoulder, “we
will do all that we can to evacuate the people. We will send our
fastest riders throughout the length and breadth of Mor. We will
open many portals to speed the exodus. The sooner we begin, the
fewer lives will be lost.”

“My Lord,”
Finlay stood by his other side placing his hand on Magnus’ shoulder
as Garrant had done, “it is often in the darkest of moments that
true courage of the heart is found. This is the hardest decision
that any leader could make. It is better that we leave the land
intact. That way, when we return, there will be the least
change.”

“Thank you for
all of your support. This is no easy thing that we do. The Walk of
Faith has been opened to us all, I suggest that we learn to take
that step of faith that we all need to do at some time and let
others lead us into a new world. The Holy Order has been called to
arms. It is said the promised one has been born and that this is
all a part of the great prophecy. If that is so, then staying to
fight will be the most futile thing that we could do.

“Now I must
retire to my chambers. We shall meet again at first light and go
our separate ways. Garrant, I want you to sweep along the northern
towns whilst I take those along the central highway. Finlay, I want
you to take the southern route. Get as many as you can through the
portals. If the people do not wish to leave, do not force them to
go. Pray that the protection of The One be upon them and leave them
as they are. We have no idea how much or how little time we have in
which to complete this. Go now and prepare yourselves for, when the
morning comes, this whole place will be empty.”

“At first
light we will both be here waiting. Rest well my lord for tomorrow
we ride for Alzear,” Garrant said as he embraced Magnus.

“I think that
tonight we should remain together,” Finlay said. “I feel ill at
ease on the inside. Something is not right within these
walls.”

“Very well,”
Magnus replied. “On this last night we will all retire to my
chambers, for there are plenty of beds there and it is still
guarded by loyal battlemages.”

“It is good,”
Finlay said taking his sword and shield from the racks that in days
past had been full of armour and weapons, but today there was only
one, “that way we can all watch over each other.”

There are
times in the lives of everyone when the hand of The One reaches
down to inspire and protect. He has a way of making his plans known
and of bringing them to pass. He even has the audacity to announce
his plans through his prophets so that men may see that he is
there. Unlike all other Divines, The One cares, he loves those that
he chooses and showers great blessings upon all those that he
calls, calling them each by name. This night he would show his care
through his protection in as much as he stirs the heart of a
warrior to feel concern for his fellow man. The One knows the heart
and he knows what it takes to make each heart listen. Magnus was
vulnerable, his pride had taken a battering and his mind was weary
from the weight of worry. As they ascended the broad staircase that
led up to the dormitories that were now as empty as the rest of
Mor, the unease that Finlay had felt was growing. Garrant too could
feel that something was amiss, but he could not put a name to it.
With the absence of life, the halls of the University had grown
cold and stale. There was a darkness that went beyond the absence
of light – it permeated the very essence of the life of the
University, draining away its soul.

At last they
reached the chamber of the archmage, with its ornately carved frame
and heavy oak door. Above it were the words ‘From a great mind
comes forth great power’, but something was wrong. Even Magnus
could feel it now and he backed away from the door.

“Do you sense
anything, Garrant,” Magnus all but whispered, “a
presence?”

“Aye, that I
do my lord, that I do,” he pulled his sword from its sheath and
tightened his grasp around its handle.

Finlay turned
to look back behind them along the corridor. “It is the
Brotherhood,” he said drawing his sword.

Magnus began
to draw on his mana. “What do you want?” he asked of the darkness.
There was silence. “Speak or die.”

The members of
the Brotherhood were no fools, they knew who they were dealing
with, Magnus was not an easy target and would fight to his dying
breath. The three men all slipped on their ‘eye of night’ rings and
now, since they could see their assailants, they extinguished the
torches they were carrying, giving them the advantage over the
darkness.

“I sense three
beyond the door, two in the neighbouring rooms plus the three in
the corridor,” Magnus said quietly. “We’ll take the three in my
quarters and draw the others through. Do not kill them, but make
sure that none of them escapes.” Magnus froze the air in his
quarters then opened the door allowing all three of them to get
inside and seal the door behind them. “Well these three are quite
useless,” Magnus said as he examined the three frozen figures that
had been waiting in his room. “The others are outside the door, be
ready.” Magnus turned the floor boards to ice on both sides of the
doorway. “Open the door and stand well back.” Garrant did as he was
instructed and waited.

Clumsily the
Brotherhood piled into the room, slipping over on the ice as soon
as they moved their feet. “We have a message for the archmage,” one
of them said, panicking as he felt the cold steel of Finlay’s blade
pressing against his throat.

“I am the
archmage,” Magnus said pulling the man to his feet. “Do not even
consider going for your blade, I’ll kill you before you can move,”
he said tightening his grip on the man’s throat. “Now what is your
message?”

“We come to
offer you a chance for surrender,” the victim gasped, trying to
loosen the fingers from his throat. “Our master has instructed us
to bring you back in one piece.”

“There will be
no surrender. We do not bow down to evil,” growled Magnus and
dropped the now lifeless body to the floor. “Does anyone have
anything else to add? I was hoping for something more from Barramon
than this.”

“I thought the
Brotherhood was connected to Barramon, but I was never sure,”
Finlay said, pulling another Brother to his feet.

“Barramon is
the Brotherhood,” said Magnus and gestured for Garrant to tie up
the remaining assassins. “It all began centuries ago when Barramon
was being groomed to head the Fighters’ Guild in Drakeshire. He
wanted so much more, then the darkness took his heart and he began
to lust after the Dark Mistress. Until one day he learned how to
cheat death,” he sighed, “then one thing led to another. Eventually
he was driven out of Mor and went to ground in the shire. Then one
day the mists began to fall over the shire taking every living soul
beyond death.

“The
Brotherhood is nothing more than a group of hired killers, living
in the sewers beneath the city in which they preyed on the living.
I can only assume that is how they expanded their ranks. Now they
are comprised of every type of criminal scum that you could
imaging. Is that not so?” he asked the nearest of the
Brotherhood.

“For what it
matters. You can do nothing to us, we will rise again as the
undead,” she spat vehemently.

“Is that so?”
mused Magnus who had no more time for the undead and their
arrogance than they had for him. He took an axe down from a wall
display and brought it down across the neck of the dead assassin.
“How about now?” he stared at her coldly.

“You will pay
for every life that you take,” she glowered back at him.

“Add it to my
list.” He lifted the axe from the dead man and swung it up over his
head and brought it back around in a smooth arc right through the
neck of the man to whom she was tied. The girl screamed. “Curious,”
Magnus looked at the girl, “afraid to die?”

“Everyone
fears death for the first time,” she said, quivering.

“Not so the
undead,” Garrant injected. “You are all supposed to be
fearless.”

“Kill them
all,” Magnus said. “They would let none of us live. This is not a
time for mercy and I’m too weary to waste any more time on my
enemy.” Before the girl could object, her head was removed from her
shoulders, as were those of her Brethren. “Let us stay at the inn
by the main gate. But first we must open the sluice gate and flush
the sewers.”

That night the
Brotherhood was washed from beneath the city, along with the rest
of the detritus of society that had found refuge there. Magnus
slept soundly for most of the night, but as the cock crowed at the
sun’s rising, he and his men were already at the city gate. “You
both know what must be done. Get as many as possible through your
portals. We have already seen how much of our society has been
corrupted by the freedoms allowed to it. I can only hope that, in
future times, lessons will be learned from this. Everything might
be permissible, but not everything is beneficial. Now, ride like
the wind, the future of Alzear depends on it.”

“For Alzear!”
the three men cried as one, their horses rearing up then lunging
forward into the breaking morn. For the first time in its long
history, the gate of Belgor remained open. Its octagonal stoned
streets began to fill with sounds of life. Already families were
filtering out onto the streets where the bells of the town criers
were ringing out the news. Alzear was under threat. The horde were
coming in vast numbers, get out whilst you can. Stay at your own
peril. The last mage in the city left the University of Elements,
pushing a two wheeled barrow laden with silver portal rings.
Beginning at the Archmages’ gate, he dropped a ring and opened a
window to the Walk of Faith. To those who held no belief whatsoever
in The One, the portal led straight into the unforgiving face of
the Dark Iron Hills. To those who had belief as tiny as a seed, the
portal led to salvation in Grimlaw, directly through the body of
the mountains themselves. As the day wore on, the city became a
ghost town with only a few individuals remaining. What was there
for them in Grimlaw? They were all that remained of their families
and Belgor was all they had ever known.

From Draymass
on the coast as far as Relgar, where Medad had grown up with his
parents who had chosen to remain, Mor was all but deserted. That
night, Magnus found himself in the very inn in Bethraim where Medad
had desecrated the innocence of Dorn. Eliazer stood behind the bar
of his tavern polishing the tankards for the customers that would
never come again. Martha placed the food on the table in front of
Magnus and joined him with an ale. He looked at the woman, her
looks had faded these past twelve months since her only child had
been sentenced to exile by Judge Bilhorn. It was plain from her
eyes that she spent most of her time in tears and great sorrow. The
once jovial Eliazer was as sombre as a mourner, the life of the
tavern had been ripped from it and thrown into hell and for what
reason? The child had done no wrong, neither had either parent.
However, the law decreed that the spawn of an evil seed must be
cast out of the land to prevent its spread.

“Will you not
be leaving?” Magnus asked already knowing the answer.

“No,” Martha
sighed heavily, “there is always the hope that she will one day
find her way home.” She stared blankly at the fading
fire.

“The horde
will show you no mercy, you know this?”

Martha looked
up at Magnus, her eyes heavy with tears. “That makes them the same
as us.”

Magnus reached
out his hand to touch Martha, but she withdrew from his
reach.

“As much as I
value your kinship, you are the one who wrote the law,” Martha rose
from the table taking her meal and ale with her. “You can take any
room that you wish, they are all ready. Good luck archmage, may you
prosper in all that you put your hands to.” Martha returned to the
kitchen where she spent the rest of the night weeping for her lost
child.

Magnus
finished his meal with disinterest. It seemed to him that, just
lately, all of the wrong decisions he had ever made were returning
to haunt him. This was the hardest lesson he had ever learnt,
seeing the consequences of the judgement placed upon an innocent
child and how it had destroyed this local community. Two of his
lifelong friends no longer had any time for him, as they saw him as
the source of all their woe. How he wished that he could somehow
turn back time and erase that law. However, that kind of magic did
not exist, so Magnus would have to learn to live with the
consequences of his less than brilliant decisions. There was always
tomorrow, perhaps the gods would bring him good fortune to cover
his heart-felt pain, but his experiences of the so-called Divines
were less than helpful in his time of need. By nightfall tomorrow
he would be one day nearer to completing the exodus of Mor. How he
wished that he could stay and fight the horde, but it would be
futile at best. No, it was better this way, sometimes admitting our
failures is the greatest victory we could ever have.

On the other
side of the Dragon’s Teeth was Meregith, now an enemy occupied
territory. Goblin towns had sprung up wherever there was woodland
and water. Skitterlings ran through the marshland in a land where
they had never before been seen, the impact upon its wildlife would
be severe, as indeed would the impact of the horde upon the
populace of Meregith. Gestorn had been given charge of legions of
goblins which he had set to hard labour. The goblins were busy
tunnelling through the mountains. Gestorn had decided that, as it
would be nigh on impossible to support an invasion of Mor over the
mountains, it would be better to just dig their way through them.
They had the labour resources at hand – giba trees. Thanks to
Vargor’s sorcery, it was now possible to grow goblins wherever giba
trees could be grown. The trees themselves were more like giant
onion plants than trees. Long slender vine-like branches sprouted
from a bulbous base root that culminated in a single seed pod. It
was in these pods that Vargor had succeeded in growing the goblins.
They were unlike normal goblins in that they were neither male nor
female. By injecting the sap of a giba tree into a goblin and then
taking the blood of that goblin and injecting in into the bulbous
root before it was planted, the giba tree would produce clones of
the desired goblin. Though they were far from perfect, they were
highly functional. This gave Vargor the ability train his warlocks
to a high degree and then clone them, giving him a dozen or more
adept warlocks in just a few weeks. Gestorn had done the same thing
with some of the stronger cave goblins and had set them to work
doing what they do best, mining. Everything they mined from the
mountains was used to build strongholds at the entrance to the
tunnels. By end of the second month, the first tunnel was nearing
completion at the Needles where Dothan had made his egress from
Meregith.

By day, the
land was patrolled by the goblins on the skitterlings, running to
and fro throughout the land carrying messages and supplies to keep
themselves busy. At night, the undead would arise and stalk the
land, Meregith was no longer a green and pleasant undulant country.
Over at the great wall, bridges were under construction into Gamran
Thorn. Vargor and Barramon would not rest until all of Alzear bowed
before them. What they were about to discover would change their
view of the human lands forever and set them on a path to further
conquest.

Before humans
had come to occupy Meregith, it had been the home to the high
elves, a race of peaceable beings that sought the higher order of
existence. Unlike humans and their gods, the high elves sought
inner peace and the enrichment of their spirits until they became
one with their world. That was until the arrival of the Orcs from
Narelzbad. They had swept through Mor, crushing all that stood
before them with their great might, forcing the humans to flee for
their lives and run they did, scattering south across Drakeshire
and Salzear, east to Grimlaw and north to Meregith. Their only
obstacle was the Dragon’s Teeth. In those days, the skies were
filled with the majestic forms of the mountain dragons that circled
the tops of the highest peaks and scoured the mountainside for
food. They had precious little contact with mankind, which was
fortunate for them as man had no time for pleasantries and
slaughtered the dragons on sight. Soon the mountain slopes ran red
with the crimson blood of men and dragons which were held as sacred
by the high elves of Meregith. The humans descended upon Meregith
in ever increasing numbers as the Orcs pursued their quarry to the
last man. It was not until they encountered the high elves that the
brutish Orcs met their match with the lithe high elves and their
warriors skilled with bow and sword. The Orcs soon rallied and
began the long retreat back over the mountains, where some chose to
stay and seek a solitary existence, such an orc was Jourell. With
their newly found alliance, the humans turned and fought the Orcs
together with the high elves.

What was left
of Mor at that time was laid to waste as the Orcs scorched the
earth as they were driven back to the sea. That was the last time
the Orcs set foot in Alzear, but in their hearts the pain of defeat
burned deep. The humans began to settle in Meregith finding their
new neighbours to be most tolerant of their gods, allowing them to
build shrines for worship and sacrifice. Then one day the high
elves disappeared without a trace. Only now to be rediscovered by
the undead as they scoured the every inch of the land that they had
conquered.

Deep in the
northern forest of Yule laid a small mound in the earth that was
easily overlooked as it was hidden beneath the tangled roots of an
old oak tree that had grown up out of the earth. The goblins, under
the instruction of the undead, had began work at once and had
felled the tree beneath which they found a set of spiral stairs
carved out of granite that had been scourged by the roots of the
old oak. The only problem they now faced was how to open the door
as there were no visible locks, the door was just a solid block of
stone.

“You sent for
me,” Jourell appeared in the clearing, his presence casting a stir
among the goblins. There was something about the orc that the
goblins feared, but it was not obvious what it was. Even Jourell
himself was mystified by this aura that he presented to
them.

“You were here
when the elves ruled this land, do you know of this,” Barramon
pointed to the stairwell.

For a long
while Jourell just stared at the stone stairwell before he finally
set foot on the top step. As he slowly descended the nine large
steps he ran his fingers all over the walls on either side. “I can
feel them,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “Long gone, yes,” he
placed his ear against the stone door, “but their life force
remains.” He stepped back and raised his hands high into the air.
“Jumtak throg nar,” the watcher opened.

“What are you
hoping to see,” Barramon set his foot on the first step, but as the
ground beneath his foot trembled, he withdrew it quickly. “What is
it?”

“See,” Jourell
pointed to the watcher, “it lives.”

The watcher
flashed white, then faded to a darkened image of a long corridor
lit by glowing pale green stones that were hung along the walls as
torches. The corridor wound on, slowly descending to a spherical
cavern where the pathway formed into a spiral that sank down into
the base of the sphere, disappearing into an impossible
darkness.

“What is this
place?” Barramon asked staring at the watcher intently.

“I do not know
for sure, but it is most certainly,” Jourell ran his hand over the
stone door, “elven.” He looked around at Barramon. “Entrance to the
lost elven city,” he breathed, returning his gaze to the
watcher.

“How do we
open the door?” The ground trembled again as Barramon stepped onto
the staircase. “Why does it do this?”

“Your blood
must be tied to the stone,” Vargor said brushing the goblins aside.
“The ancient elves’ magic is blood tied. This door can only be
opened by a direct descendent of an inhabitant. They must still be
alive and it looks as though humans went with them.”

“So how do I
open it?”

“According to
ritual, you will need blood,” Vargor held out the vampiric
blade.

“We shall
see,” Barramon drew the blade across his palm then descended the
stairs and pressed his hand against the cold stone door. The
trembling ceased immediately. Barramon tried to withdraw his hand,
but found that he had become fused to the stone. He pulled harder,
but to no avail. A sound like a great rushing wind could be heard
throughout the woodland as the stairwell began to creak and groan.
Slowly the well rose from the ground until it was a smooth flat
circle with the door wide open. For a moment there was silence,
when, suddenly, thousands of spirits burst from the doorway
swirling wildly, like a tornado, around the gathered goblins and
undead. Many of the goblins tried to flee, only to be dragged down
into the earth by the spirits. As suddenly as it began, it ceased.
Only those that were a part of the covenant between Barramon and
Vargor remained. All of the unnatural goblins had been taken by the
spirits. “I guess that means we are safe to enter,” Barramon
stepped through the doorway.

“Barramon,”
Vargor called out, “I will leave you to explore the ruins. We must
continue with the conquest of Mor before that buffoon Magnus can
gather his forces.”

“Very well,”
Barramon emerged from the doorway. “I can sometimes be too easily
distracted from the task at hand. Get a detachment of our men up
here to secure the city as far as the chamber,” he ordered his
commander. “Vargor, do you have any spare troops?”

“Gestorn,
summon Belfor and have his men set up their camp here,” Vargor
called Tharon to his side. “In a few more days, we can explore at
our leisure when we are kings of Alzear,” he smiled ruefully
leaping onto Tharon’s back. “I will go and check on the tunnel’s
progress, we can be no more than three days away from
victory.”

“Three days,”
Barramon stepped aside as Tharon swung his head toward him. “What
have I ever done to you?” he grunted at the belkin.

“They don’t
seem to like the undead very much, peculiar.” Vargor raised Tharon
into the air. “I’ll see you at the Needles.”

“You look
troubled?” Barramon stood in front of Jourell.

“I have a
vision, a warning.”

“The
city?”

“No, a child.”
Jourell put his arm around Barramon’s shoulders as they walked over
to their horses. “I see a child surrounded by red shields. In its
eyes, I see the gods staring back at me.”

“What does it
mean?” Barramon pulled himself up onto his night-mare, its skin
drawn tight across its bones. “I am not one for riddles and
religion, a child is no threat to me.” He urged the horse forward
into a trot.

“This is no
ordinary child. In my land, among my people, there is a legend of a
child-warrior that rises up to unite a land against us. It has a
power greater than all the Divines together and strength beyond
that of a Dandril.”

“And you think
that this is the child?” Barramon thought for a moment. “Then all
we have to do is kill every last human born child.”

“The child is
not among humans, though it is human. It is somewhere where it
cannot be reached.”

“Mountains?”
offered Barramon. “The worst place for us, we will have to work on
this after the conquest. Perhaps Vargor can spare us some of the
cave goblins.”

“It is good,
the goblins will be ideal, I could lead them myself,” Jourell
pushed his steed into a full gallop. “The sooner we get to the
Needles, the sooner we can begin the hunt.”

Before the
mists had risen on the dawn of a new day, the end had come for
Alzear. Thousands of screaming goblins surged through the tunnels
that passed under the Dragon’s Teeth. At the eastern end of the
range, Gestorn proudly led his troops through the mountains and
into Mor where they collided with a straggling caravan of
travellers that had foolishly decided to make their own way into
Grimlaw. Weighed down by their possessions, they had been too slow
to escape the coming invasion. In less than a breath, the caravan
was swamped by the surge of invaders bent on blood. Onward they
swept at a ferocious pace; none would make it past them as they set
up their defensive perimeter to prevent any further refugees
escaping their grasp. In the central plains, Vargor swooped down
the face of the Dragon’s Teeth just as the final barrier was torn
down. Out poured the goblin forces, like liquid death, spreading
across the fertile farmlands of Mor. His goal was to reach Belgor
and rape it of its very soul. The final breakthrough was led by
Andrew as the undead burst through the last tunnel close by the
western seaboard, where they swept across the land like a plague
hungry for flesh.

Draymass, the
fortified port, lay in wait for its fate to come. A scant few
soldiers remained to defend their land, though they kept the portal
to Grimlaw open should they be overrun. From beneath the calm
surface of the turning tide, the tip of a ship’s mast rose from the
ocean and cut through the shimmering surface like a finely honed
blade. Steadily it climbed toward the clear morning sky, its beams
draped with the ocean’s foliage. Other masts appeared on either
side as the three supply ship rose from the depths. From the ocean
forts of Draymass, the ram’s horn was sounded. Silently the empty
vessels passed them by as they gathered speed toward the vast
wooden doors that kept all intruders from entering Draymass. The
guards could only watch in terror as the ships drew ever closer.
Beneath the ocean, pulling on a thousand strong vines, the legions
of the undead towed their vessels toward the shore, their footsteps
swirling in the soft silt of the estuary basin.

There was a
thunderous crash as the first of the vessels ploughed into the
great oak doors and its newly armoured prow prised them apart, just
wide enough for someone to pass through. As the guards stood
watching, the second and third vessels careened harmlessly into the
walls of the city while the undead began to emerge all around the
sheltered harbour. In just a few short minutes the city had fallen
into horde hands. There was no hope of the guards holding back the
horde. With their hearts in their hands, they leapt through the
portal to the safety of the Walk of Faith, with only seconds to
spare before the undead stormed across the walls with their swords
drawn at the ready. The first of their men to reach the portal
stopped and stared in confusion at the image before them. Nothing
more than solid rock.

All along the
Tibus timbers rose up from the water, bound together to form rope
bridges across the river into Mor. Along the silent banks of the
river, the mists began to move as the stumbling, shuffling feet of
the living dead came forth. The countless, mindless zombie masses
began to lumber across the makeshift bridges toward the land of
Mor, but they would get no further than the wall of thorns that the
druid Illicia had left for them. By nightfall, Mor had fallen into
the clutches of the horde. No town or village escaped the invasion.
Those few human souls that remained in the towns became the slaves
of the horde, mere playthings. In Bethraim, Eliazer and Martha
waited in the deathly silence for their fate to come.

On that spring
day a new era began. Vargor stood at the top of the tower of the
University of Elements, surveying his new kingdom. By his side was
his faithful aid, the goblin Gestorn, who had successfully routed
all resistance from the eastern counties of Mor. They looked down
into the city where the shimmering portals stood open. Of the
goblins and the undead that had strayed into portals, none had
returned. Their bodies were now a part of the Dark Iron Hills that
held Grimlaw and its refugees safe from the invading
horde.

On the southern border of Mor,
Barramon and Jourell stood surveying the thorn barrier.

“Why do they
not cross over?” Jourell asked.

“They fear the
thorns and cannot pass them,” Barramon swung his sword into the
bushes in frustration. Then he discovered for himself the reason
for the zombies’ hesitance. The bushes began to crackle and snap as
they instantly budded and spat forth their barbed seeds that tore
into Barramon’s armour, piercing the flesh beneath. One pierced his
throat like a skewer and glanced off his spine, barely sparing his
life. Barramon staggered backward, clasping his throat with both
hands; he watched as the bushes dragged his sword into their
depths.

“Get me out of
here, Jourell. I fear that my life may be in danger. There was a
farmstead back up the way. I can regenerate there.”

Jourell gently
lifted Barramon into his arms and carried him carefully back to the
farmstead. Once inside, Jourell lowered Barramon into a chair and
lit a fire. Barramon looked around the room, inspecting everything
that his gaze fell upon. Jourell too was fascinated by some of the
many wall adornments. All along one wall, small red shields the
size of a man’s palm had been fashioned into a dado from which were
hung numerous pieces of similarly fashioned armour. Time had
darkened the armour into a dark brown, like that of dried blood.
Jourell took one of the pieces of armour, a pauldron, from a where
it hung. He marvelled at its lightness then tossed it onto the
floor and drew his sword, striking the pauldron with all his might.
“Incredible, there is not a mark.” He repeated the test, only this
time with his dark iron mace, again the result was the same. He
tore off his own armour and replaced it with this new
one.

“It looks like
dragon scale,” said Barramon who had recovered sufficiently to
stand. “Dandril,” he said taking a pair of gauntlets from the wall,
“fine craftsmanship, not like any I’ve seen in centuries.” Barramon
pushed passed Jourell, examining everything he saw, going from room
to room in an almost frenzied haze.

“What is it?”
Jourell growled with concern, “What can you sense?” He grasped
Barramon as he tried to pass him once more.

“I know this
place, I have seen it in my youth.” He looked around the room they
were in, noting a dusty black tome tucked into a corner. He grabbed
the book and opened it, staring wildly at the pages. “That is why I
healed so fast. This was the house of Arrborn, the holy priest. The
spirit of his god still remains in this place.” He looked at the
gauntlets on his hands then at the armour that Jourell had taken.
“The dragon lived.”

“What dragon?”
Jourell asked, suddenly struck by the pattern in the
armour.

“The pup!”
Barramon exclaimed. “The priests must have found it. If it still
lives and we can find it, we can replace the female.”

“The female is
a fireborn, these are not fireborn scales,” Jourell tapped the
armour. “The pup is a crossbreed, part Dandril and part fireborn.”
The two men looked at each other and laughed heartily.

“Even better,
the life of a fireborn and the strength of a Dandril. We will be as
gods amongst men,” Barramon beamed. “This has been a most
fortuitous day.”

“Indeed it
has,” Jourell said as they left the farmstead for Belgor, quietly
tucking something under his armour. In a clearing in the woodland,
between the farmstead and Tibus, stood the remains of an old barn.
In the centre of the threshing floor there was an indentation, worn
into the stone by the underbelly of a great beast. The barn had
been home to Aaron before he had grown too large for it. The barn
itself had been burned down by the retreating orc forces as they
were pushed back to the boats and forced to return to the land from
whence they came.

Throughout the
land of Mor, the horde was busy building their towns and cities.
They had taken over every farmstead and every tavern. There was
nothing that they did not own. The last of the portals to the Walk
of Faith was finally closed in Bethraim, sealing off Mor from the
outside world. All that the eye could see was now in the hands of
the dark forces of the horde, but not all of it belonged to Vargor
and Barramon. There were still those rogue lands of Gamran Thorn
and Nitewold, to say nothing of the new plague land of Northshire,
but that would not present any problems. The other lands would all
follow soon enough. Even Oumtuk was considering whether they would
either bow the knee or be conquered. This only left Grimlaw
isolated from the outside world, but this was nothing new to them
as they were used to being alone; in fact it quite suited
them.

Vargor stood
at one end of the banqueting table, with Barramon seated at the
other, as the festivities began. The great hall of the University
of Elements had seen many changes of leadership, but never a
warlock and the undead. Ale flowed freely from barrel to flagon as
the assembly sank steadily down a decadent pathway to a paradise of
debauchery. The local human populace had been gathered from the
nearby provinces to act as slaves for the riotous elite of their
horde masters. The acts that they were subjected to should never be
done to any living soul, but the undead had no cares for the living
– none at all. All this drunken revelry could not hide the deep
disappointment that was felt by the leaders. Cheated from a true
victory by the spineless humans that refused to stand and fight.
Such cowardice would not be forgiven: wherever men gathered, the
horde would hunt them down and exact their bloody prize from their
still twitching flesh.

Jourell was
not given over to such lewdness and senseless cruelty. Perhaps in
his youth he would have joined in, but being from a high caste he
had never been one to be seen at such gatherings. Even during the
failed invasion of Mor, when he had set foot upon these lands, he
was not to be found among the revellers as they consumed the flesh
of their fallen enemies. Neither was he akin to those who gathered
scalps as trophies. He was drawn to the spirits as were all his
caste. His was a life guided by the unseen ones. As a seer he could
see things that were yet to be and it was these things that guided
his life. He understood prophecy and its purpose. He could discern
between the spirits and reveal the intent behind the words of those
who claimed to come in the name of the gods. His people did not
follow the Divines, though they did not deny their existence. They
had gods of their own that governed the emotions and foretold the
ways of the world. It was false prophets that had convinced the Orc
Emperor to invade Alzear, it was the same prophets that had not
foreseen the elves and it was the same prophets that deceived the
Emperor into ignoring the seers and the high caste. It had been
Jourell’s family that warned the Emperor about the silent ones that
dwelt among the trees and of the small people that came from the
mountains. The prophets had laughed at their warnings, mocked the
high caste and had them driven out of the lands. The same prophets
that now controlled a puppet Emperor who was of no use to anyone.
It was because of this that Jourell had remained behind, knowing
all along that the Empire would soon fall into the shadows of the
unrighteous and that chaos would reign in its absence.

Jourell sat in
the tower of the University, pouring over the ancient tome that he
had taken from the priest’s house. He had begun to read and
understand what he was afraid of in his dreams. The more he read,
the more he wanted to read. The words drew him into the pages as
they came to life before his eyes. This tome was no grimoire. It
spoke of a power beyond anything he could dare to ask or imagine,
but he could not find the key to unlock it and make it his own.
With such power at his disposal he could conquer Vargor and
Barramon and any that stood before him. There were mysteries hidden
within the words that no mind could understand. No matter what
rituals he performed, he could not invoke the spirit that the tome
spoke of. A spirit of untold power, yet not one but three that
worked as one. As the days drew on, Jourell withdrew to the only
place he knew he could be alone to invoke the gods and gain the
ancient knowledge of the tome. He would return to his cave where he
had spent the centuries learning the ways of the spirits that ruled
the principalities of the earthly kingdoms. He would go there again
and seek further guidance, he must have this inner power that was
beyond all powers, a life beyond death where rust and decay could
not trespass.

Barramon
understood that the orc would one day leave his side, as was their
way. He also knew that the great warrior would always come to his
aide and that he would always be there with his concise insight. He
was happy for Jourell to go his own way for a time as it would
leave a space at his side for others to quarrel over and entertain
him by doing so. There was also the lost city to explore and the
none-too-small matter of forging an allegiance with the banes and
trolls. There was plenty to occupy his mind for many years to come
and beyond that there was always Salzear and Luz.

As for the
humans, their world became suddenly smaller and a lot more crowded,
as three lands became one. Grimlaw had never seen so many people
within its mountainous boundaries, but it was not a problem for its
inhabitants as they were prepared for the arrival of Mor and
Meregith. The elders of Grimlaw took their guidance from The One;
they read, reread and understood the depths of the ancient tomes
that carried the written word of The One. They knew what was
coming. They had seen firsthand the developments beneath the veil
of darkness that covered Drakeshire. They knew of the stirrings
within Gnell and the displacement of the Krells from their
homelands by the people of Luz. Mor was paying for its decadent
ways. It had turned too many deaf ears to the cries of the poor,
the lonely and the desperate. It had ignored the prophets for
centuries and shunned the priests, until their unique abilities
were called upon in the battlefields. The mages and warlocks had
fought over the lands, vying for superiority as though they had
anything of lasting worth to prove. Lords had come and gone,
deities had fallen and the Divines had risen to take their place.
All of them distractions from the law of The One: He who would not
lie down and disappear; He who remained constant and faithful no
matter how time had changed the face of civilisations or the heart
of mankind; He who knew not the boundaries of prejudice of colour,
creed or race. It was The One who had warned of the folly of
following men and their laws of lust and convenience. Disguising
perversion behind flimsy rules and veiled passions, but no matter
how man changed the true laws of The One, they still remained and
so, therefore, did the consequences for breaking them.
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