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Prophecies Awakening



Prologue: Shadowed Origins



“There are those who say that time can heal all wounds, but what would it take to cut someone so deep that you sever their very soul?

There have been many in history who foolishly committed heinous acts within a mask of fear.

Even now, we remain in hiding, awaiting the time to face the sorceress of the demon’s prophecy. The one who those of darkness believe will destroy all who live and breathe.”

(Queen Nymira of the Dragons)



The blisteringly cold air howling over the castle walls forced their teeth to chatter and their naked bodies to shiver uncontrollably. Their skin burned as the hemp ropes were fastened around their wrists. Three knights kept their swords drawn and pointed at the prisoners’ chests as they forced them into position, the knights’ shaky grip revealing their nervousness.
“Off with their heads! Heretics!” the crowd chanted, shaking their fists in the air and spitting at the ground in disdain. As the knights tied the ropes around the posts, the horizon slowly began to brighten with the first hint of dawn.
King Grueber raised his hands high in the air and bellowed, "Enough!”
Although the king was best known in Marithia for his love of filling his stomach and his resulting plump stature, he had a reputation for cruelty that was famed across the lands. Grueber Saber was the outcast of the Saber royal family, cut off from their plentiful purse for his crimes on their people and provided with a small castle to rule as his own. Castle Praethorne overlooked the lowlands which separated him from Greenhaven and the Elven Woods. It was a land which he dared not cross, as it was said to be cursed by Shindar.
Separated from his family and living a comparatively poor existence, he had renounced his title as a prince and chosen to ignore the rule of Marithia’s true human king, Robert Saber. Grueber had crowned himself Praethorne’s king and the people obeyed him out of both fear and desperation.
His red garb hung loosely from his gut and jiggled with his speech. “In these times of peace, we must be vigilant in keeping our city free of unwanted visitors. We have lost countless lives to the demons and plagues that have threatened our very way of life.”
The crowd cheered in response, and Grueber bathed in their admiration with a gleeful grin before waving their cheers down to continue his speech. He turned and pointed at the wooden posts. “We have discovered a traitor who has not only lived within our walls, and has been trusted by all of us as our high priestess sorceress, but has had the gall to harbour a descendant of the Vampire King and defy our sacred laws by bearing his child. This act of treason cannot go unpunished!”
The crowd erupted into another chant. “Punish them! Punish them!”
At the base of the nearest castle wall was a young girl, barely in her teens. Her clothes were torn and covered in dried blood; her sweat-drenched skin was revealed in the tears of her dress. She was caged behind the crowd, under heavy guard, and whimpered in fear as her cage was dragged into view and placed by her mother’s side. Kassina’s cage was made from solid wood, save the metal bars clamped into place over the opening.
"She's just a little girl!" cried a woman in the crowd.
“A little girl?” repeated King Grueber incredulously, pointing at the cage. “This abomination, half vampire and half sorceress, cannot be allowed to survive and live among us. In your eyes, she may be nothing more than a little girl, but when she grows, she will become a danger to us all! As your king, I sentence them all to die. The sins of the mother and father shall be punishable to their forbidden offspring. Bring me their heads!”
Kassina cried with a wavering voice, “No! Mummy, save me! You have to do something!”
Niesha looked down at her pleading daughter with tearful eyes, her voice breaking as she spoke. “My darling Kassina, I failed you… I am so sorry. There is nothing I can do! These blasted Rings of Silence-”
"Enough!” The king sliced through her words. “Niesha, to think that the people trusted you to guide them! And you thought you could hide a descendant of the Vampire King? And get away with it? You sentenced your own daughter to death the day that you conceived her. What could you possibly have to say for yourself before you die?”
She looked to the crowd desperately and to her frightened daughter. The realisation that the situation was helpless hit her like a shield to her face. Niesha raised her eyes furiously to meet the king’s and spat her words through quivering lips as if they were weapons laced with venom. “I love Danton! He has never harmed me or our daughter. You brand me a heretic and try to shift the guilt of your sentence, but it is you alone who are about to murder an innocent child. You are nothing but a cold-blooded pig, completely blinded by your hatred of anything you do not understand. You are no different from the demons you claim to be saving us from.”
The crowd gasped and went quiet; only Kassina’s sobs could be heard. They all stared at the king in shock.
Grueber’s face contorted and his voice growled, “You dare accuse your king of being a murderer? I believe my informants, and the creature to whom you bore your child is indeed a vampire. But as your king, I can show mercy. I make you this promise: if, in the next few moments, Danton is not burning from the touch of the sun, then I will let you all go. How is that for a so-called pig?”
Kassina shook her cage so violently that the skin on her fingers broke and blood trickled down the bars. “No! Please, just let us go!”
“Shut your trap, freak!” grunted a guard, smashing his fist hard into her cage. The other guard hit her knuckles with the hilt of his sword. Kassina hunched over and cried out in pain as she gripped her throbbing hand.
“Damn you to the endless fires, Grueber,” spat Danton as the sun began to rise. “You are nothing but a coward with inherited power. I swear to you that our murders will be avenged, and that when the day of your death comes, your last rotten breath will be of this day’s regret.”
Danton gritted his teeth and growled as his skin began to blister and burn. The stench of his decay filled the air and the nearest of the crowd paled as their stomach turned. Once the rays of the sun had breached his skin, he could hold back no longer and let out a blood-curdling scream.
“No! Danton, my love! You fat bastard, Grueber, may your soul burn for all eternity!” cried Niesha.
Kassina broke down at the sight of her father burning in the sun. Her wailing was heard in lands far beyond the confines of the thick, lifeless castle walls. Kassina's eyes widened and she gasped when she suddenly felt invisible arms wrap around her, holding her tightly.
A dark voice filled her mind. Kassina, it is finally time for the prophecy to be fulfilled. There is nothing I can do for your mother or father, as this will come at a great cost. But if you pledge your soul to me, I will give you power. I will make you the most feared sorceress in all the lands. You will be able to make them all pay dearly for what they have done. Not just them, but all Marithians who have forsaken you.
“I don’t understand what you are saying. Who are you? What is a prophecy? Kill them, kill them all,” she sobbed, placing her head in her hands. She rocked back and forth, shaking her head violently.
I am Shindar, the Demon of Darkness. It is said that a girl born of both darkness and light will destroy all living creatures and rule a new world under the Blood Red Moon. The seers have predicted your arrival for thousands of years. If you give yourself to me, I will show you how to embrace the darkness, unleash the powers sleeping within you and make everyone answer for their cruelty. But you need to decide now, as I can only save you if you allow me. And you don’t have long to decide. The window of life is closing.
The crowd pelted Niesha with rotten vegetables and cheered. “Off with her head!”
“No! Mummy! Leave her alone!” cried Kassina. She pressed her face up against the ice-cold bars of her cage, desperately trying to lay eyes on her mother.
“I love you, darling. I will always-” began Niesha. Her words were cruelly interrupted, replaced by a sickening choking sound. The ringing of the blade echoed through the air. Heavy drops of steaming blood pooled near Kassina’s cage before her mother’s head fell hard to the ground in front of her. Kassina let out a primal scream as she watched the life fade from her mother’s eyes.
“I will kill every last one of you! You will all die!” she yelled hysterically as her pain turned to a furious anger and madness that engulfed her very being. She shook her cage so violently that the guards had to use all of their weight to hold it in place. Blood streamed down her face as she pounded her head against the bars.
“Guards, prepare to open the cage. This creature will be stoned to death!” ordered the king. The crowd erupted in cheers, excited by their unquenchable bloodlust.
Nobody who loves you remains in the realm of Marithia, but I will always love you, Kassina, and I will let you grow to womanhood before unleashing your immortality. Do you want to be saved?
Kassina's piercing voice echoed throughout the city, “Yes, Shindar. Save me, please!”
The crowd laughed at her pleas while the guards readied the stoning pit. A tall man wearing a heavy robe stepped back, staring at Kassina’s cage. He stumbled backwards over loose rocks and mumbled as he ran toward the castle’s closed gates, “No! It can’t be him… we killed him! I have to get out of here — now!”
Do you pledge your soul to the darkness, to fulfil the prophecy of the Blood Red Moon and serve me, Shindar, as your new god, and become my instrument of darkness for all eternity, to become my child?
“Yes, I will do anything. Save me!” sobbed Kassina.
“Nobody will save you, child,” replied the king. “It is time for you to die.”
Repeat these words carefully after me. Liberate me ex inferis…
“ Liberate me ex inferis,” chanted Kassina as she was roughly dragged along the ground, dust blowing up from the ground to blanket her cage from sight.
The skies darkened with thick black clouds that blotted out the sun, and the crowd erupted in panic. The guards dropped the cage in shock when they realised it was now completely empty. Kassina’s body hovered beside the cage, her eyes a fiery red, and her hair slithered unnaturally in the air as if a hundred snakes had grown from her skull. The tips formed snake heads and they hissed at the king in unison. A terrible voice exploded from her lips as Shindar spoke through her.
“Your world will never be the same again, and your brutality will have been for nothing. The prophecy will be fulfilled and all of you will serve me in the underworld!” thundered Shindar.
Kassina raised her arm and pointed at the scattering crowd, then turned and pointed at King Grueber. Shindar spoke through her again. “You will all die, and countless generations to follow will again live in fear until the time of the Blood Red Moon. Every last one of you will bow to me in a new world of darkness!”
The darkening clouds rumbled and red lightning crashed into the surrounding lands. Grueber fled in fear, escaping towards the perceived safety of his turret and locking the doors behind him as he ran. His people banged on the doors and desperately pleaded for their king’s help. One of the guards swung a sword at Kassina’s neck in an attempt to decapitate her. As he swung the blade, she disappeared before their eyes. The sword cut deep into the breastplate of another guard, who screamed out in pain, his hot steaming blood spurting into the air and running down his armour. The dark clouds again rumbled loudly as rain pelted the crowd. They screamed helplessly as the rain turned to acid that melted the flesh off their bones. King Grueber could only watch from his turret window as his people’s bodies disintegrated before him. Shindar's ghastly face illuminated in the clouds, his mouth gaping wide as he sucked the souls out of their melting bodies, their white glows flew upward like fireflies and disappeared. They were now under the demon's control.
“By the gods,” Grueber asked himself, “What have I done?”
Kassina squinted with the bright lights of Shindar's spell. She felt herself being pulled as if she were a caught fish on a lightning-fast line, unable to control her destiny. She watched as her hair glowed and returned to its former state, flickering wildly around her vision. She brought her broken hand to her face and watched as her body healed itself. She felt no pain as she felt her bones snap back into place and her skin closed itself as if it had been seamlessly sewn back together. The blur of colours ceased as she landed harshly on the icy-cold marble floor of Shindar's dark tower, bewildered and confused.
A familiar voice spoke nonchalantly. “Welcome to your new home in the underworld, Kassina. I am Shindar, and I apologise for how you must feel at this moment, but the magic will wear off shortly… along with the undesirable side effects.”
She lifted her head in pain and vomited violently onto the floor. Wiping her mouth clean and blinking hard to clear her vision, the back of a tall figure hidden within a heavy ornate robe decorated with images of skulls seemed to form in front of her.
They were in a throne room, surrounded by skeleton warriors who bowed in her direction. Shindar turned around and reached down to pick her up from the floor and gave her an affectionate embrace as she continued her sobbing. Her eyes widened and body trembled in fear as he carried her. Through quickened breaths, she asked, “What is it that you want from me?”
“There is nothing for you to fear here, Kassina, least of all from me. You are safe now, and I would never harm you. Far from it, actually; you have been a long awaited guest in the underworld. I will take you to your quarters for you to get some rest and warm up with some tea. We will have much to discuss, and you need your strength. All will be explained to you in time.”
Shindar gently lifted her in his arms, waiting for her body to relax before cradling her down the dark corridors. He held her close to his chest as if comforting his own daughter. Laying a gentle kiss on her head, he eased open the squeaky door to her new room, and sat her down on a warm bed. She yawned loudly between sobs and began to disrobe, but Shindar raised his hand for her to stop.
“There is no need for you to do that, especially in front of me. When you wake, I will have one of our servants take you for a bath and see to some new clothes.”
She heard his voice, but struggled to keep her eyes open as she began to drift away to sleep. Shindar sat beside her and brought her to his lap, laying her head on his chest and stroking her hair. "I too was cast away from their world, as if everything I had done for them meant nothing. I know how you must feel, but you are home now. Sleep, my child."
He hummed a lullaby to help her sleep. He would not be leaving her side that night. She was now his most important and cherished possession.
Marithia had long since recovered from the ancient war against Shindar and his Forces of Darkness. Its land was a large continent surrounded by uncharted wild seas in a predominantly tropical environment. The lush landscape gave the Marithian highlands an enchanting beauty that deceptively masked the darkness within. Survivors of the war had banded together and agreed to a new age of peace. The great dragons suffered immense losses of life in the war, and retreated back to Trahoterra, the Island of Dragons. Elves and humans founded their own new settlements, as their homes had been destroyed in the war and their ruins held only bitter memories. Humans took refuge in the deserted golden city built by the ancients long ago, Greenhaven, named to symbolise both the protection found within its walls and the lush surroundings lying without. A new king was crowned to rule the lands and order was swiftly restored. However, not all humans wanted to live inside the walls of Greenhaven, opting instead to build their own settlements which were scattered throughout Marithia.
The elves moved to the familiar territory of the woods, and used their enchantments and magic to found Veldrenn, the Elven City. Amid this segregation, vampires, who were no longer under Shindar’s control, wandered the lands aimlessly, feeding off anything they could find. The elves publicly declared that no vampire would be tolerated within the walls of Veldrenn after the Vampire King had allied with Shindar’s Forces of Darkness. Humans were more forgiving toward vampires, much to the dismay of the elves. Vampires were allowed to live among them and were treated as citizens of Greenhaven, providing they agreed to abide by the laws of Greenhaven. Breeding between human and vampire was strictly forbidden and vampires were allowed to feed off prisoners and animals only. Any vampire descendants of royal blood were excluded from the agreement, and would be killed on sight.
From time to time, rogue survivors of Shindar’s army attacked settlements. They were blind to the reality that the war had already ended and mindlessly carried out their lord's final commands. They were quickly defeated in battle. Tensions remained high, but the attacks lowered in frequency and intensity over time. Shindar’s defeat returned him to the underworld, where he waited patiently, anticipating the prophecy that would allow his return. The dark underworld existed in a parallel realm that could only be reached with the aid of powerful magic. Shindar, an ancient force of evil, never gave a reason for starting the war, and his motives were enigmatic to Marithians. However, over the long years of peace, many Marithians had forgotten his name and foolishly allowed his memory to become a distant one.
Vampires swiftly established a civilisation within a civilisation, blending in with humans and steering clear of Veldrenn. Over time, beauty returned to all of Marithia’s war-ravaged lands. Sadly, this age of peace would be relatively short-lived.



Chapter 1: Marithia



“If you are fortunate, you may sense when we are near. A chill may slowly ascend like a spider up your spine to warn of a darker presence nearby.

We are the chosen ones, commanded only by the great sorceress Kassina. Many have fallen in their quest for her knowledge and power.

If it is answers or power that you seek, you must locate her tower and gain her favour.”

(Unknown)



Ever since the day nine hundred years earlier when Shindar had obtained his child of prophecy, the Forces of Darkness had rapidly risen in power. Vampires revolted against the cruel actions of King Grueber, exacting their own bloody vengeance by hunting down any human they could find. Vampires made a critical error in their bloodlust by underestimating and attacking the great elves, who immediately stood their ground and put up a courageous fight. Veldrenn was fortified against the sudden surge of attacks, and after a brutal war, the elves were victorious. As it often does, however, victory came at a grave price: the elves were driven to the brink of extinction.
Humans and elves put aside their differences, and to drive back the remainder of the vampires that were picking off anyone unlucky enough to cross their paths, entered into an uneasy alliance. Greenhaven was the shining jewel of this newfound alliance, and within its walls was a promise of security and peace. It was decreed that all vampires were to be killed on sight. A new flag was woven, depicting human and elven knights standing guard. It was proudly flown as a symbol of strength and unity.
Meanwhile, reports of encounters with rogue shadow demons were whispered among all Marithians. Fear spread amongst the people, and the Marithian economy suffered greatly as a result. People frequently disappeared on their travels to She’Ma’Ryn, the City of Wonders, and knights commonly accompanied hunters for protection, with gold to line their pockets for their troubles.
Shindar’s Forces of Darkness were not so brazen, but instead used stealthy tactics. The new human-elf alliance proved effective, and the Forces of Darkness were outnumbered. Unrelenting blades and arrows held back their reign of terror. Shindar worked Kassina tirelessly to gather the souls required for the prophecy of the Blood Red Moon. Regardless of all the souls that she dispatched in Marithia and sent to Shindar’s grip in the underworld, it was never enough. Greenhaven held the majority of the human population in Marithia. For the prophecy to be fulfilled, Greenhaven would have to be successfully infiltrated from the inside. Segregation and panic were necessary if there was to be any chance of the great city being taken.
Vampire numbers quickly thinned. As a final, desperate act, they abased themselves at the gates of Kassina’s tower, becoming Shindar’s servants. This tower was the heart of the Forces of Darkness, and was surrounded by dying lands that eroded the lush earth at a slow but steady pace. The lowlands surrounding the tower had almost completely dried up, and were plagued by decay as the life was drained from them.
Greenhaven adopted a policy of zero tolerance as its walls were filled to capacity by those seeking refuge and protection. Defiance, thievery or any breaking of the sacred laws was met with fair but brutal punishment. Entry to Greenhaven was restricted, and its inhabitants rarely left its protective walls to allow others to take their place. Order was upheld within Greenhaven, as both elves and humans focused their strengths on their common enemy.
She flew gracefully in the limitless blue sky, each rhythmic beat of her large wings propelling her closer to her destination. The wind caressed her scales like a mother warmly cradling her child. It had been a long time since any dragon had flown this far into Marithia, but she immediately felt at home in its familiar skies. Nymira was one of the few ancient dragons who had survived. Over millions of years, dragons had witnessed the world change around them, and they, in turn, had changed with it. Many Marithians foolishly believed that dragons had fallen into extinction. Dragons could only be seen if they allowed themselves to be. Over countless brutal years in the world, the power of evolution had granted dragons a precious and invaluable gift: they developed the ability to adjust their scales to enable them to hide within the world around them. By this means they successfully managed to remain hidden from the rest of the world for tens of thousands of years. At times dragons could be heard or even felt, but were often sadly mistaken as only a figment of the imagination. But although they had largely faded from the memory of Marithia, they had not become indifferent to its destiny; where opportunity presented itself, they influenced events in history for the protection of Marithians.
Nymira took only a brief moment to observe the changed land of Marithia rolling by beneath her. Dragons were the most sensitive beings to the effects of magic and the power emanating from the Elven Woods hummed through her bones. She equally felt the dark magic plaguing the lowlands from Kassina's tower as if a storm cloud covered her.
It had been a treacherous journey, but Karven had sent her personally, and she would never be able to forgive herself if she let the great dragon king down. He had stressed to her that today’s events were of immense importance, and she had almost reached her destination. She returned her attention to her mission and pressed on.
The city had taken hundreds of years to complete and was a wondrous sight for her to behold after such a long absence. Its stone was covered with a solid layer of shimmering gold that was visible from many great lands and could have been used as a navigation point for those who attempted to brave the deadly seas, if the seas had not been a fatal journey for any who had set sail. Sadly, nobody knew of any sailor that had ever returned home alive.
This great stronghold was now home to thousands of women, men and children. They earned their entry with gold, trade, or through those who held the power to influence. Some, if they were incredibly lucky, were awarded it for service to the crown. The city had prospered, and many trade routes were now well-established. Some called it paradise, most who lived within its walls simply called it home, but all who walked the lands of Marithia knew the city as Greenhaven.
Only a soft swell of wind granted any hint of her presence as Nymira landed as gracefully as a butterfly on its gleaming walls. She took a brief moment to steady her grip in the cracks between the stones, folded her great wings, and scaled the walls to find a window overlooking the great throne room. After what felt like an eternity of searching, she found one and peered inside.
The throne room was filled with dusty beams of vivid yellow light as if it were lit from the heavens. Intricate furniture and beautifully painted walls provided an air of elegance to Greenhaven’s royal quarters. Great statues of heroes throughout the ages were almost brought to life by the many colours of the stained glass windows. Statues of powerful warlocks, armoured knights and two dragons were neatly arranged in the corners of the room. Nymira recognized herself in one of the statues and smiled as memories of the ancients returned to her for but a moment.
Greenhaven’s royals wore only the most elaborate clothing available in all the lands, woven by both human and elven hands and detailed with patterns taken from nature. They were a stunning combination of rare furs, jewels and the finest of coloured silks. The king was no exception, dressed today in a jade coloured garb, but the beauty of his attire did nothing to hide the expression of anger on his face.
It was not the first time that Vartan had knelt before his king’s throne, but he feared somehow that this would not be a pleasant meeting.
“How could you allow this travesty to happen? She was almost killed, Vartan! I trusted you with her life, and after I granted you care of Helenia, this is how you repay me? Look at her, damn you! I demand an explanation!”
Vartan drew a deep, ragged breath into tired lungs surrounded by heavily bruised ribs, removed the bloodstained helm that was partly obscuring his vision and took a brief moment to observe the room.
King Arman and Queen Andrielle had produced only two children, Princess Helenia and Prince Derian. The two differed from each other in every aspect, and had never gotten along in their childhood. Derian sat comfortably beside the king, with a sly smirk on his face.
He’s enjoying this too much, thought Vartan.
Vartan’s instincts told him that the attack on the royal guard could only have been so successful if the assailants had known precisely where Helenia would travel, and the exact number of knights that would accompany her on her journey. Derian was one of the few people privileged enough to be entrusted with such sensitive information, and he hungered bitterly for the power of the throne.
Andrielle was the Queen of the Elves, and with her marriage to Arman she had forged a new alliance between humans and elves that would see the two races joined for eternity. The king was still young, and the wait to inherit the crown through his father’s natural death was too long for Derian to bear. The prince threatened more than the stability of Greenhaven. If the Elven Queen were ever to be harmed by human hands, it would ignite bloodshed the likes of which hadn’t been seen since the ancient war.
Vartan looked to Helenia and was momentarily lost in her beauty. The princess’s face was kind, her skin pale from lack of exposure to the sun. Her bright blue eyes looked deep into his soul, and he managed a smile before quickly looking away. Princess Helenia could only be wed with the unconditional written approval of both the king and queen. Suitors from other settlements would soon be seeking her hand in marriage, looking to forge alliances and further strengthen Greenhaven.
The love between Vartan and Helenia had existed in secrecy for many years. He was a mere farm boy turned knight, whose only tangible riches were those that the crown treasury allocated him for performing his duties to the throne. What hope could he ever have of gaining the royal blessing to marry the princess?
Vartan placed his crown-provided silver helm down beside his right foot with a loud thud that echoed far down the corridors of the royal chambers, and began to speak slowly through his cracked lips. “Your Highness, we barely escaped with our lives. How could we possibly have been ambushed with such precision and timing? This attack could not have been solely the work of thieves and vagabonds. They were armed with weapons forged by skilled hands, and fought with a purpose unlike that of any thief engaged in battle.”
Be careful, Vartan. I sense true darkness around us.
The elves held many well-kept secrets; Helenia’s ability to speak through minds was one of many elven gifts she had been born with and practiced privately with Vartan.
Forgive my intrusion, but she speaks the truth, young knight.
This voice was unknown to Vartan, and it sounded almost bestial. It held such immense power within it that Vartan was left momentarily stunned.
There is something you must see, and it is of great importance. Open your mind to me, and I promise you will come to no harm.
Vartan focused hard on clearing his mind and felt a sudden jolt as a connection was made with the dragon suspended from the outside wall.
With a blinding flash, Vartan found himself hovering above a place he’d never seen before, a dark room lit only by soft candlelight. It was as if he was within the walls themselves, and had become one with the stone. He heard the soothing sound of water as it gently trickled somewhere beyond the light, and soft footsteps approaching from afar.
A tall figure slowly materialised from the darkness. It wore a crimson hooded robe and had a small dark wooden chest in its hands that rattled heavily with the sound of coins. The hood hung low and shielded the face of the figure inside it, but there was something painfully familiar about it, and a wave of uneasiness overcame Vartan. This was evidently not the first time that they had met.
Calm yourself… this is only a vision, thought Vartan.
An old wooden table bearing various marks of wear sat alone in the darkness. The figure hesitated for a moment before walking towards the table cautiously. It slowly began to be illuminated by brighter lights which revealed the intricate golden artwork on his robe. The chest he held bore the royal crest of Greenhaven.
That’s not possible! Those chests are only given to-
Yes, young knight, your eyes do not deceive you.
Another figure approached with much haste from the darkness, and Vartan felt sick to the stomach at his presence. The new figure swiftly pulled his hood back from his head to reveal himself and spoke quietly but forcefully. “It is all here. You are well-compensated for your troubles.”
That’s Derian! I should have known.
“That may be so, young prince. As you know, she will be well-protected and this brings a certain element of danger which our kind does our best to avoid. What of the royal guards?” asked the mysterious man.
Derian's eyes narrowed at the man. “I’m sure you can handle some guards, can’t you? Or should I seek out someone else for the task?”
“Your words are unnecessarily sharp, young prince; doubting our abilities is an unnecessary wounding of our reputation. I hear many whispers of a loyal knight who leads them on this journey who has a particular talent of disposing of demons. What do you know of him?”
Derian sighed loudly, reached into his robe, and snatched a white scroll bearing the royal marks of Greenhaven.
“Here is a map of the surrounding lands; it details where Helenia will be traveling. Worry not of the knight, as I already have a plan for… dealing… with Vartan. If you somehow manage to kill him yourself, it would save me a lot of trouble and would land you the role of military advisor to me as your new king."
Derian unrolled the scroll on the table and pointed out the exact location of the ambush.
"This is where I suggest you attack them. If all goes to plan, and you perform your duties without hesitation or incompetence, then the king’s famed knights won’t be around to protect him. Without the knights, we won’t have a problem. Now get to work and prepare. It’s time for my precious sister to have a little unfortunate accident.” Derian laughed darkly.
The man scoffed and snatched the scroll from the table. "We don't question the jobs we are given; we only question the payment. But I now see why your cold heart is truly worthy of Kassina's affections."
Derian grabbed the man roughly by the throat, and brought him close to growl in his ear. “Never forget who you are talking to! Did you bring me my special request?”
The mysterious figure forced away Derian’s hand angrily, reached into his coat, and slowly drew out a tall, dark bottle of liquid.
“ Never lay your hands on me! I am not one of your servants, and your moods have been unpredictable of late. The next time you grab me will be your last. I hope you appreciate how difficult it has become to fulfil your requests. People are beginning to grow suspicious of the disappearances…”
“Vartan! Vartan? Whatever is the matter with you?” asked Arman, who now stood from his throne.
Vartan drew another deep breath as his mind hazily returned to the present as if he was a sobering drunk. His head felt like a struck bell from the connection with the dragon’s mind, and he brought his hand up to his forehead in a useless attempt to ease the throbbing pain within.
Helenia stood confidently to address the room, but the look of concern on her face worried Vartan. “Father, the attack is not the fault of Sir Vartan. If he hadn’t protected us with his own life, I might not be here at all. By the gods, just look at him! He is clearly hurt. I suffered only a scratch and I am here to tell the tale of the ambush. Isn’t that what is most important?”
Arman turned his attention to his daughter and sat back down on his throne.
“My dear Helenia, you speak out of turn. Of course we are all relieved that you have returned to us. But until you have been asked to speak, I strongly urge you to display one of our most practised virtues-patience,” replied Arman.
Helenia sat back down heavily at her father’s reprimand. Her face reddened and her nostrils flared.
Arman turned to Vartan and cocked his head slightly. “From Helenia's reports and from what I know of you, you fought with honour, Vartan, and that I would not doubt. However, I simply cannot excuse the fact that Derian had warned you of a planned attack, and you chose not to heed his words."
The king stirred in his chair, "What else am I to do? This is a failure of your sworn duties as a knight, and therefore you simply must be punished. I cannot be seen to have laws for some and differing laws for others. Therefore, failure to heed such a warning carries serious consequences. You knew this the day you were knighted.”
Derian glowed with delight, a conniving smile dancing its way from ear to ear.
This was his plan for me all along? thought Vartan. Then I truly have nothing to lose. I must try to warn the king, no matter what the consequences are.
“Your Highness, I received no such warning from Prince Derian. Surely with your wisdom well beyond your years, you can see clearly when you are being fooled. Can’t you see that the prince longs to sit in your place as King of Greenhaven?”
Vartan shifted his gaze to Derian and pointed in his direction, his face turning grim as he growled the words of his accusation. “King Arman — Your Grace. It pains me to be the one to tell you that your own flesh and blood is the traitor, and that the gutless coward sits right beside you. His lies taint this very room, and poison your royal blood with his corruption and betrayal!"
Vartan smashed his fist into the ground in anger, the force of the blow sending shudders through the walls of the room. “Will it take the death of our beloved princess to make you see that Derian wants you dead?”
The prince’s calm smile turned instantly to a vicious scowl as he exploded from his seat. His voice broke and his body shook as he screamed, “These are all lies! How dare you accuse me without a shred of proof of this supposed treachery?”
He turned to the king. “Father, I demand that Sir Vartan be reprimanded immediately! I would never harm you, and if granted permission, I would kill Vartan myself for simply uttering these words.”
Arman gestured gently with his hand for Derian to sit back down before returning his gaze to Vartan. “I am afraid you have left me no other choice, Sir Vartan. However, your service to my throne is well-recognised by us all, and as such I will show you an appropriate amount of leniency. Guards, seize him. You are hereby banished from the city of Greenhaven, and are never to return. If you choose to ignore my order, you will face the executioner. May peace be with you always.”
Two towering guards approached and pulled Vartan up off the ground, marching him out of the throne room and towards the gates that led out of Greenhaven. His mind again filled with the dragon’s powerful words.
"My king! Remember my words!" cried Vartan.
Until we meet again, young knight… You are very brave indeed.
Meet again? Who and what are you? thought Vartan. His thought echoed in his mind as if it had been suddenly emptied.
The golden walls shook ferociously as Nymira launched herself off of them to dive freely into the humid air. She stretched out her wings to glide gently toward the earth before flapping them hard to begin her long flight back to Trahoterra, and a huge gust of wind blew past the guards escorting Vartan.
One of the guard's eyes widened as he blurted, “What in the name of Marithia was that?”
After a long pause with no answer, they both shrugged it off and continued on, letting the bustling sounds of the busy city drown out their concern. As they reached the main gate, other guards already had a horse prepared for Vartan, and sacks packed with supplies. A crowd had begun to build from all the commotion, and people stopped what they were doing to watch Vartan being taken to the waiting horse.
“Sir Vartan, you really must leave Greenhaven immediately, as we have to follow King Arman’s orders. But know that you leave the city with honour.”
Vartan nodded appreciatively to the men and swiftly mounted his horse as the main gate was gently lowered by its heavy chains.
“Vartan, you forget your armour,” said two guards in unison, displaying friendly smiles.
One of them held up his bloodied silver helm, and the other threw him a shiny new sword. He caught it with his right hand and brought it up to his face to admire the gift. Vartan tapped the blade against his helmet in customary acceptance and ran his fingertips over the weapon. The sword was still warm to the touch, and felt strong, but agile.
This is not the sword I thought I would leave Greenhaven with, thought Vartan as he let out a submissive sigh.
Vartan cocked his head and asked, “This is a sword of immense quality. May I ask what I have done to deserve this honour?”
The closest guard looked around to ensure that nobody else could hear them and whispered, “We heard of your ambush, and that your sword was damaged beyond repair in battle defending Helenia’s life. It must have been quite a fight to have wrecked a sword of Greenhaven. We trust that your replacement weapon will serve you well in your travels.”
“What are your names?” asked Vartan quietly, sheathing his new sword.
The guard lowered his voice and spoke with haste. “We are Aidan and Stenwulf, royal guards to the throne. If you hadn’t accompanied Princess Helenia on her journey, it would have been our duty to be alongside her during the ambush. I fear that, unlike you, we would not have had the abilities to make it back alive. Consider our debt paid."
Turning toward the crowd, Aidan slapped Vartan's horse, pointed at the gate and cried, "Now begone, as fast as your horse can carry you!”
“I won’t forget your kind deeds, Aidan and Stenwulf. I pray that we meet again,” said Vartan.
He roughly slid his helm back over his head, put his sword’s leather strap gently over his shoulder and rode as hard as he could out of Greenhaven’s gate. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw a furious Derian watching him closely through the throne room windows.
It had all happened far too quickly, as if it had been a freak whirlwind that had torn apart his structured and carefully planned life.
Helenia, when will I see you again? he thought.
Vartan left Greenhaven with a troubled heart.



Chapter 2: Humble Beginnings



“Darkness comes, whether or not we choose to acknowledge its existence. Events are taking place that will tumble down like an avalanche to wreak havoc on our peaceful world; even I do not hold the power to alter these events on my own.

Our kind has long awaited this moment, to once again honour our sacred alliance. We are not familiar with the pain of mortality, but that is not to say that we are unable to perish. We rely on the world to flourish for our kind to exist; for if it were to fall into darkness, then we would sadly crumble alongside it.

One life can stop it all from taking place, and it is this life that we watch closest, however fragile it may be. If we can prevent the foreseen events from unfolding, then we all have a chance to survive, together. Every end has a beginning; it is these events, which have been written into our memories, that help us understand times to come.”

(King Karven of the Dragons)



The sun sank deeper into the horizon as its warm rays gently caressed the earth in preparation for night. Leon relaxed in his old rocking chair. The sweet sound of wood creaking created an innocent ambience in the calm afternoon. In his hand was a piece of freshly cut oak, and with each precise stroke of his carving knife, it came a little closer to its intended shape. He led a peaceful life, tending to his many farm animals and growing food to trade for much-needed supplies at the local markets.
At rare times, he would trade in cities that were built in faraway lands. It was not the most glamorous of lives, but it was a lifestyle that was cherished by both Leon and his wife, Victoria. It was here that they proudly raised their two sons, Vartan and Finn. Vartan was the elder of the two boys and was today celebrating his fourteenth birthday.
The farm was built near a freshwater river, which could always be depended upon to provide fish for supper. There was one lonely dirt path which led from the farm to the nearest town. It made its way like a snake, slithering through thick forests that led past the Elven Woods. Marithia’s forests were thick and lush with greenery, with wild mushrooms and flowers painting a kaleidoscope of colours throughout the highlands that were worthy of an artist's brush strokes.
Leon felt Victoria’s warm, soft hands ease their way onto his sore shoulders as she spoke. "You‘re tense today and the day is long. It’s strange, isn't it? Growing old? I’ll never forget the day we found each other."
Leon placed the carving on a nearby table, leaned back to enjoy her massage, and breathed a deep sigh. "I’m just waiting for our boys to return home."
“Would you look at that? I never grow tired of its beauty. It’s such a wondrous jewel upon our land, shining like a diamond.” Victoria gazed out over the lush forest surrounding their farm, toward the golden city far in the distance.
It really was a majestic sight, even for those who had seen many of the great wonders of the world, and was one of the reasons their farm had been built where it was. Although they could never afford to live within Greenhaven’s protective walls, it almost felt like home ground after all these years sharing a horizon with the great city.
Leon stirred and his tension returned. “Victoria, it's getting late and the boys still haven't come home. Have the horses been fed? There’s still much to do, and I need their help to finish it all.”
“Sweetheart, they hunt in the woods. I’m sure they’ll return shortly. Vartan wanted to bring home a special meal for supper. It is his birthday after all, and he’s using the new bow you brought him from She’Ma’Ryn. Don’t worry about the horses. I shall tend to them,” Victoria said warmly. She hesitated for a moment, thinking back on the strange bow.
“I do have one question about that bow. How did you happen upon it?” she asked.
Leon thought back to his most recent trip to She’Ma’Ryn. “I won it from a traveling merchant, who told me he won it himself in a game of chance from an elven warrior, many years ago. That drunken fool sure was lucky to get his hands on such a finely crafted weapon. He did mumble some story about the bow being used to channel power, but I can’t quite recall the exact words he used. I thought Vartan would love such a gift; He’s always had a keen eye for quality.”
Suddenly, Leon did not feel so sure that the bow was the right gift for his son. He placed his head in his hands and Victoria walked around to kneel in front of him. She spoke softly. "What’s wrong? Please tell me."
"It worries me that we are raising them as if they aren't special. We can’t protect them when we are like this."
Victoria brought his hands down and looked deep into his eyes. "It is our way. We knew this when we agreed to be reborn. Only when the time is right will they find out the truth, when she deems them ready to know it. Let's focus on enjoying our life together. We never know how long our hearts will beat."
“A bit higher, Finn, and remember to strike using your full body weight as the sword comes down. There are forces you can use to your advantage. Use the ground’s pull to your favour,” said Vartan, leaning against a nearby tree.
Finn nodded knowingly with boyish confidence, returned to his stance, and once again hacked into the old tree trunk.
“I can do this, brother! I know I can. I want to be a great knight of Greenhaven and fight glorious battles for the king. Like the old tales Mother reads to us at bedtime, that are so exciting and full of wild adventures.”
As Finn took another swing at the old tree, Vartan slid his sword out to meet him. The sound of weapons colliding echoed through the thick forest. Finn immediately lost his balance and landed with a soft thud next to the tree.
“Ow! What was that for?” asked Finn, nursing his sore backside.
Vartan chuckled softly. “Remember, little knight, in a real battle you won’t face an old tree, but someone who will fight back, and most likely send you flying onto your rear. Have patience, young brother. The time will come for you to fulfil your dreams of knighthood and glory, but this poor tree cannot take too much more of your sword. Then again,” he laughed, “you're not really damaging it.” He helped Finn to his feet and dusted off the dirt and grass from his brother’s pants. He smiled and gave his younger brother a quick, reassuring hug. “You will be fine, Finn. You can’t expect to conquer the world in one day, you know. All good things will come in time. Are you hungry? I packed some spiced meat for us. We should eat now, to regain our strength.”
They sat beside the great roots of an oak tree and began to dig into the juicy spiced deer meat.
“So, what do you dream of, big brother? Surely you don’t want to help mother and father run the farm forever, do you?” asked Finn, watching his older brother with innocent curiosity.
Vartan stopped chewing for a moment to consider the question. “I truly don’t know the answer to that, Finn. Maybe I will travel the lands in search of a young damsel in distress, discover some famous treasure for all to remember me by, or be a trader like father and travel to She’Ma’Ryn. Maybe I can save enough gold to start my own farm. We are still so young, brother-do we really need to decide now?” He grinned mischievously. “Not every boy wants to be a glorious knight, you know, but don’t let anyone sour your dreams. If it is a knight you want to be, then we sure have plenty of trees around us for you to practice on, and enough for years to come. And of course, we have plenty of ground for you to fall onto as well.”
Vartan stood suddenly and whispered, “The sun’s setting, and we have to be careful in these woods. That’s more than enough practice and fooling around for one day. In all our fun, we’ve allowed the day to pass us by with no time left to waste. Stay close to my side and don’t fall behind."
The woods were fast slipping into the cold bosom of darkness. Vartan sighed deeply and let out a harsh breath. “Damn! Night is already falling upon us, and we have no lamps, and have found no beast for supper."
The sounds of the forest died down and even the crickets were silenced. Only their footsteps could be heard.
“Finn, I fear we may be in danger. We have to find supper fast, then head back to the farm swiftly. Father would be displeased if we return home empty handed.”
“Vartan?” Finn began.
Vartan snapped his head to Finn and brought his index finger to his lips. “Not now! Stay quiet-I think something moved up ahead,”
“But Vartan,” whispered Finn, “your bow, it’s glowing.”
Vartan stood still, suddenly realising that his back had warmed. Crouching down on one knee, he eased the elven bow off his back and saw purple light glowing from the runes carved deeply into the wood.
“What do you think it means?” asked Finn.
“I do not know, brother. I am unable to read this. It could only be some form of magic.”
Snap!
Vartan heard ragged movements only a short distance from where they stood, and he instinctively pulled Finn behind his back for protection. He reached into his hunting sack and pulled out a shiny metal arrow. Easing it into his left hand, he gently strained the bow into position and remained as silent as the night itself. Only a soft hum could be heard from the taut string of the bow. There was a faint light moving through the trees, and the sound of steps coming closer.
He whispered through stiff lips. "Don't… move…"
Vartan slowly lifted the bow in a smooth motion until the cold silver of the razor-sharp arrow rested on his cheek. The light became even brighter as the creature neared, easing its body through the bushes surrounding the trees. It came to a gentle halt and stared curiously at the two boys crouched on the forest floor.
“Finn, you need to see this-I can hardly believe my eyes. Come around me slowly, and try not to make too much noise,” whispered Vartan, gently lowering his weapon.
Finn's voice broke with his sharp intake of breath as he took in the sight before him. “Can that really be what I think it is? It’s so beautiful."
Directly in front of them, an adult unicorn stood proudly. Warily, it moved towards the boys and halted a man’s length away from them. Vartan stood slowly and raised an arm towards the unicorn’s neck. It instinctively moved its head away for a moment and stared at the glowing bow with wide eyes.
“It’s okay, my friend. We shall not harm you,” Vartan said gently.
Finn reached up and touched the unicorn’s horn, and he was surprised by its texture.
“Vartan, the horn feels warm,” Finn giggled.
The unicorn turned to Vartan and cocked its head to the side.
It is not your presence that I fear, human. Leave this place as soon as you can. It is not safe here for any of us, said a voice in his mind.
Vartan jumped back and looked around in confusion, only to find no other presence in sight.
Did a unicorn just talk to me? Am I losing my mind? thought Vartan.
Of course I spoke to you. We should not be meeting like this. The time isn't right. Are you not aware-
Suddenly, and without warning, it turned its body sharply and stared deep into the darkness.
Vartan whispered, "What's wrong?"
The beast's voice reverberated in his head.
Run!
The unicorn snorted and galloped away at full speed until its white glow could no longer be seen.
Vartan caught a quick glint of moonlight through the blanket of trees, reflecting off a metallic object flying through the air with penetrating speed. There was no time to waste on thinking. As if time itself had slowed to a crawl, he leapt backwards and shoved Finn out of the path of the unknown missile slicing its way through the icy air.
Vartan landed heavily on top of his brother, who yelped in pain at the weight suddenly crushing him. Finn's voice shrieked, "I’m scared!"
There was a loud thud as the weapon embedded itself in the trunk of an oak tree, only a body length away from where the boys lay. Vartan looked up and saw what appeared to be a plain dagger, but just as it came into focus, it quickly dissolved into nothing.
Vartan blurted involuntarily, "Dark magic…"
A voice whispered from within the darkness. "Fools!"
Suddenly, something darted between the trees, like a moving shadow.
“Who are you? Tell us what you want with us!” growled Vartan angrily into the darkness.
There was a moment of uneasiness as the boys found their feet. Not a sound could be heard aside from their lungs expelling air. The night became noticeably cooler, and a chill found its way up their spines as their hot breaths formed mist in the air.
“Brother, I want to go home now,” cried Finn.
“Stay still and don’t move a muscle!” hissed Vartan, pushing his brother back onto the muddy forest floor and once again readying his bow. His slow steps crunched the twigs on the forest floor beneath his weight.
“You shouldn’t be here!” reverberated a dark voice that sounded as if it came from all around them.
Suddenly, Vartan realised what had found them. They had truly ventured too far into the forest this time.
Shadow demons, he thought.
His father had warned him about the Forces of Darkness that preyed on innocents in the woods and had no compassion, not even for children. They could move wherever no light shone, and they used the shadows as portals to their realms.
Vartan heard the sound of leaves rustling all around, and spun on his heel when he heard rough movement behind him.
“He’s toying with us,” he said, as he turned in all directions, desperately seeking any signs of movement to give away the being’s presence.
Finn ran toward the darkness with his sword drawn, slashing wildly at the shadows. His tears shone in the moonlight as he screamed, “I’m not afraid of you!”
“Finn, no!” cried Vartan.
A shifting figure of darkness slithered out from behind a tree, jerking Finn to a sudden stop mid-jump as it grabbed hold of his frail neck, making it appear that he was suspended in the dark air.
“Pathetic creatures! You think you can attack me and live to tell the tale?” The demon twisted and threw Finn like a toy doll against the trunk of the oak tree beside them. The sharp and sickening sound of bones snapping filled the air, as the young boy’s body gave way to the rock-hard surface that he hit with full force. Vartan froze, his body like a statue as he watched helplessly. His brother’s now-lifeless body crumpled to the ground.
Vartan's eyes narrowed and his body shook. “No! Why did you do that? He was just a boy!"
It seemed a fire began to build inside his body, as though his chest burned with real flames. He felt small sparks of energy surge from his chest and his body felt more alive than ever before. He screamed so ferociously in his overpowering fury that he lost his voice. As he released the arrow from its confinement, both Vartan and the bow flickered with a dark blue light, enchanting the arrow with lightning shards that ripped their way into the air around it. It was only then, as the dark woods were forced into light, that Vartan had his first true view of the demon. Its skin rippled and flowed so rapidly that Vartan’s eyes struggled to find its features.
The arrow immediately found its target, and exploded with immense power as it struck the centre of the demon. The resulting explosion set the surrounding trees alight like giant candles, removing all shadow and darkness from around them. With no means of escape, the demon howled with pain as it slowly dissolved, piece by piece, into nothingness.
It dragged its decaying body along the ground toward Vartan. A loud hiss erupted from the demon as it dropped into the forest floor.
“Just die!” cried Vartan, dropping to his knees beside his brother’s broken body.
Using his last ounce of strength, he dragged Finn’s body away from the oak. Moments later, a burning branch landed heavily in its place. Vartan’s vision blurred as his anger gave way to his grief. Tears of pain blanketed his eyes, and he sobbed uselessly. Suddenly he was completely overcome with weakness, so physically drained, that he collapsed onto the dirty forest floor next to his little brother. He couldn’t move a muscle in reaction even as the faint but crescendo of galloping hooves reached his ears.
“There they are! Down by the burning trees! We’ve found them!” yelled Leon to the horsemen trailing behind him.
“Wha… What has happened? No! Finn!” cried Leon desperately, his voice wavering.
Vartan parted his lips and he whispered weakly, “Father, I couldn’t save him. I failed him… I… Demon… sorry…”
Strong arms lifted his body off the ground as if he was as light as a feather. Vartan finally closed his eyes and drifted away into sleep's deep embrace.
Vartan found himself standing in a well-lit cavern. He brought his hands to his face and his spine tingled. Something did not feel right. It was as if he hovered above the ground in a dream of some kind.
“Where am I? Have I died and gone to the realm of the gods?” he asked. His voice echoed through the endless underground tunnels laden with a kaleidoscope of crystals and diamonds.
He squinted as the blurry figure of a man appeared, standing atop a mound in the cavern floor. “Far from it. More importantly, child, what you should be asking yourself is, ‘ Who am I?’” The image of the man flickered as it spoke. “You are not yet trained in the ancient arts of magic, Vartan, and you are far too young to have cast the spell of Sky’s Wrath without the proper training to control it. Many paths lay before you, and there are many challenges which you alone must overcome before we meet again."
“Magic, training, paths-what are you talking about? Finn — my little brother — I failed to save his life, and it’s all my fault!” cried Vartan.
“You really do not know, then? Who you are? Why you are here? That is an interesting conundrum. Your brother chose his own path, Vartan, but you should ease your conscience with the knowledge that he has passed into the afterlife and will be born again."
“Born again? What does that mean?” asked Vartan desperately.
“That was his fate, and you are fortunate to remain in a position to choose your own. It is with the luck of the gods that you will wake again, as the amount of magic that you unleashed could dispatch the uninitiated from Marithia — or from any other world, for that matter. When the time is right, we will meet again. Until that time, we will watch you from afar. We will have much more to discuss then."
“Who are you? What are you? How will I know who you are when we meet again?” asked Vartan.
The figure let out an immense laugh that sent a few stalactites smashing into the ground. “You are not the only creature that is able to use magic, Vartan. I am Karven. I am to my kind what your kings are to yours. You are not yet prepared, or anywhere near ready, to handle all of the answers I am able to provide; But at the very least, I owe you a proper introduction."
The figure of the man suddenly vanished with a flash. Vartan watched in wonder as a large reptilian tail slowly appeared at the bottom of the mound, covered in dark red scales that shimmered with many colours in the light. Each scale continued to change until mighty Karven’s gigantic body revealed itself. He spread his great wings, and breathed out searing breath that melted the ice around the cavern.
The dragon king's voice filled the caverns. “So you see, young Vartan, you will never need question who or what I am when we meet. But I need you to understand that if you utter a word of our existence, no human or elf will believe your words, and you risk the destruction of us all. Now you must awaken!”
Awaken? Am I dreaming all of this? thought Vartan.
Karven chanted the words “ Mens agitat molem,” and the spell immediately began to take effect. Vartan felt a flow of magic wash over him like a bucket of icy water, and his soul was pulled back into his body at the speed of light.
The horses came to a sudden halt beside the farm, under the pale white glow of the moon. A cheerful Victoria ran to open the door with a lantern in her grip, welcoming her family home with a warm smile. Her voice rang with love. "Thank the gods you found them my love, come inside and out of the cold…"
Suddenly her face paled as if she had seen a ghost, and she stared at him with eyes stripped of life, appearing frozen in time. The words escaped her lips with a whisper. "Where are our children?"
Leon stood his ground, with Vartan lying unconscious in his arms. A faint fog of breath escaped their eldest son's lungs, and Victoria sobbed a sigh of relief.
Standing up straight and blinking her watery eyes, her voice broke as she asked, "And what of little Finn? Where is he?"
The horsemen carried the boy's broken and bloodied body by the arms and legs, carefully placing him on the ground beside Leon's feet. They nodded respectfully and as they left for their horses, the nearest man whispered, "I am terribly sorry for your loss."
The breaking of the lantern's glass on the ground made Leon wince before his wife’s cries reached his ears and tore through his heart. Walking past his sobbing wife, his eyes blurred with his own tears. He carried Vartan to his room and placed him down, carefully, on his bed, covering him with a warm blanket.
Walking with heavy steps, he spoke softly as he returned outside to find his wife. "Victoria… I…"
She knelt in the dirt with her son lying in her arms. She looked up at him and her lips quivered as she wailed, "Like this? Was he fated to die like this?"
Leon approached slowly, clutching the wooden carving of a knight on horseback in his clenched fist. Dropping to his knees in front of her, he took them both in his arms and held them tight.



Chapter 3: Darkness Falls



“Like moths to a flame, both young and old journey to my tower. They seek my powers to satisfy the many needs of mortals, and I do not ask any of them for their reasons, but the price of blood must always be paid.

Some consider me as a bad influence, but I prefer to see myself as indifferent. To define an act as good or evil is solely to see an action from one perspective or another. A mortal who kills another in the act of vengeance is branded a murderer, but a mortal who kills another in the heat of battle is celebrated as a hero.”

(Queen Kassina of the Underworld)



It was nearing nightfall and the familiar chirping of birds to welcome the moon had been silenced. The walls darkened to a shadowy grey with the dimming of the sun. A storm gathered on the horizon, erupting in the distance. As lightning crashed into the earth, a gale of wind was blowing its ominous clouds inexorably in the direction of Greenhaven.
The sounds of laughter, music and drinking were heard from the great city’s many taverns. In many respects, the city came alive at night, and the many food stalls and street entertainers made for a relaxing evening. From the clouds above, it was as if Greenhaven were a swarm of yellow-lit fireflies, interspersed with occasional red embers signaling the brothels of the city.
Arman’s royal bedchambers were built inside the largest of the city’s turrets, and from this one spacious room’s balcony he could oversee Greenhaven and the surrounding lands in any direction that he pleased. He stared into the darkness, the lights twinkling in the reflection in his eyes, and he appeared more like a ghost than a man.
Andrielle was puzzled by the banishment of Vartan, as she had never known him to deceive his king. The queen knew that something was wrong, and she was determined to get to the bottom of it. Her footsteps almost silent with her approach, she spoke softly from behind the king. “Arman, my love, what happened today? I am worried about you. Vartan had no reason to lie to you. He was obviously hurt by the bandits he fought off to protect our daughter. I fear you may have left yourself unguarded without him nearby.” She laid a soft hand on his arm. “Are you certain beyond all doubt that the right decision was made today to banish him?”
He turned to lay a gentle kiss on her lips and took her body so tightly in his arms that he could feel her heartbeat pound against his chest. He looked her deep in the eyes. “Yes, of course I am certain. You never need to fear my judgement, for there is nothing in this life that I do without good reason. No matter what may happen to us, I want you to know that I love you dearly. But if anything were to happen to either of us, then the others would never be safe in Greenhaven.” Arman breathed in to let out a heavy sigh. “I put an escape plan in place with the guards long ago. Promise me that you will flee Greenhaven if the need arises. I couldn't bear the thought of anything happening to you."
The king continued to stare into her eyes, desperately searching for an answer within.
“Arman, why do you speak of this? What's wrong?” she asked, her furrowed brow revealing her concern.
The king looked away from her gaze and his eyes danced around the floor as he answered with a strained voice. “I have to consider all possibilities, and to protect our family. I just need to know that you would be safe, as I would never take an attack on any of us lightly. Just promise me, Andrielle- please allow me this simple request."
“Of course, Arman. I give you my word,” she replied softly.
He smiled, relaxed his shoulders, and turned back to the view of the impending storm on the horizon, which swiftly gained ground like a charging stallion. It was as if some force dragged the storm forward at an unusually rapid pace.
“I cannot recall much of earlier events today, and I grow tired. I may be falling ill, as it feels as if a cloud fills my mind when I try to remember what happened in the throne room. Tomorrow I shall seek a healer. For today, I suggest you enjoy a hot bath for the evening, and I shall eagerly await your return. I need some time alone to regain my thoughts.”
“As you wish, my love,” she replied. She suddenly realised she had been digging her fingernails into her palm and thought, Maybe he's right about that bath.
She walked out of the door to the arm of a servant who waited to escort her to the bathing chambers. Arman waited patiently until he could no longer hear the sounds of footsteps down the tower’s stairs, and he gazed further into the horizon. The flashes of lightning were soon followed by loud, growling rumbles. With another flash, he swore he saw dark eyes in the clouds staring back at him. But with the next, they were gone.
Arman shook his head in confusion and wiped the sweat from his brow. “I really must be losing my mind,” he whispered to himself. The cool, moist breeze whipped past his face, and his long hair fluttered behind his head. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and then reopened them with a determined gaze.
Arman spoke loudly and firmly into the night. “I know you are there. Do you really consider me a fool who would ignore a warning from my most trusted knight? You know so little and yet you act as if you have it all figured out. I know what you seek to gain, but you should know this, young prince-that you will need to cross swords to take it from me! This day has been playing on my mind for many years now.” He wrapped his fingers tightly around the hilt of his gleaming sword, his stance holding strongly in the winds. “I don’t want to live my life in the fear of what daggers may be pushed into my back, or spend every waking moment looking over my shoulder. Do you even have the guts to face me? Or did I create nothing more than a cowardly, spoiled brat?”
He held his sword firm for a few moments, the sounds of wind and rumbles in the distance his only answer.
Suddenly a too familiar voice cut through the cold air. “You knew I would wait here? I should have given you more credit, Father. You believed Vartan and banished him? Why would you do that? Never mind as you did me a favour by taking him out of the picture and it just further proves you are weak and unfit to rule. You should know that nothing you say to me will change the fact that you will die here tonight. Greenhaven will be mine, and a new age will begin. I will rule the city of Greenhaven as their new king!”
The prince walked a few steps around the turret’s balcony, his sword already drawn and held by his side. By now, the storm had barrelled down the mountainside and was only moments away from inundating an unprepared Greenhaven. Arman's face hardened as he turned purposefully to face Derian and slowly drew his sword from its scabbard. Its hilt glistened as the moonlight reflected off the diamonds embedded in its surface. "If you even have a shred of my courage inside you, stop wasting my time."
The prince screamed as he charged at his father and attacked him wildly with his sword. Each thrust was blocked solidly and effortlessly by his father’s blade. The sheer force of the attack pushed Arman back around the tower balcony as sparks flew angrily into the air between them, neither sword finding flesh. Momentarily distanced, they both stared with hatred and determination into each other’s eyes. Arman spat at the ground between them. "What did you think would happen? Did you expect me to just give up?"
Derian stared silently, not moving a muscle.
As though it had angered the gods, Greenhaven was suddenly engulfed by the storm. Sharp crashes of thunder and vicious arcs of lightning erupted all around the city as its people ran to shelter. Sounds of panic rose around them. Water fell heavily from the skies and their skins were blasted with tiny shards of ice, and the clouds blotted out the moon, casting the city into darkness.
A flash of lightning revealed Derian’s second attack as he sprang off the turret wall to bring his sword plummeting down. Arman dropped to one knee, held his blade flat with two hands and thrust upwards to deflect the blow. Derian was sent reeling. As both men neared exhaustion, a bolt of lightning struck the wall between them and knocked them roughly onto their backs.
“Did you really think it would be that easy to just take the throne? You stupid child!” Arman cried.
The king struggled to his feet and again steadied his sword, lunging forward with all his strength to meet his son's weakly held weapon. Derian growled with annoyance and swung his sword as hard as he could in a circular motion over his head. Arman quickly stepped aside to avoid the blow and responded by smashing his fist into Derian’s nose, temporarily blinding him as his eyes filled with tears. Arman used the element of surprise to his advantage and thrust his sword with both hands to land deep into Derian’s stomach.
“It ends here,” said the king.
Another flash of lightning revealed blood, splattered onto the ground from Derian’s wound. The blood had begun to curdle, and eat its way into the stone’s surface. The dark sound of laughter suddenly erupted from Derian’s lips. “You foolish old man! I am immortal,” he spat with a blood-soaked mouth.
Arman's eyes widened as he laid his eyes on his son’s true form. With another flash of lightning, he saw the bite marks on the prince’s pale neck. The scars of his visit to the sorceress’s tower were now clear as daylight on his skin. With fangs that gleamed in the torchlight, grey skin, claws and eyes which shone crimson red… he knew that he had misjudged Derian completely. As Derian had only suffered a stomach wound, Arman knew that he was still in grave danger. Vampires can only be killed by a wound through the heart, being burned to death or beheading.
“Kassina turned you into a vampire? By the gods, what did you offer her in return?” asked the king.
With a swift motion, Derian grabbed his father’s sword by the hilt and ripped it out of his own chest with another explosion of blood. He then swung the blade around with unnatural speed and sank it deep into Arman’s heart. It was as if the preceding fight had been but a simple game to the young prince.
“Allow me to correct your aim, father. This is where the heart is,” he growled. Congealed blood mixed with acidic saliva splattered onto his father’s face, and burned deep into the king’s flesh. Arman dropped to his knees and brought his shaking hands to his chest. They were immediately drenched with steaming hot blood. As his vision blurred, he felt his heart give up the fight, his face hitting the cold stone floor of the turret. His last breath escaped his body as the life disappeared from him.
The bedchamber door suddenly burst open and armed guards flooded the room with swords drawn, followed closely by the queen.
“Something is wrong. The king is in danger and we must find him immediately!” she ordered.
Aidan and Stenwulf stayed close to her side as the rest of the guards spread out inside the room and made their way to the balcony. Stenwulf said, “Arman’s protection orders are immediately underway as a precaution, my Queen."
A guard stepped out to the balcony and a moment later yelled, “We are too late-the king has been slain!” He turned his vision to the other side of the balcony and screamed, “Vampire!” as another flash of lightning revealed Derian still dressed in his royal clothes. “It’s the prince!” began the guard. “The traitor must di-”
His next words were cut off by the sound of choking as an icy-cold blade ran through his throat. Derian pointed towards Andrielle and yelled, “Leave now, Mother, or you will die! With Father’s death, you are no longer Queen of Greenhaven.” He picked up the dead guard’s sword from the floor and threw it through the air to land deep in Stenwulf’s skull, sending his lifeless body flying into the cold stone wall.
“My Queen, we must get you to safety-now!” shouted Aidan.
He grabbed Andrielle by the hand and ran down the turret stairs. They heard the bedchamber door slam shut with a violent shudder. The remaining guards swarmed like bees onto Derian, fighting with all their strength to allow their queen enough time to escape.
The booming voice of Derian echoed behind them as the vampire prince screamed into the night, “Army of Darkness, hear my call. Greenhaven is ours and with the king’s death, it shall fall!”
The ground rumbled beneath the escape party’s feet and they shared uneasy glances.
"For the queen!" they cried. The sounds of the desperate fighting could be heard echoing down the stairwell.
“Arman, my poor Arman! My own son is a filthy vampire, and the beast killed his own father. Why didn’t he listen to Vartan’s words? Why?” wept Andrielle as she was pulled further down the stairs by Aidan’s strong hands.
“Quickly, my Queen, you have to escape the city-it isn't safe for you here anymore. With the king dead, your life is in danger,” said Aidan.
They finally reached the bottom of the turret after what felt like an eternity. She was greeted with Helenia, another guard, and four knights donning their armour and drawing swords. They were surrounded by two more groups of guards, each man holding a brightly lit torch above his shield as if to ward off the darkness of the evil that had invaded Greenhaven.
Helenia stared at her mother with tearful eyes and cried, "Tell me it isn't true! Is father dead by Derian's hand?”
The queen looked at her daughter wordlessly and Helenia began to sob quietly.
Aidan looked Andrielle in the eyes and spoke firmly. “My Queen, everything has been carried out as per King Arman’s commands. Helenia, your horses, and your elven armour have been readied for you. The remaining knights will accompany you on your journey. May the gods protect you all."
The entire city had descended deep into chaos with devastation in every direction. Houses burned bright like lit candlesticks in the night. The remaining guards fought with honour to defend Greenhaven against the invasion of the Forces of Darkness, but new shadow demons spawned continuously from the freshly dead to reinforce the Dark Army’s ranks.
The queen's voice broke as she cried, “My people are dying. We have to save them!"
Aidan put his hands on her shoulders and addressed her directly. “We are under strict instructions to ensure your safety, and I have no choice but to respect King Arman’s orders. We are overwhelmed, and it is only a matter of time before we can no longer guarantee your life. With all due respect, my Queen, put on your armour and ride out of the city as fast and hard as you can, before I drag you out of here myself. I don't want to desert my men. We will hold them back for as long as we can, and will fight to our very last breath. A messenger has already been dispatched to warn the elves of your journey. There is no time to waste-now go!”
A loud shudder reverberated through the city as the main drawbridge was lowered viciously and slammed into the ground, the force of it sending huge chunks of earth crashing into the flowing river below it. Andrielle was quickly aided into her reserve armour and onto her waiting horse before turning to address the guards. “Brave men of Greenhaven, we thank you from the bottom of our hearts. If the city is beyond all hope, and you can make it out with your lives, find your way to the Elven Woods, where you are all welcome to find a new home with us. There is no shame in saving your lives."
Aidan raised his sword in the air and they all shouted together, “Long live the Queen!”
Andrielle and Helenia turned and rode hard through the main gates, and Aidan returned his attention to the guards under his command. “We know what we have to do here tonight. The city is not lost until we say it is. For the memory of our King Arman!” he yelled.
Aidan raised his sword high in the air as the roar of the guards momentarily drowned out the horrific screams from the city. The gathering shapes of shadow demons could be seen with each bolt of lightning as they took formation at the other end of the city, and they began to move slowly towards Greenhaven’s final line of defense.
As an almost blinding flash of lightning struck the earth near the shadow demons, she finally arrived in Greenhaven. Her form slowly revealed itself through the dispersing smoke, and Kassina stood with small bolts of lightning coruscating into the ground from her fingertips. Her dark laugh echoed eerily throughout the entire city. “My sweet Derian, we’ve done it! Greenhaven, their shining jewel, is ours for the taking.”
Aidan marched into the front line of guards, aimed his sword forward, and readied his shield by his side. “Don't listen to that witch and her drivel. Is this really the best that Kassina can throw at us? Men of Greenhaven! Let’s show these pathetic demons that it is our blades that they should fear. Charge!”
Kassina's pointed at the charging guards and snarled, “Kill them-kill them all, my sweets!”
Her hair was whipped around her face from the sheer force of her dark army charging past her position.
The guards ran ahead at full speed, as the demons increased their own pace between the shadows. As the gods watched the glowing city from the stars, the forces of light and darkness collided in a fury of blades, shields and claws.
The war had begun.



Chapter 4: The Aftermath



“Bring me another cup please, innkeeper, is that really too much to ask?

Life is so sweet, but ever so sweeter with the aid of an honest drink. I have travelled far and seen much, even though I don’t remember a lot of it… I’m sure that it was full of experiences worthy of a songstress!

I may not be so young anymore, but worry not, as I’m sure that one day I will rise to be a great man, and shall be etched into the history books.

Yes! They will say, ‘We all remember the master thief who could outdrink any man, or woman, for that matter.’ Actually, that’s not what I was thinking at all. Pour me another cup!”

(Tusdar, Master Thief of Greenhaven)



She sat quietly on her sleek throne, tapping her long fingernails with boredom. Patience was not one of her strongest points, and she grew tired of the glacial progress of Shindar's plans. Immortality comes at an immense cost to a woman who craves continual excitement and attention.
Kassina was blessed at birth to be an incredibly beautiful woman. Her glamorous features were enhanced by her exotically pale skin. It was not difficult to understand why so many had fallen for her charms and paid dearly with the price she demanded for fulfilling their wishes.
Her feminine body was barely covered by an intricately woven dark blue dress that hugged her generous curves. She was pure darkness, wrapped neatly within a deceptively attractive shell.
The prince wants an audience with me? This should prove to be an amusing distraction, she thought.
Around the perimeter of the room were countless slaves who were chained harshly to its sleek walls. They sat naked, shivering, on the icy-cold floors. Their foggy breaths provided a sickly calming ambience to the room. Some of them lay almost lifeless with fresh bite marks on their necks, but clung to their humanity with whatever strength they had left.
Standing and marching around the room, she toyed with her captives and playfully tapped their heads as she made her way around. "Teenie weenie little crow, catch my meal by the toe. If she bleeds, let her die slow. Teenie… Weenie… Little… Crow…"
Stopping in front of a naked young woman that was barely past her teens, she cocked her head and smiled. "It looks like you will be graced with my attention today."
The woman shook her head, beads of sweat forming on her skin as she scrambled to the wall, cowering. The woman sobbed, "No, please!"
Kassina laughed as she crouched down on front of her victim. She looked her over and reached down between the woman's legs, forcing her fingers inside her and concentrating as she dug deeper. "Well what do we have here? You are a special treat. Let me guess, you probably have never been kissed, have you…"
The woman cried out at her sudden push and Kassina brought her bloodied fingers to her mouth, sucking them clean. The vampire's voice whispered with a purr, "I don't usually play with my food, but how can I resist? Do you know what I like more than the blood of a virgin?"
The woman's teary eyes peered over her shoulder and she shook her head.
Kassina brought her seductive mouth by her ear and whispered, "Nothing."
Her sharp intake of breath filled the room as Kassina's head blurred and her fangs sunk deep into the woman's flesh. Her cries filled the room as the deep sounds of her blood being swallowed and the vampire's satisfying moans accompanied her in an intimate symphony of death.
When her body was near depleted and she let out her final breath, she twitched with her last signs of life before Kassina stood, stretching out with her replenished power. Her eyes closed, she ran her slippery tongue around her plump lips and fangs. Her legs slid as she slowly returned to her throne, her movements vacant as if her mind had travelled far from her tower. She sat down gently as if she were a falling leaf from an above tree, her lips quivering with the aftershocks of pleasure.
With a satisfied grin, she ordered, “I think he has waited long enough. Bring him inside, and don’t hurt him, as that privilege is always solely mine."
Two skeleton warriors opened the heavy iron gates, and she snarled wickedly as Prince Derian strolled inside. The prince's face contorted as he looked around the room at the many victims dead or dying.
As Kassina sent souls to Shindar’s grip in the underworld, skeleton warriors were created from the rotting bones of the fallen and used as reinforcements for the Forces of Darkness. The bones contained the souls of men and women who now found themselves trapped inside this new form. Shindar sent their souls back from the underworld, after they had been enchanted by magic. These souls were not aware that they had died, and fought for Shindar blindly, obeying Kassina's every command.
Kassina managed to control her anger as she laid eyes on the half-breed son of her oldest enemy. “Prince Derian, what a surprise. What brings a spoilt heir like you to a desolate place like this? Tell me, is there one good reason why I shouldn’t just kill you where you stand? It would save me a lot of time. Please enlighten me, while you still pique my curiosity."
Derian stopped in his tracks, held up a partially ripped dusty scroll, and threw it to her with a swift twist of his arm. He grinned and approached her confidently. “This is why you won’t kill me, sorceress."
Kassina raised one hand at him and her other hand to stop the scroll mid-flight and eased it open in the air. It hovered in front of her face as she read it. She looked him over and her eyes narrowed as she spat, “Stay where you are, maggot! I have not given permission for you to walk around here as you please. You are far from home, young prince. I thought this was all but lost in time-where did you find it?”
Derian crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. “I have the other half of this scroll in safekeeping at Greenhaven, and I can get a hold of it for you, but first I need to know if you will agree to my terms, sorceress."
She rose as smoothly as a snake from her oversized throne, and looked deep into his eyes. Kassina was not known to bow to the demands of others. Her eyes narrowed and glowed as she read and considered his thoughts, and she smiled when her decision was made.
“I already know what you want, Derian. There is no need for you to speak your terms, it would just waste our time. I don’t often meet a man whose dark heart truly yearns to kill his own father and it would give me no greater pleasure than to enable that ambition. I am touched by your interest in me, young prince, and I accept your offer. It has been a long time since I have had myself a new pet. But you should know that even the gift of immortality comes with a heavy price, and your plans run greater risks than you may have considered."
“Of course they do, Kassina. I will do whatever it takes!”
She laughed mirthlessly, her voice turning from soft to a deeper growl. Her blue eyes glowed red, like embers in a freshly lit fire, and her fingernails slowly grew into sharp claws. Kassina raised her arms suggestively, and her smile revealed her pearly, pointed fangs through her cherry-red lips. “Very well, Derian, come to me now and let us seal the deal, so to speak. I’m dying to taste your royal blood, I have always wondered what it would be like."
Vartan awoke suddenly and sat up in shock as sharp pains seared through his head. He rubbed his face as if to ward off the pain and whispered, “Damn these nightmares. Derian and Kassina? As if that could ever be possible. What dark corner of my imagination did that come from?"
Beside his bed lay an empty bottle of white wine, his dirtied pack, armour and weapons.
I knew this was a bad idea, he thought as he took a long swig of water, the liquid hitting his growling stomach. There was a strange smell that burned in the air, almost like a bonfire left overnight. He slowly wound a cloth bandage around his ribs to aid the healing, and gently eased on his clothing and armour.
This wasn’t his first visit to the Jade Inn, but it was the first time that he had to pay for a room to sleep in. After taking a few moments to gather his thoughts and regain his focus, he felt it was time to get some fresh air. Vartan shoved open the creaky wooden windows and kept his eyes lowered to let them adjust to the overwhelmingly bright light. There was a large gathering of people below him who all pointed at the horizon, whispering to each other with frightened voices and holding each other tightly.
What in Marithia is going on? he thought. Vartan slowly lifted his gaze, and his skin turned pale in shock at the sight before him. Greenhaven glowed with a red tinge, and large black puffs of smoke filled the blue sky.
“No! It isn't possible,” he exclaimed.
Vartan ran hastily downstairs to the inn’s stables and quickly readied his horse before roughly mounting it. From the corner of his eye, he noticed the shadow of a man running at full flight behind him. In a smooth motion, he drew his new sword towards the man’s chest, stopping him dead in his tracks only inches away from certain death. The shine of the blade reflected on the man's chest.
“V… Vartan? What is this all about? You promised me another drink this morning,” said Tusdar, with his hands raised defensively in the air.
“Open your eyes and look to the horizon, you drunken fool. Greenhaven appears to have fallen, and all of Marithia may be in danger. Amazingly, it just so happens that all of Marithia includes you,” Vartan replied, sheathing his sword.
Tusdar stood still, staring at him expectantly. Vartan shook his head and growled, “This is no time for drinking, Tusdar. I must ride out of here, now!.”
With a stern nod, he whirled his horse around and rode hard in the direction of Greenhaven, digging his boots into his horse. Vartan had ridden far from the so-called safety of the golden city’s walls, but it was worth a try. He concentrated hard to form words in his mind.
Helenia, if you can read my thoughts, please tell me that you have not come to harm.
There was no reply, only the sound of cold wind rushing harshly past his ears. He was riding harder along the long and winding path leading through the woods, when he suddenly pulled back on his reins. His horse almost lost its balance as he barely avoided a collision with Aidan, who was drenched in blood and bore nasty flesh wounds from head to toe. Aidan desperately limped onward, almost like a walking corpse, staring vacantly ahead.
“ Easy, Aidan, let me help get you to a healer,” said Vartan, steadying him.
“Vartan… so much death… so much blood… sorceress… taken,” he whispered as Vartan brought some water to Aidan’s dry lips. He coughed out the initial mouthful as his throat was suddenly flooded with fluid.
“What of Princess Helenia? Was she hurt?” asked Vartan desperately.
“Helenia… we saved… and the queen… rode out… Greenhaven… with knights,” said Aidan weakly.
“Oh thank the gods, now drink up and be still. You will need whatever strength you have left,” said Vartan, lifting Aidan onto his horse and riding gently back in the direction he had come.
The inn’s door blasted open with the force of Vartan’s heavy boot as he clutched Aidan protectively in his arms. He gently lowered his companion to the floor and yelled, “Innkeeper, Aidan has been wounded in battle and needs a healer as soon as you can find one. He will not hold on to this world much longer."
“The name is Hildar, were you really that drunk last night that you don’t remember my name? By the gods, Vartan, this man is almost at death’s door. I can send a messenger for a healer on horseback, but the nearest healer won’t leave her home without the coin to pay for it,” replied the innkeeper.
Vartan reached into his pack to produce a large black bag bearing the royal insignia, that rattled loudly, and dropped a hail of gold coins which landed in a sparkling pile on the table.
“Hildar, this should cover him for months of stay with plenty of fresh food and water, and should more than pay for the healer’s work. Make sure the healer is here swiftly and that Aidan is treated well, as I shall return to check on him,” said Vartan, turning to head back out the front door.
“Where are you going, Vartan?” Hildar asked.
“To find out what happened in Greenhaven and help any survivors,” Vartan replied, storming out of the inn and resuming his journey back to the fallen city.
It was almost midday when he reached the point on the road where he had found Aidan. It wasn’t much longer before he laid eyes on more of Greenhaven’s inhabitants along the road, but these poor souls no longer walked among the living.

Vartan covered his nose with his hand in an effort to eliminate the stench of death. Bodies were scattered all over the path, and all had fallen in vain as they ran from the city. Scavenger hawks picked at their dying flesh and scurried away from Vartan on his approach. The smell of smoke thickened in the air, almost overwhelming him as he neared the main gates. Approaching the city, Vartan knew that something was horribly out of the ordinary. His eyes widened and he was almost deafened by the near silence from within.
Only the crackling of fires were heard as the flames danced their way towards the hazy sky. Vartan stopped momentarily and his eyebrows tightened in confusion as he stared at the city's famous once golden walls. He could now clearly see why the city no longer shone in the daylight. Various pieces of human flesh had been viciously torn from bodies and left to rot on the city’s walls, bathing them in blood.
Gods only know if they had been torn apart while they were still breathing or after their deaths, he thought.
The wind changed and a horrible smell of rotten flesh invaded his nostrils, making him gag uncontrollably.
He dismounted roughly, taking a few staggered steps onto the lowered gate. With his sword hand at the ready, he focused and took carefully placed steps forward until he had made it inside the walls of Greenhaven.
His jaw gaped open as he took in the sight of what was once the jewel of Marithia and blurted in a loud breath, "How could this have happened?"
The entire city was in a disastrous state, and stood in dark contrast to its original renowned beauty. Wooden homes were partly burnt, and some of them were still engulfed by the flames. People lay dead in every direction that the eye could see, and there was not one moving soul in sight.
They cannot stand the daylight, young knight. For now, we are safe outside the darkness, but their forces dwell in large numbers deep within the castle walls. I can feel the power of their dark magic plaguing us, The shadows protect them, and I would not venture near.
That voice, it sounds like the voice that spoke to me in the throne room, he pondered, remembering her words.
Shadows, thought Vartan, like the shadow demon that killed Finn.
“Thanks for the warning, but can I see you in person?” asked Vartan, his voice echoing throughout the city.
A woman laughed mockingly, the echoes of her dark laughter reverberating throughout the city. Vartan searched frantically for the source of the voice and found nothing to reveal her position.
“So, the poor little boy who failed his king has run back when it’s too late? What a pity for you, but pity is reserved for the weak! Greenhaven is ours now, and your king is dead, so it is no longer safe for you here. Unless you wish to consider the alternative of serving Derian and I as your new rulers of Greenhaven, I’m afraid that you will not leave here alive."
Vartan spat at the ground and screamed, “What? Serve you and that walking bucket of bile, Derian? Over my dead body! Show yourself, you cowardly whore! Or are you too afraid to face only a poor, little boy?”
“Be careful what you wish for, fool! Do you honestly think that I am afraid of you? Not in the slightest, and I am so sorry to disappoint your inflamed ego. Have you not heard that I fear no one? I am Kassina, the greatest sorceress in all the lands. Do not mistake my courtesy for kindness, as you will not find a warm bosom here. You are lucky to be standing outside and not here with me in the darkness for a proper introduction. However, I do have powers at my disposal that do not rely on the shadows. Excelsior! ”
Kassina! She is responsible for shadow demons, and she is responsible for Finn’s death! She must die, thought Vartan.
He felt a gentle rumble beneath his feet, and the ground began to shake. He drew his sword and tried to keep his balance as the ground began to shake viciously.
Vartan, you must listen to me if you want to survive an encounter with Kassina. No matter what you do, don’t stop running!
Heeding Nymira’s words, he ran as fast as his legs would carry him, quickly sheathing his sword as he headed towards cover.
Kassina's voice taunted, "Not so tough now, are you?"
The ground exploded violently into the air wherever he stood, chunks of earth and stone flying in all directions.
Duck!
Vartan leapt forward into a roll and watched shards of wood shrieking through the air barely a foot above his head. Quickly regaining his footing, he resumed his sprint.
Turn left, now!
Turning sharply, he ran through the gaps between the houses.
She will have trouble seeing you in those spaces.
The explosions suddenly stopped, as only dusty winds swept past his face. Vartan coughed up the dust that had filled his lungs.
“You obviously aren’t quite as stupid as you look, young knight. It’s not too late for you to change your mind, you know. We could use someone of your talents in our ranks."
Vartan shook off the layer of dirt on his clothing and marched out from his cover.
What are you doing? Stay in cover!
“You pathetic fiend. You have terrible aim for someone with such a famed reputation. Sorceress? Please, you’re more akin to a little girl playing with fire. Tell me, have you lost your touch in your old age? Why don’t you come out and get a tan, I’m sure it’ll help you brighten up that horrible mood of yours."
Taunting the queen of the underworld is not a good idea.
“You egotistical little insect, how dare you insult me? I will crush your bones into dust where you stand! Cave canem, te necet lingendo!” she yelled, the fury in her voice sending shivers up his spine.
Vartan looked around like a startled tiger. Feeling and hearing nothing, his pounding heartbeat filled his ears. Keeping his sword drawn as he peeked around the corner of a house, he found nothing but air and dust.
“Did you forget how to cast your spells?” he asked.
As Vartan began to relax his body and return the tip of his sword to its sheath, he saw it. Barreling around the corner of the farthest house at the other end of the street was a giant three-headed wolf, drooling acidic saliva on the ground as it ran. It had dark grey fur and glowing red eyes, and stormed towards him at a frightening speed.
Be careful, this is a creature summoned from the underworld.
“By the gods!” he proclaimed, swallowing hard. He stood still and held his sword up high. The blade reflected light throughout the city from the sun. The beast leapt high into the air to pounce on Vartan; he dropped backward onto the ground and placed the sword’s hilt vertically, like a spear.
Two heads cried out in pain as the third was impaled, and blood burst in all directions. Its gigantic body tumbled violently along the ground to crash harshly into the city walls. Its middle head hung dead on the wolf’s body as it regained its composure and circled Vartan warily. One of the heads bit deep into the bleeding flesh and ripped the dead head out from its body before returning its attention to Vartan.
Immense pearly white fangs glistened, and giant slimy drops of drool splashed onto the ground beside him, steam rising from the burning acid. Its growl was so powerful that the air in Vartan’s lungs shook from it, along with his vision. He watched the hilt of his buried sword poking out of the beast, desperately looking for an opportunity to retrieve it.
Vartan stood helpless as he realised that he had left his bow and arrows on his horse. This is it, he thought, here is where I will die.
He closed his eyes and prepared to feel the sharp pain of the giant jaws tearing him apart limb from limb.
I cannot allow you to die, Vartan. The time has come for dragons to be seen again.
Invisibly, Nymira leapt down from the eastern wall. Her heavy body connected with the ground like a shockwave. The wolf whimpered and looked around in confusion. Vartan lost his balance and fell backwards, landing solidly on his side, screaming out in pain as his damaged ribs held most of his weight.
As he caught his breath and struggled back to his feet, it happened.
Scale by scale, her shiny, purplish body was revealed. She was directly beside him, facing down the wolf that was now dwarfed by the dragon’s size.
“ What? This can’t be happening! What kind of magic is this?” cried Kassina, her voice tearing through the city.
“This is no magic, sorceress. I will not let you harm him!” replied Nymira.
Nymira took a deep breath and roared as she breathed out dragons breath which engulfed the wolf, setting it alight. The stench of burning flesh invaded the air. The wolf howled and shrieked as it burned alive. It ran towards Vartan in a desperate attempt to end the knight’s life. Nymira opened up her tail, and four razor-sharp spikes flexed open as she swung them hard into the path of the burning wolf.
With a sickening crash, the tail and wolf met with full force, sending the flaming beast flying back into the city’s walls. The power of the blow shook the ground and dislodged Vartan’s sword from the dead head, sending it spinning wildly into the air. The conjured beast crumpled in a burning heap, defeated.
Curl into a ball and cover your face, Vartan, now!
Vartan quickly followed her instructions. With a slick metallic thud, his sword landed deep into the ground beside his right ear.
“Thank you great dragon,” said Vartan, quickly returning his sword to its sheath.
Nymira took another deep breath and sent searing fire in every direction around them. Houses were set further into flames and dark screams escaped from the shadows within them.
Stand up straight, and stay as still as possible. I promise that I won’t hurt you and you have to trust me.
She spread her wings wide, turned to Vartan, and grabbed him with her claws as she leapt off the ground.
“No! Disjecta membra! ” screamed Kassina. The flames around the city were sucked into large flickering balls that hovered in the air.
As the sorceress took aim, Nymira curled her claws to hide Vartan’s body within them. She shifted her scales once again to hide them both within the smoky sky, and within moments she was invisible, swiftly gaining height and distance from Greenhaven. Out of pure desperation, Kassina sent fireballs flying in pursuit, but they were easily avoided as Nymira continued her climb towards the clouds.
Vartan relaxed his muscles and let himself lay down gently in her claws, wincing at the pain of his ribs.
Does she know Karven? he wondered.
I am glad you trust me, Vartan, and you are safe with me. Karven is our King, and of course I know him-I certainly should. I am Nymira, the Queen of Dragons. I will take you to him immediately as the time has come.
Vartan concentrated his mind with all his strength to form the words.
Thank you, Nymira. You saved my life, and in return, I owe it to you. I have so many questions I want to ask of you.
You owe me nothing and I would save your life any time. We share a common goal, Vartan. The war has only just begun, and there is much to be done. Leave your questions until we reach Trahoterra. You need to rest and should regain your strength-we have a long journey ahead of us.
Vartan closed his eyes, drifting off to sleep in the safety of the dragon’s grasp.



Chapter 5: Old Blood



“For many days now, we have searched the entirety of Greenhaven. It is nowhere to be found, and I took great risks to leave my tower, suffering heavy losses in the battle for the city. This victory is nothing without the Artefact.

Stupid Derian-he promised me that it would be found, and yet, here we are… still digging beneath the city in the vain hope of finding the most powerful needle in an oversized haystack.

I put too much trust into our deal; maybe I shouldn’t have granted him immortality. I’m beginning to wonder if he even knows its location at all.”

(Queen Kassina of the Underworld)



Vartan awoke to the sound of heavy waves crashing below him, and after a few hazy moments, he remembered the events that had taken place.
Have we arrived at Trahoterra? He thought.
Yes, Vartan, we are approaching it now. Let me show you our home.
Nymira adjusted her scales to provide him with a small window between her claws. Vartan looked down to see a large island enveloped in mist, with only the smallest glimpse visible of the razor-sharp rocks at its outskirts. He was looking over the island of Trahoterra. It reminded Vartan of a gigantic claw reaching into the sky, birds of prey circling above its peaks.
It looks so strange — unlike anything I have ever seen. There are no beaches? Nowhere for ships to anchor?
We prefer it that way. It is the island of dragons, after all. We can come and go as we please, while the island itself serves to keep out unwanted visitors.
Nymira began her entry dive, and Vartan felt his gut drop with the sudden change of altitude. He pushed out his extremities to brace himself and breathed heavily as he grit his teeth.
Do not fear, Vartan. You are safe with me, remember?
They plummeted towards the heavy mist with immense speed. Suddenly, at what felt like the last moment before they would have hit the dangerous waters, Nymira extended her wings and they caught the air, shooting through the mist like an arrow. The water blurred underneath them as they rocketed over it. Vartan let out a chuckle of pleasure.
They glided towards a large cave mouth, which looked like a serpent’s jaws prised open. The mouth appeared too small for her extended wings and just when Vartan opened his mouth to protest, Nymira contracted her wings to enter the cave, flapping them quickly once they were safely inside. The cave walls sparkled with crystals, as if they were stars filling a pitch-black sky. Like a gifted acrobat, Nymira flew at impressive speed through the cave, narrowly missing natural columns and stalactites until they broke free into a gigantic cavern within.
"Can we do that again?" laughed Vartan, a grin stretched across his face.
I told you to trust me, didn't I?
She gripped him with one claw as they descended to a gentle landing in the middle of the cavern floor. She eased Vartan to the ground, and he stood tall to take in the many wonders of Trahoterra. His eyes widened at the kaleidoscope of colours and objects that begged his attention.
The cavern was filled with gigantic golden statues of dragons, and was laden with treasures as far as the eye could see. Treasure chests were everywhere, as were legendary artefacts thought to have been lost forever.
This is not the first time that humans have allied with our kind. This is what we have left to show of that past allegiance. Just remember that these treasures are forbidden without our permission.
“Of course, I understand. I have no need for such things anyway. What an amazing sight to behold!” Vartan beamed.
I sense that Karven has returned from a hunt for food. It looks like we are right on time.
As Vartan turned, the opening to the cave was darkened by the shadows of many dragons in flight. One by one, they landed with a shudder around Vartan and Nymira in a circle, dropping their catches before them. The largest of the dragons alighted in the centre of the circle, folded his great wings, and turned to Vartan. “So, young knight, we meet again."
Vartan reeled back in shock at hearing the dragon’s booming voice.
“You can speak? I thought you only spoke through minds.”
“We can speak, Vartan. We just don’t always choose to exercise that power. So, do you remember our first meeting?”
“It has been so many years, Karven, but how could I ever forget that day? I have so many questions to ask of you that have been plaguing me all these years."
“Of course you do. However, allow me to begin this discussion with a revelation. Have you ever wondered how you channelled your power on that unfortunate night in the woods? Did you ever wonder why you didn't also die that night? Have you ever thought about why you have foreign and sometimes horrible dreams? Did you also not question how you happened to have an audience with me?”
“I do. I have thought about that night every day of my life. Finn… I failed him.”
A smaller dragon in the outer circle stopped eating and slowly raised his head towards Vartan.
No, brother, you did not fail me at all. I carved my own path.
The dragon stretched his great wings and flew to Karven’s side.
“Finn? Is it really you?” said Vartan, tears filling his vision. “By the gods, can it really be true? All these years, I thought you were dead.”
It was Karven who responded. “You weren't ready to hear the truth that night, but the time has come. Our kind has had many gifts bestowed upon us; however, some of us wish to experience being mortal, and to live a human life. There is only one path that leads to that particular destination, and it happens to be irreversible.”
“What is this path you’re talking about? And what has it got to do with me?” asked Vartan.
“It takes the form of a spell of the highest order, and one that can only be cast upon a dragon who truly wishes in his or her heart to be human. Once dragons transform, they cannot return to their forms until the event of death and the rebirth of life. Last but not least, the spell only works once. Many years ago, two of our kind requested the spell of human life, and it was granted."
"I get all of this, I really do… But what does that have to do with me?” Vartan repeated.
“The two dragons who were granted this spell were your mother and father."
“You can’t be serious! Are you suggesting that I’m a…” Vartan trailed off.
“Yes, that is exactly what I’m suggesting. You may not have been born of scales, but two humans of dragon blood created you, and of course, your brother,” said Karven.
Vartan looked from Karven to Finn and stepped back in bewilderment. Looking upon the dragon Finn once more, he began to see similarities in the features of the dragon’s face; most notable were Finn’s eyes.
Karven addressed him again. “The spell allows this to happen, but you must understand that if you are killed or — should you be lucky — die of old age, you will never be able to return to your human form again. And your dreams are not dreams at all; they are visions."
Vartan’s face contorted as he asked, “Visions?”
“They are visions of the past, the present and of the future. Although you are as fragile as any other human, you are empowered with many of our gifts. Magic, visions and telepathy are all skills you can learn to harness.”
Vartan put his hands on Finn’s neck and attempted to give his brother a hug. “I have missed you, Finn. I just can’t believe it’s really you.”
“Do you know why Greenhaven has been attacked?” asked Karven. “Why Kassina would take such a bold risk? Have you ever wondered at its beauty, and how such a structure could be realised by human ambition alone as your history books have taught you?”
Vartan released his brother’s scaly neck and turned his full attention back to the King of Dragons. “Of course I have."
“Many thousands of years ago, the ancients, our allies, built a weapon of immense capability. Talonsphere is an artefact that was created as a last resort to completely destroy the Forces of Darkness.”
“How do you know all of this? Why haven't I been told this before?”
“I know all of this because we helped them to build it. And is it such a surprise to you that nobody would share this with you? Not even the late King Arman knew the full history of Greenhaven and some secrets are guarded for a good reason. This is not the first time in history that we have faced the Forces of Darkness, Vartan, and it likely won’t be the last. However, the prophecy has almost been fulfilled. We have a chance to rid the world of our oppressors forever and experience eternal peace, and it all depends on you.”
“Me? What are you talking about? How do I fit into this prophecy?”
“The prophecy says that a man born of two dragons in human form will unlock the Talonsphere and rid the world of the dark forces that plague us. You are the final hope, for your kind and ours. Finn is unable to fulfil this prophecy, as he has returned to his true dragon form."
Vartan paled as he stared into the distance. "I understand. So I am the last hope for Marithia… This is quite the burden to bear. What else can you tell me?"
"Greenhaven was built to designs found in ancient scrolls, and its intended purpose is to protect this weapon, the Talonsphere. However, the language of the ancients is no longer spoken, and the average Marithian is unable to read the written word. Only a few have passed the ancient language on to their children. One of those children was King Arman. Upon his ascension to the throne, he was provided access to the royal library, including the ancient scrolls. After years of study, he located the blueprints of Greenhaven, and learned that Talonsphere was buried at a location hidden in the scrolls."
“Then Kassina can destroy it?” asked Vartan.
“That is the greatest of all our fears. If the weapon were to be destroyed, then we would lose the chance to rid the world once and for all of the Forces of Darkness. We would all become slaves to the underworld."
“Surely you could just build another Talonsphere?”
Karven let out a chuckle. “If only it were that easy, Vartan. The ancients disappeared long ago, without a trace: none of those with the necessary skills to build such a weapon are alive. The materials alone would take hundreds of years to collect, even if we had the ancients here to build it. No, this is our only chance. We need to recapture Greenhaven, and we will not be able to do it alone. Even with our powers, we could be overwhelmed by Kassina’s forces. Our numbers are limited; we will need allies, and the strength of our combined efforts."
“Queen Andrielle and Princess Helenia… They should have escaped to the Elven Woods — I remember the king's commands myself. The elves would prove the strongest of allies. They practice powerful elven magic and should have the numbers we need. I also still have a duty as a knight to ensure their safety, and I must see them again. Can we not travel there now?"
“You are wise beyond your years, Vartan,” replied Karven. “If what you say is true, then we must seek out the elves for reasons other than this war alone. However, you need training in the arts of magic before we even think of letting you leave the protection of our island. Come and eat with us, and regain your strength. If the queen and princess are still alive, then we have plenty of time on our side.”
“I understand, but I need to seek out Helenia soon. I can ill afford to waste time,” said Vartan.
“I understand your feelings completely,” said Karven. “But you must learn to trust in our guidance. We only have your best interests at heart. You will not be misled by any dragon-it is others which you need to be wary of.”
Vartan watched as another dragon flew over to them, a freshly killed calf gripped firmly in his talons. He dropped the carcass in front of them and returned to his position in the circle. Vartan's stomach turned at the sight of the deceased animal. “Thank you, Karven; I appreciate your kindness. I really am starving, but I don't eat raw meat."
Finn laughed heartily, took a deep breath and engulfed the calf in a breath of flames. “Is that cooked enough, brother? Or would you like it crisper?”
Karven’s face hardened and his voice reverberated in Vartan’s mind.
Vartan, there is something very important you and I need to discuss about Talonsphere. We shall talk about this in private. Just let me know when you’re ready, as I’m sure you would like some time alone with Finn. But we must soon take flight to the Elven Woods. Use this time wisely.



Chapter 6: In Love and War



“Many of our people looked to King Arman for guidance, and he did the very best he could to provide that to them. It was his responsibility as King of Greenhaven to protect them.

With one hand, he held them to his bosom and provided them the love that they craved from their king. With the other, he grasped his sword vigilantly to defend them at any cost, even against his own son.

He gave his life in an attempt to rid Marithia of any threat that would harm them and we will forever remember him as the king of the people, a protector of Marithians.”

(Queen Andrielle of Veldrenn)


The precise location of Veldrenn, deep in the Elven Woods, was a well-kept secret. It was hidden far from the gaze of any prying eyes, and not even the alliance with Greenhaven permitted its location to be revealed. The elves believed that remaining hidden was their first and best line of defence. While Kassina’s forces now searched aimlessly through the many lands between them, Andrielle knew that they had plenty of time before they might possibly be found.
Although they succeeded in keeping their home a secret, they took no chances. Veldrenn was extremely well-protected and it was this protection that had kept its location unknown to outsiders. It was inevitable that they could be accidentally found at any time, and so lookout faeries resided in the surrounding trees for great distances, and would signal an intruder’s presence; in return, the elves provided protection from wild predators that threatened the survival of faeriekind. The great oak trees were also enchanted by elven magic to create a dark canopy that served to confuse even the best trackers. If anyone were to somehow find their way through the great maze of trees, they would then have to face the elven guards, who were permanently stationed around the outskirts of Veldrenn. Each guard was trained to the level of Master in magic, and all were expert swordsmen.
The city itself was surrounded by menacing walls of closely placed oak trees that were under the control of the elven queen, and could be shifted as desired by the elves. Within those walls, the elves had built their homes in gigantic trees that were enchanted to grow swiftly into whatever shape the elves required. Queen Andrielle’s home was well-placed in the centre of the great city, and was the largest of them all. The elves had carved extraordinarily detailed images of animals into its surface. Sapphires, diamonds and rubies were used to enhance the carvings and decorated the animal's eyes. Long swatches of red silk were hung from the branches, which swayed in the wind when the canopy was opened.
Princess Helenia wiped the built-up tears from her eyes as she bit into the soft honey bread. Its sweet taste and soft texture only worsened the longing in her heart. Queen Andrielle and the remaining knights also joined her at the table. The Elven Queen took a deep breath to cut through the silence and prepared herself to address the table.
"We have already spent too many days in mourning, and it is important that we discuss the difficult matters which I know we would all prefer to avoid. We must accept that we cannot change events that have already passed, and I know that my words will not make the pain of our losses any easier, but we are all safe here, aren't we? We have no choice but to stay here and work together. Brave men, you are all welcome to reside with us in Veldrenn. I understand that you may wish to seek your own vengeance or seek out your families, and I would not stop you if you chose to leave our city to pursue those desires.”
The knights stopped eating and slowly turned to look at each other, before they all nodded in agreement. They all knew that only one choice would be made. One of them rose to his feet and spoke for them all, bowing to Andrielle. “My Queen, you knew our bravest knight, Vartan. All here will agree that he was the strongest of all of us, and we do hope he finds us here; the gods know that we could use his help. However, I gladly accept the responsibility of leading the knights in his absence. My name is Dryden, my Queen. We served you in Greenhaven and will serve you with our lives wherever you may take us."
Andrielle smiled at them warmly. “Then let it be so, Sir Dryden. Greenhaven may be lost, but chivalry and honour can never be taken from us. Former Knights of Greenhaven, stand and give your oaths to become Knights of the Elves. You may induct yourselves as you would have in Greenhaven.”
The knights stood as one and drew swords, connecting the tips of their shiny blades in the centre of the table.
“We swear never to use violence without purpose; never to submit to murder or treason. We swear on our honour as knights to give mercy when asked, and to protect all innocents and enforce their rights. We promise never to fight in any unjust cause, or to fight for personal gain. This oath we take upon our Knighthood of the Elves.”
Andrielle nodded gently for them to sit. “Be seated, Knights of the Elves! Welcome to your new home. Allow me to introduce you to our finest elven warrior, General Faowind. He will work with you to establish a new army — a combined army — that will be strengthened by both the skills and training of your knights, and the magic and enchantments of the elves.”
The knights all watched in amazement as an empty chair was engulfed by a thick puff of white smoke. As it cleared, the elven general was revealed. Faowind was a tall elf, visibly battle-hardened, with numerous scars of combat marking his otherwise smooth skin. He had long, silver hair, tied back tightly in a ponytail. Faowind smiled as he looked over the knights, his pearly white teeth glistening. “Welcome, brave knights. The pleasure of our meeting is all mine. Our people cannot thank you enough for bringing our queen and princess home safely and unharmed, and we will be forever in your debt for doing so.” His gaze swept around the new Knights of the Elves. “I will do my best to teach you everything I know, given that undisturbed time is of an uncertain nature. Be prepared, as there will be challenges ahead. We need to work together to build an army capable not only of defending our city, but ultimately of reclaiming Greenhaven and returning it to its former glory. Know that Arman’s death will not go unavenged. For the king!”
The knights raised their glasses in unison and shouted, “For the king!” They drank heartily, pounding their glasses on the table and wiping their mouths.
Andrielle raised her hand to settle them down as she addressed them once again. “Our good spirits are returning, but we can never forget the lives that we lost in Greenhaven. Dryden, I am sure that Arman’s instructions would have included saving our most sacred scrolls. One of them is partly damaged. What I am about to say stays within this room, as the last thing we need right now is panic and hysteria among us. It’s about time that we openly discuss Talonsphere.”
The knights stared at each other silently in astonishment until Dryden found the courage to speak up. He spoke cautiously, “My Queen, with all due respect… Talonsphere only exists in legends and fables. We cannot put our faith in ancient stories to save us."
Andrielle reached under the table to produce a dirty old scroll that at first appeared unremarkable. Half of it had been hastily torn away, but their eyes lit up with curiosity when she opened what was left of it. As the dust fell off the scroll, it appeared at first glance to be blank.
“Not everything is as it appears,” said the queen with a knowing smile. She took a deep breath and blew warm air down the scroll. The dust cloud made them cough as they waved it away.
“ Redivivet, ” she whispered.
The scroll glowed with a white light as a layer fell away from its surface to reveal a shining golden map. They all gazed in awe and disbelief at what was now before their eyes.
Andrielle spoke firmly. “We should assume that Kassina holds the other half of this scroll. However, Derian was never entrusted with the secrets of the scrolls, which proved a wise move under the circumstances. The portion they hold is only an illusion, ink magically formed to mislead the wielder. We alone hold Talonsphere’s true location. They may find it by absolute chance, but that is a risk we will have to accept.”
The queen quickly rolled up the scroll and carefully returned it to its leather binding. Placing her hands on the table and leaning forward, she continued. “We must reclaim Greenhaven and protect Talonsphere at all costs. There is something else about Talonsphere that is crucial to our success in this war, and that we are still missing; we don’t know where to find the key, the prophecy, to activate this weapon."
Dryden paled at the revelation. “By the gods, are all the songstresses in Greenhaven singing of the truth? Talonsphere? The tale of the boy born of dragon blood?”
“I speak the truth, Dryden. The best way to keep such a secret hidden is to display it in plain sight. Nobody believes in something unbelievable that is given to them on a silver platter, especially if it’s sung to them by a songstress. We lived in the hope that eventually the boy would seek us out, visit the royal chambers to reveal himself, and unlock Talonsphere to rid Marithia of the tyranny of darkness for eternity. This is all that I know. All we can do now is hope for a sign.” She sighed, and returned to her seat.
The entire company returned to eating quietly, deep in their own thoughts.
Helenia!
The princess was so shocked by his voice filling her mind that she dropped her food on the floor.
Did I imagine that? she thought, her eyes widening.
Helenia, it’s me-Vartan!
“Vartan!” she cried out in delight, her voice startling everyone at the table.
Andrielle gently placed a hand on her wrist and whispered, “Helenia, are you all right?”
The princess leapt from her chair anxiously. “It’s Vartan-he’s alive! He says he’s flying, with dragons. They are circling above us and ask if we can open the trees to let them in.”
Everyone else at the table burst out of their seats with excitement at the thought of Vartan’s return. Andrielle quickly regained her composure. “Wait-did you say dragons? This may be Kassina’s trickery. If it really is Vartan, and he is in the company of dragons, ask him to name any of the dragons he accompanies.” Andrielle’s eyes revealed her confidence that Helenia was wrong.
Helenia's eyes glazed over momentarily; then she smiled as she turned her beaming face to her mother.
“He is with Karven and Nymira, King and Queen of the Dragons.”
Andrielle was frozen still for a moment as the realisation sank in. Suddenly she rose from her chair, equally full of disbelief and hope. “I truly can’t believe it. Dragons still live among us, after all this time? Of course, we will open the tree canopy immediately. Ineant omnes.”
Sounds of wood creaking and groaning heavily filled the city, as the giant trees began to move. In the centre of Veldrenn, beams of bright daylight broke through the trees as the sky opened up.
They all looked to the sky with anticipation, which quickly turned to disappointment. Dryden drew his sword and the other knights followed, surrounding Andrielle. "I don't see dragons-I see nothing but open air. This may indeed be Kassina's trickery! Protect the queen!"
Two heavy objects landed on elven soil together, shaking the ground slightly with their graceful entrance. Rumbles were heard around the city and all inhabitants of the city stared in wonder as nothing but fresh giant footprints could be seen in the grass. The knights held their ground around Queen Andrielle, hands gripping their swords tightly.
“What now, my Queen?” asked Dryden.
“Stay your weapons and remain by my side. If these really are dragons, they mean us no harm,” she replied. The knights followed her order and sheathed their swords, a firm grip remaining on their hilts. As the dragons slowly revealed themselves, there was a collective sharp intake of breath when their forms came into view. Both Karven and Nymira were suited from head to claws in their complete magical dragon armour and stood side by side. Their scales provided them with protection against hand-held weaponry, but they were taking no chances travelling into Marithia with Kassina roaming free, as she was likely to empower her armies with weapons powerful enough to dispatch dragons.
Andrielle spoke loudly and clearly. “People of Veldrenn, let us pay our respects to the King and Queen of the Dragons.”
The entire city fell to one knee and bowed their heads as the dragons slowly retracted their giant wings. There was an overwhelming silence; the only sounds were those of the trees as they slowly bent back into their protective positions.
“Welcome, Karven and Nymira. We are humbled by your presence. I hope that you feel at home in our city. I must say, it truly is an honour to have you here with us. After all, dragons were thought to be extinct-thank the gods that it isn't the case. May I ask, is Vartan really with you?”
“Of course I am here, my Queen,” Vartan replied. The dragons moved aside to reveal Vartan standing behind them, clutching a large wooden chest. Princess Helenia wept with joy as she ran to Vartan, who dropped the chest to the ground as they threw their arms around each other in a loving embrace. Andrielle and the knights stared wide-eyed as Helenia placed a soft kiss on Vartan’s lips. Queen Andrielle smiled uneasily as she saw true love in her daughter’s eyes for the first time, but was torn with the parental instinct of protecting her daughter.
Andrielle spoke with a wavering voice. “Vartan, I can’t believe you’re alive. I thought you were…”
“ Dead, my queen? I thought the same fate had befallen yourself and Helenia.”
Karven turned his great head to Andrielle, sensing the mixed emotions in her body. “Thank you for the warm welcome. Our kind has not always been treated with such respect, and we are aware of the general Marithian belief of our demise, but as you can see, we are far from extinct. It is also a pleasure to meet you in the flesh, Elven Queen Andrielle. I believe we have the same interests and a common enemy, and so we cannot afford to waste any time.”
“Dragons are always welcome here, Karven. Did you have something urgent you wished to discuss with me? To what do we owe the pleasure of this audience?” asked Andrielle.
“We seek an alliance with the elves, whom we respect as we do our own kind. We know of the vicious attack on Greenhaven by the dark sorceress Kassina, and what the consequences of such a bold move are likely to be. We must join forces if we are to have a chance of turning the tide of this war. We are indeed powerful creatures, but are not enough in number to do this alone.”
Andrielle smiled warmly in disbelief, the colour returning to her face. “Dragons seek the help of the elves? Karven, you bring the answers to our hopes and prayers, as we would like nothing more than an alliance with the great dragons. We offer all that we have, along with the promise that our alliance shall never be broken."
Nymira turned to speak. “Then let it be done and we shall speak the words of the ancients to forge our alliance, as witnessed by the gods.”
Andrielle nodded, slowly making her way to the dragons, who had bowed their heads down to her level. She placed the palms of her hands on Nymira and Karven’s heads and breathed deeply. The dragons spoke in unison, “ Speramus amicitiae nostrae memoriam sempiternam fore. ”
The city’s inhabitants were thrown back as a burst of green radiating energy erupted between the royals. A shiny ball of luminescence now hovered above them as the people of the city staggered back to their feet. Within the sphere was the glittery outline of a dragon, an elf astride it with a sword drawn high. Before anyone could speak, it launched itself through the trees and up into the sky at lightning speed. Karven took a deep breath and raised his head. “Elves of the city, you should know that your trust is well-placed in our alliance. To prepare ourselves for war, we will require a large quantity of the best weapons and armour. I present to you a token gift of our newfound alliance which should buy us all the goods we need."
Nymira craned her neck down and gently nudged open the box with her nose to reveal thousands of diamonds and gemstones that sparkled within. She pushed the heavy chest forward toward the elven queen.
Andrielle smiled as she was filled with new hope. “People of our great city, tonight we dine and celebrate the start of a new era-the age of elves and dragons united and working together as one!”
The people of the city cheered and the roar of their applause was almost drowned out by the dragons blowing jets of fire into the air.



Chapter 7: Cat and Mouse



“War is a bitter tonic that is hard to swallow. Death and horror will plague my nightmares until the end of my days. Will I ever return to my life as a princess? Am I doomed to struggle for the rest of my days?

Vartan, my love, he lives! We were torn apart by this war, and I can only hope that he doesn’t perish and leave me broken-hearted and alone in Marithia.”

(Princess Helenia of Veldrenn)


The fire crackled loudly as it sent embers flying into the air. The Jade Inn’s fireplace warmed and lit the chilled faces of those who sheltered within. As a contrast to its usually lively atmosphere, this evening the inn was eerily silent.
Tusdar stared through the foggy window and caught a wolf as it howled deep into the dark night, its furry form atop a mountain shadowed by the bright light of the moon. He brought a cold cup of ale to his lips and drank deeply. He wiped away the froth and broke the silence. “Enough, people — that’s enough! Yes, we are in dark times, but let us celebrate and defy the tyrants that silence us."
A man in the crowd shrugged. “Celebrate?” he sneered. “What do we have to celebrate, Tusdar? Greenhaven is lost to us, and if our greatest city could fall… What hope do any of us have? It’s only a matter of time before they come for the rest of us. Everyone I know is dead at the hands of that witch Kassina, and you expect me to celebrate?”
Hildar put down a bottle at the bar with a piercing thud, interrupting them both. His smile was infectious and his eyes glinted as if still hopeful. “Indeed, Tusdar, we should celebrate! By the grace of the gods, we still have our lives, and that alone is worthy of a celebration, isn't it?"
A strikingly beautiful woman with long black hair covering most of her face, wearing ornate silky clothing, sat close to the fire, a violin poking out of her bag. Her chest heaved as she sighed, facing the fire, “Perhaps we are all missing the point. Your words are truer than an arrow piercing the heart. Thank you for giving us hope, in a time when all seems lost.”
Hildar poured a half glass of ale and slid it roughly across the floor to come to a shaky stop by her legs. “Sweet songstress, here's a drink on the house. Others may not recognise you, but I would know that famed voice anywhere. Lynn, would you be as kind as to sing for us and raise our spirits?"
Lynn turned her head and smiled warmly. She nodded in agreement and took out her instrument. Taking a deep breath through her full, red lips, she blew the dust off her violin. Everyone’s eyes fell on her in anticipation as she laid her bow into position. As she played the first sweet, soft note, they closed their eyes and thought of happier times.
She parted her lips and began to sing “The Legend of Talonsphere”:
“ In blood of scales and days of kings, came a boy to save us all.
Let us sing in merriment, our voices large and small.
For all we fear in the shadows, will be destroyed with the light.
Talonsphere rises from the ground, and brings fire to the night.”
Suddenly the inn’s door creaked opened slowly and two tall figures stepped through it. Everyone’s hair stood on end and a chill tickled their spines as they recognised the dark presences that had entered the room. The songstress gasped and lowered her violin as her song was interrupted, and all turned to see Kassina and Derian, arms crossed, standing in front of the now-closed door. Derian wore his royal robes and his father's crown. Kassina stood tall, with her hair draped over the leather shoulders of her corset and covering the right half of her face. Daggers were bound across her ribs and her tight pants disappeared into a pair of leather boots laced to her knees. The hilts of a pair of swords peeked out from behind her shoulders.
Tusdar reached behind his seat slowly and grasped Vartan’s bow, which was still resting against his chair. Sweat formed on his brow and his heart pounded in his chest.
“Songstress,” sneered Kassina, “you don’t have to stop on our account. Please, continue on with your tale of this legend.”
She took a seat with Derian near the fireplace, crossing her legs and dangling her boot playfully. As everyone remained silent, her smile morphed to a scowl. She twisted her wrist and sent a bolt of lightning into one of the men closest to her. He screamed out in agony as his body went into convulsions.
“I said, finish the song!” Kassina snapped. “Certainly you are not deaf as well as stupid, or I should be surprised that you could play such an instrument.”
Hildar's eyes narrowed defiantly. “That’s enough!” he growled. “Tell us what you want from us, witch."
Kassina viciously kicked back her chair as she rose in anger, snarling at the inn’s patrons. “How dare you! Is this how you greet your new king and queen? We should kill everyone, here and now, solely due to your insolence. Come to think of it, all of this is starting to make me feel hungry.” She turned her head to Tusdar’s table, watching him from the corner of her eye. “And please, get your hands off Vartan’s bow. I would recognise that weapon anywhere, and I can see exactly what you are doing. You, of all people, couldn’t handle such a weapon. I am sure you are not in the mood for much bloodshed tonight. Would I be right?”
Tusdar said nothing.
She arched an eyebrow. “Although it does bring to mind the obvious question, what on Marithia are you doing with his bow in the first place?” she asked, scanning the inn with her piercing eyes. “Is he here somewhere? Hiding upstairs, like the cowardly little boy that he is? Or shivering in some dark corner at my presence?”
Tusdar's voice strained and his lip quivered as he answered. “No, great sorceress… I mean… my Queen. His horse found its way home to the inn and I took the bow from his pack. You will not find him anywhere here, so you best look elsewhere if you want to find him. I speak the truth and would not defy you."
Kassina smiled, revealing small glints of fang. “Thank you for your amazing report. But you think you speak the truth? I’ll be the judge of what the truth is. Although it is a pleasure that finally there is someone here who can show his new queen the respect she deserves. As for the rest of you, I will spare all of your lives if you tell me where to find that slippery rat Aidan. Derian tells me that Aidan was the only royal guard to escape Greenhaven alive. His blood left a trail in this direction, so don't bother lying to me."
One of the men in the room spoke up. “My Queen, I was here a few days ago when Aidan was brought into the inn in Vartan's arms. He was taken upstairs by a healer, but that is all I know.”
Kassina turned to Derian and giggled. “Would you look at that, my sweet? We have some potential in these humans other than to whet my appetite. Consider your life spared, young man. Derian, let us pay a hospitable visit to the rooms upstairs, shall we?”
Hildar sent an icy-cold stare toward the informant as he interrupted them. “Why don’t you have some drinks and join us, so we can welcome you properly as our new king and queen? After all, this would be cause for a celebration and it would be an honour to serve you. There is nobody up there but a few of our paying guests. That man is confused, and I have never seen him here before today. My inn does not hold any injured men."
Trisa wet another soft rag with cool water and laid it gently on Aidan’s forehead. "You have already begun to heal and are well on the road to recovery."
The room was warmed by the small fireplace near the bed, and Aidan couldn’t help but feel very comfortable in her care. When he spoke, his voice was weak. “I don’t know how I will ever thank you, Trisa… you saved my life."
“It is not me you should be grateful to. I am just doing my work. Thank the young knight who left a pile of shiny king's gold to save you. I believe his name was Vartan."
Aidan smiled as he began to recall snippets of the events that had taken place. “Of course, I remember now. It was Sir Vartan. One kind deed deserves another, and I will never forget him. I owe Vartan a lot more than I ever did for him in Greenhaven. How long have I been here?”
“Many days have passed before your eyes opened, but your will is strong and so are my potions. Thanks to your friend's gold, I was able to make the rare ones needed to keep your body alive while I used enchanted scrolls to speed up the healing process."
All of a sudden loud, heavy footsteps echoed from the stairs. Aidan shot up in bed and then winced, hunching over at the pain from his healing ribs.
He desperately searched for a weapon near his bed and he asked through quickened breath, “Who is that?”
Kassina and Derian ascended the inn’s stairs to discover three locked doors with low light escaping the cracks in the door. They stood at the entrance to the corridor, their silhouettes flickering shadows in the firelight from the inn's fireplace.
Kassina's laugh echoed down the corridor. “Derian, do you feel lucky tonight? Maybe we should get a room and start really enjoying our time together. What do you say?”
With a grin on his face, Derian marched his way to the first door and kicked it with all his might. He sent the door flying across the room, narrowly missing a frightened couple making love in the bed.
“Oh dear, it appears we interrupted something that we want to be doing. Don't let us stop you — please continue on with our blessing!” laughed Derian as they approached the second door.
Kassina shook her head and sighed. “Derian, do be more subtle. What good is anyone to us if you’re just going to splatter them like the bugs they are? Allow me." She lifted her index finger, which bore a ring in the form of a coiled snake, to the lock, and she whispered a spell. The lock hummed and clicked open. She eased the door open slowly as it let out a groaning sound. The room was empty, save the inn’s dusty furniture.
Derian pouted. “Does nobody ever clean this place? Disgusting! Well, that leaves only one room."
Kassina turned her head and stared disdainfully at Derian. “ Well, I would have never known that. How amazingly perceptive of you. Did they teach you to count in that big city as well?”
Trisa turned her attention to the door as footsteps came closer and the shadow of legs could be seen. “Who is it?” she asked, sliding a shiny dagger out from her boot.
Derian knocked playfully on the last door of the inn. “Hello, little mouse? Why don’t you just open the door for us and save us the trouble of opening it for you?”
They waited a few tense moments without a reply. Derian shrugged. "Then you best get out of the way!" he yelled. He growled as he booted the door open with his full strength.
Trisa spun around at the sound of the door being smashed open and crashing into her cottage walls, to see a tall man stumbling in and trying to keep his balance, his arms piled high with wood.
Trisa put away her dagger. “Jamik!” she yelled. “How on Marithia can you be so clumsy? The doors have handles, you know!”
Jamik replied sheepishly. “I’m sorry, madam. I lost my balance, as my arms are full of the firewood, you know? I tripped into the door.”
“By the gods, Jamik, you managed to scare us half to death!” said Trisa with a warm smile. “Thank the stars we moved out of that horribly small inn and came home. Remember that part of the healing process is to not kill people with fright, even if it does generate business.”
Jamik placed the wood down carefully and nodded as he closed the door behind him. Aidan eased himself back into his bed and rested his eyes once again. "I thought it was that wench, Kassina."
“Never fear, Aidan. I may not be a dark sorceress, but I have some tricks of my own. She would have great difficulty finding us here. In fact, nobody should be able to find us here. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for when you leave." Trisa walked to the corner of her room, heaved open one of the drawers of a dark, wooden desk and reached inside to retrieve an impressive pearly orb that emitted a slight humming sound. She sat at the end of his bed, her heavy robe draping over the blanket. “Now, I have something for you to try. If your heart truly desires an answer, you will see it in this orb. Some would believe that knowing answers can alter the path of their lives or bring them closure. Some would rather leave some questions unanswered. I will not force you to take it, but the choice is yours."
She held the orb out in the palm of her hand, and Aidan couldn’t help but look into it. The orb began to change colour to a light purple and hummed louder.
She smiled at him reassuringly. “Ah yes — it appears that your heart truly does seek an answer. Hold it tightly in your hands and ask of it whatever you wish.”
Aidan gently took the orb; surprisingly, it was as light as a feather. He lifted it up in front of his chest and stared deeply into it, his face hardening as he focused.
Does Vartan live? he thought.
Within the orb, he saw small flashes of movement and swirls of colour. At first it was just a few hues, then suddenly the mist cleared and he saw dragons as they flew higher in the sky than the eye could see.
“It can’t be-dragons don’t exist. Everybody knows that they died out long ago,” said Aidan.
“If you see it, then it is simply as it is,” replied Trisa. “Nothing is trickery in the Orb of Farsight. Dragons, you say? I would never have thought it possible either, but it must be so. That is certainly an interesting turn of events. We have not seen dragons in Marithia for a very long time.”
As the orb took him closer to the flying legends, he made out a man held within the claws of the largest of the dragons, his hair fluttering in the wind. Aidan beamed. “That must be Vartan. He is alive!”
Where are they headed? he wondered.
Suddenly, the vision in the orb flew ahead at incredible speed and lowered its view down to a city within a giant dome of sparkling magic.
Aidan's eyes widened as he blurted, “He’s headed to She’Ma’Ryn? But why would he do that? Surely Kassina will find them there. I have to get out of here and help him!” He tried to get up but fell back into the bed in agony and struggled to catch his breath.
Trisa smiled, but her expression was full of compassion for him. “The way you are now, you will not be helping anyone, regardless of your good intentions. You would instead need the help of others. If Kassina even attempted to set foot in She’Ma’Ryn, she would be torn to shreds within seconds. Have you never been there? The city has hundreds of enchanted guardians, and is a trade port between cities, lands and even between worlds. There are forces there that she would not even begin to understand. Elements that are unknown to Marithia can be traded there, which is likely why Vartan is headed to it. She wouldn’t be stupid enough to venture near the city-well, at least she wouldn’t want to be.”
“If the guardians are so powerful, why don’t they help us in Marithia?”
“My dear Aidan, it is so much more complicated than that. It takes immense power for those guardians and traders to even arrive into the realm of Marithia. The city itself was built to house them, and provide them with all the power they need to survive within its magical walls. The ancients built the city… with some help. They sent out messages throughout the stars with the promise of its protection, and in return for that protection, the guardians watch over it fiercely.”
What would Vartan want in She’Ma’Ryn? he thought.
The orb hummed as its vision flew closer; it got as far as the great gates to the city before it ground to a halt.
“I know of no powers great enough to breach the walls of the city,” said Trisa. “I think that’s enough magic for today.” She gently prised the orb out of Aidan’s hands and returned it to the drawer. Then she slipped into the bed beside him and whispered with a wink, “Now, would you like me to kiss you better?”



Chapter 8: How I Wonder



“I have never seen such childish rage — they almost tore the place apart! Now I have to rebuild so much furniture, fix the locks and the broken doors, and somehow make everyone feel safe enough to come here again. Maybe I should just give up the Inn, but that would be what they want me to do.

I suppose we really should count ourselves lucky. In Kassina’s haste, they both left the inn without shedding any blood. The gods only know if we’ll be so lucky next time they pay us a visit.

How long will it take before a hero will rise to face them? Somebody has to save us all.”

(Hildar, Innkeeper)


The moon shone brightly in the inky, star-speckled sky, as if a god had opened a single eye to gaze upon the troubled realm of Marithia. The lands were fast asleep, with only the howls of wolves and gentle hoots of owls breaking the uncomfortable silence. A lone wolf made its way through the shadows of the trees, heading towards the mystical lights of the great trade city. It stopped for a moment to sniff the humid air, breathing out faint curls of mist in the moonlight, and allowed the smells of the night to guide its way forward. The wolf was suddenly startled by wildly swaying trees. It stared into the sky and cocked its head in recognition. Lowering its ears, it bolted away from the city, disappearing into the cover of darkness.
One by one, the dragons landed in the forest, finding gaps between the trees to fit their great bodies into. Having flown through gathering clouds, they shook the now muddied water off their hides. Vartan also shook off the blown dust, and turned his gaze to the magnificent sight of She’Ma’Ryn. His sharp intake of breath gave away his surprise.
The city was built into the side of a tall, rocky mountain, as if a giant section of it had been cut out solely for the purpose. A gigantic magical dome protected the city, and through it a thin beam of white light shot up past the stars and into the unknown.
“This is amazing!” proclaimed Vartan. “So now I have finally seen the wondrous She’Ma’Ryn my father always talked about. If I were him, I’d surely like to come more often than once a year!”.
Karven laughed. “Of course you would, Vartan. But the guardians of the city only allow Marithians one visit a year, unless they have been granted special rights by the council of traders."
Two dragons approached, pushing a heavy cart containing two wooden chests laden with treasures. The closest dragon bowed and breathed, "The trade treasure is all accounted for, as you ordered, sire."
The sound of twigs breaking and leaves rustling filled the air as Karven pushed the cart towards Vartan with his nose. Vartan nodded to the dragons and dragged the heavy cart in the direction of She’Ma’Ryn as he continued the conversation. He spoke through puffed breaths. “I see. Well then, how do you suppose we are going to get inside the city right now? It’s not the right time of year, is it?"
Karven cocked his head as he spoke. “I happen to be the very first trade councillor, and I can grant you permission to enter at any moment of my choosing. How do you think the ancients built the city? Do you think they carved it into the mountain all by themselves? You will see that dragons are capable of building more than just weapons.”
Vartan's reply was soft. “I see, Karven,” he smiled. “It appears that there is far more to dragons than I first realised."
They approached the city on a well-beaten path that led to two gargantuan marble statues of dragons. As the statues came into sight, the travellers could see the heat escaping the nostrils of the statues and their shiny blue eyes moving to follow their position. Well, that makes sense, thought Vartan in hindsight.
In between the statues stood two heavily armed guardians, protected by the magic dome. Vartan had never seen anyone like them before. They were twice the size of the biggest man he had ever laid eyes upon. Their armour was a strange shade of blue that lightened and darkened to blend in with their surroundings. The guardians drew their weapons as Vartan and the dragons neared the gate. At first their swords appeared quite small and ill-equipped in their oversized hands, but then they gripped the handles of their swords tightly and the weapons’ enchantments activated; their blades slid out with a strange metallic ring, doubling their length.
One of the guardians raised a hand at them and boomed, “State your business here and do not attempt to enter without permission. Consider yourselves warned-if you value your lives, heed our warning and go back the way you came."
Karven adjusted his scales to reveal his enormous body towering beside them, and lowered his head to meet the guardians on their level. “Vartan travels with me and has my permission to enter the city. His purpose is only to trade. I understand your caution, but there is no need for concern here. Please step aside and let him pass.”
The guardians squeezed their sword handles and retracted their weapons back to their original states. They both bowed towards Karven and resumed their positions.
“Great Councillor, please accept our apologies," said one of the guardians. "Vartan's entry is granted as an exception with your permission. There are only traders from other worlds within the city at this time, as it is not yet the season for your world’s trade festival. We hope their offerings will suffice. Will you grace the city with your presence today, Councillor Karven? Should we alert the Council?”
“No need to alert anyone,” responded Karven. “I will not be entering tonight, and will await Vartan’s return here.”
“As you wish, Councillor. We will watch over him closely to ensure his safety. No harm will befall him within our city. Please, Vartan, walk through the gate — you are safe here,” said the other guardian. He beckoned for Vartan to come inside.
The guardians both pushed on a device hidden from view in the back of the statues. The magical wall hummed as a pulsing purple slit appeared in the dome, which then widened and created an open gateway to allow him through.
The voice of Karven filled Vartan's mind. Vartan, remember that you carry with you a great deal of dragon and elven treasure. Do not waste it. How you trade is entirely up to you, but make sure it is a worthwhile trade and try not to spend too much time.
Vartan nodded in agreement, and walked through the opening to the city. As he stepped through, the sheer scale of She’Ma’Ryn came into view. Until this moment, Vartan had thought that Greenhaven was the largest city in Marithia. She’Ma’Ryn contained a spiderweb of streets crowded with both small and large buildings. Smoke bellowed from the many forges and occupied buildings. In all directions, guardians patrolled the streets. There were literally thousands of them, all of them heavily armed.
No wonder nobody ever tries to enter the city. Do these guardians ever sleep? thought Vartan.
A gate guardian turned his head towards Vartan and cocked it with curiosity. No, Vartan, we do not sleep. As we are creatures of magic, we do not require what you would call sleep. And we can hear you when you speak through your mind, just as we can hear the thoughts of anyone else who visits our city.
“I imagine that would come in handy to eliminate theft and crime?” asked Vartan.
“This is true, and we enjoy a mostly crimeless city as a result. We have zero tolerance for crimes, and theft is punishable by death.”
Vartan's face paled. “Stealing is punishable by death? That’s a bit over the top, don’t you think? What do you do to murderers?”
“The law is the law, and we serve the law, not question it. For our city to exist as a safe destination for many worlds, we need to adopt the highest levels of control. All crimes against the safety of the city or the people within the city are punishable by death. This is something that we make abundantly clear to anyone arriving here. Speaking of which, you may want to take a look at the interstellar portal. Be sure that it is only your sight that nears the building as it is off limits.”
In the centre of the city was a gigantic structure surrounded by yet more guardians. The building looked unlike anything he had ever seen. Its great doors were heavily guarded, but the building itself appeared almost like a living creature. Resembling a flower, its many metallic layers opened and closed like massive petals. It connected to the central beam of light which shot up and out of the city. Vartan stopped in his tracks and stared at it with his mouth gaped wide. "I have never seen anything like that before."
One of the guardians raised a finger to the building as the other turned to return to the gate. “Vartan, that is the only area you are not permitted to enter. There will likely be plenty of things here that you have never seen before. You are our guest, and as such, you are allowed to trade at any building with a raised flag. The raised flag signals to you that it is occupied with traders who are ready to conduct business. Is there anything in particular you are seeking?”
Vartan's imagination ran wild with ideas, but he remembered Karven's words. “Unfortunately, my time here is short. Where can I buy weapons and armour?"
The guardian pointed out one of the larger buildings to the north. “That is the District of Bloodshed; you will find what you seek there. You are lucky to visit the city at this time, as the traders are just preparing new stock for the upcoming trade festival. You will get first choice of their wares.”
Vartan nodded his thanks and boldly headed down the indicated path. On the way, he couldn’t help but take notice of other traders in the surrounding districts. There were beings of all kinds within the buildings. Some were human and elven, but most were clearly not from the world of Marithia. One district was alive with colour and activity. Strange music emanated from a building within, its beat making his heart pump faster with excitement.
It wouldn't hurt to take a little look, would it? he thought.
Wheeling his cart, he approached the district and took note of the flying flag. It appeared to be made of silk and lace, but it flew unnaturally slowly, as if it were in slow motion. Suddenly a tall voluptuous woman approached him. Her skin was a dark shade of grey; her hair was eerily translucent, and her eyes glowed blue. She extended a gloved hand to meet his and walked him toward the district's stores as she spoke with him. Her voice was almost a whisper. "We don't usually have outsiders visit the District of Pleasure before the festival. Welcome, I am Madame Flarantine, and this entire district belongs to me."
He felt a tingling as he passed the district's flag. She stopped near the smallest of buildings, with pink flames on its torches. The building appeared inviting and Flarantine leaned back on the door, extending her unnaturally long right leg from within her silky black dress. The straps of her red heeled shoe wrapped around her shapely calf and ended just below her knee.
Vartan smiled and bowed his head. "Thank you for the warm welcome, Madame, but I am short on time and am just passing through to the District of Bloodshed."
Flarantine pouted her blue lips and husked, "Well, this is disappointing. I was hoping for a customer tonight. You do realise that this area is enchanted, don't you? Time slows down here. A day in the district of pleasure will only cost you a quarter of your time. After all, we can never have enough time for pleasure, can we?"
Vartan raised an eyebrow in disbelief and turned to look back. The guardians in his view were moving at a slug's pace. "You weren't joking, were you?"
"I don't joke,” she said a grin. “It's not in my nature. Are you sure that you don't want to spend some time with me, inside?" She peered over his shoulder and her eyes twinkled. "You know… Time spent with me would not even cost you even one of your gems. In fact, it would buy you time with me in the future. It is said that my skills are the best in our corner of the galaxy."
Vartan blushed and began to walk further down the street.
Her voice called out from behind him, "Your heart belongs to a lucky woman. True love is a rarity in these parts. What is her name?"
Vartan turned to her and his face paled as he watched Flarantine shake her head of hair and transform into a perfect image of Helenia.
Approaching her cautiously, he blurted, "You can't be serious!"
"I doubt that is her name," laughed Flarantine heartily.
Staring at her from head to toe, his eyes widened. "How in Marithia did you manage to look exactly like Helenia?"
She cleared her throat and Helenia's voice spoke back to him. "Well, darling, I am not the best in the galaxy without good reasons. I have an ability to look inside your mind and take the form of anyone in your memory. Whatever tempts you." Approaching slowly, she extended her arm to lay her hand on his shoulder and slipped her other arm around him from behind. "Don't worry; I would never betray your trust. What happens here… stays here."
Vartan tensed as she lay her lips on his neck and whispered in his ear. "Have you ever wondered what it would be like with her? You could find out tonight, and nobody would ever know."
Vartan shook her off gently and turned to her. "It matters not what anyone would know, Flarantine. I would know. Thank you for your kind invitation, but I would never risk losing her, especially not for pleasure. She is far too precious to me."
Extending her arms out wide and bowing, she morphed back into her true form and whispered, "Very well, if you really are not interested. Enjoy your stay. But know this, I will always be here for you if you ever change your mind. You really don't know what you are missing."
Vartan nodded and continued on his way. He passed by various creatures and races from other worlds. Many buildings were focused on physical pleasures, with diverse beings standing in various states of undress. Their innumerable forms and colours were fascinating, but he simply smiled at their plentiful offers. The building playing music had caught his attention for a few moments. He had never seen such interesting instruments or heard such sounds in Marithia. One stringed instrument appeared to be powered by something which was connected inside the building.
You, come here. I have things that you will need, said a voice in his mind, distracting him from the musicians.
He stopped wheeling the heavy cart and looked around at the many traders in sight, desperately attempting to work out who had spoken to him.
Look for the small blue flag with a red circle, said the voice.
Vartan squinted as he scanned the kaleidoscopic view before discovering the described flag. He cautiously approached the trader and fully took in his appearance. For a moment, Vartan almost mistook him for a human being. On closer inspection he could see the being’s brilliant white skin and small slit of a mouth that marked him as anything but. The trader’s eyes were closed, but Vartan could still feel his direct stare, and it made his nerves uneasy.
I am pleased to meet you. You understand my thoughts as your mind interprets them into words of your own. I can read your mind, so please do not bother to haggle with me. I have some items that will aid you in your journey. Some of these artefacts are for you, and some are for those closest to you.
“Artefacts?” began Vartan. “Can you tell me-”
So you wish to know what I have for you, and you are worried about giving up your treasures in exchange for weapons of bloodshed. I told you I could read your mind — did you not believe me? Worry not, Vartan, as I am not trying to rob you of your treasures. After all, why would anyone want to risk their lives here? My assistant will only take what the artefacts are worth. They are all from different worlds and that is all I should tell you. It is what you might call ‘fate’ that you are here to receive them.
“What is your name? And what do you mean fate?”
My name does not matter. One of the artefacts will aid you in an important decision of life and death, another will save a life, and the last will reveal the truth behind lies. Even my telling you their purpose can affect your path. You can continue without them, but that decision will change your fate for eternity.
Vartan hesitated for a moment before answering. “You are asking a lot for me to trust you with so little information. I will accept your offer to take the artefacts, but how do I use them?”
Do not concern yourself with activating these objects, as once they find their true owners, they will bind to them and will activate themselves. Artefacts are not chosen; they choose you.
The trader lifted an arm toward the artefacts and made a noise like a bumblebee.
One by one, the artefacts gently lifted off the stall and hovered over to them before lazily descending into a bag by the trader’s feet. A hovering assistant grabbed hold of the bag and glided over to Vartan. He looked similar to the trader, but was smaller in size and visibly much younger. Vartan smiled warmly as he took the bag with both hands and placed it in the back of the cart. When he turned back, the assistant’s eyes opened. They swirled purple and blue and Vartan felt unable to look away from them.
Vartan couldn’t help but stare longer into his eyes, and as he looked deeper he began to see a vision of himself. He became entranced by the vision, as he did not recognise it from his memories. In this vision, he was completely surrounded by a fiercely raging battle, and many fires burned nearby. Bodies met with weapons, and blood soaked the ground around him, staining it a deep crimson. Suddenly, he saw himself flung backwards by a bolt of lightning. It was the dark sorceress Kassina, closing in on his fallen body with sword in her raised hands and a look of determination on her face.
Enough! boomed the trader’s thought, screeching through the minds of them both, and the assistant snapped his eyes shut again.
Our powers are not to be toyed with, my child, the trader scolded his assistant before addressing Vartan again. My apologies to you for my child’s actions, Vartan. It was not the right time for you to have seen that vision, if you should have seen it at all.
The trader’s son opened the laden chest and retrieved only a few glittering treasures in return. He turned to the side as he glided away and quietly sent a thought into Vartan’s mind.
Remember that the journey you take can be changed at any given moment. Changes that divert from your path will work like ripples in the continuum of time, creating a new parallel reality, said the assistant.
Vartan nodded at them both and continued on, somewhat puzzled. He left the District of Pleasure and spotted the District of Bloodshed straight ahead of him. He felt a tickling sensation as the district’s enchantment wore off and time returned to its usual momentum. He attempted to clear the vision from his mind and dissect what the trader’s son had said to him.
Kassina, he thought, trying to make sense of it all. Ripples in the continuum of time?
Vartan finally arrived at the great doors to the District of Bloodshed. Disturbingly, its flags were marked by magical blood that fell in heavy clots to splatter on the ground before instantly disappearing.
Interesting method of signage, thought Vartan as he moved to enter the building.
The building’s guardians moved abruptly aside to allow him entry. "Good luck with your trades, sir."
The building was filled with sounds of weapons being forged, and various languages were being spoken that Vartan could not understand. Every now and again, he could hear his own tongue being spoken. Strange that some beings from other worlds speak my language, he thought. Now, who shall I bargain with today?
He moved quietly through the stalls, observing the strange weapons being manufactured and beings inhabiting the building. There was an abundance of merchants and traders who all watched the large cart behind him closely, like predators stalking prey. Vartan couldn’t help but halt and take notice of one particular trader, who was not at all interested in his heavy cart. The trader looked quite relaxed and at ease with his surroundings. He sat quietly and smoked a large pipe, blowing puffs of smoke in shapes of beasts unheard of in Marithia. He wore a hat made of beautifully painted and varicoloured feathers that encircled his head, and wore what looked like dried warrior’s paint on his face. As Vartan looked closer, he could see the dark scars of many battles on the trader’s muscular arms. This appeared to be no ordinary trader, but a battle-hardened warlord.
This is exactly the kind of warrior I need, thought Vartan.
Behind the trader, Vartan saw row upon row of intricate weaponry and armour of various sizes. A large red bird stood far back, perched on one of the rows of heavy axes, watching him closely out of the corner of its right eye. The man placed his pipe down and made a strange noise that sounded like drums, and the bird screamed out, took flight and burst into flames. Vartan reeled back instinctively and crouched down, ready to avoid its hot, fiery path. The flames suddenly disappeared as it landed on the trader’s forearm, its heavy talons digging into the leather gauntlet specially created to hold its weight. The phoenix cocked her head and looked directly at Vartan with an inquisitive look. It squawked into the ear of the trader, who listened intently to the bird’s message. The trader burst into heavy laughter and turned to Vartan, who was still crouched down on the ground. The man pointed beside him to a large chair covered in various furs.
“She wondered why you would prefer to sit on dirt, when we have a chair prepared for guests. The trade chair is a lot more comfortable than dirt, we can assure you.”
Vartan smiled and puffed, "That does indeed did look very comfortable." He made his way to the chair, and overcame his embarrassment to speak. “I’m sorry about all this, but I have never had the pleasure of visiting She’Ma’Ryn before and this is all quite new to me. My name is Vartan, and I come looking for your finest weapons and armour. We fight to save all living creatures on our planet that have not already fallen into the grip of darkness, and we need all the help we can get. Can you help us?”
“She’Ma’Ryn? Is that what your people call this place? The spirits told me long ago that you would seek my guidance, although I will be honest and say that I did not expect someone so young to be here today. I suppose that one’s years spent living do not reflect a measure of our souls or strength of character. You and I are actually not so different from each other, Vartan-we were just born in different realms. I am Makya, which means ‘eagle hunter’ in my world. Allow me to show you a short glimpse of our history.” He inhaled a deep breath of grey smoke and blew out a whisky-coloured planet that was circled by three moons. “Unlike your world, which still flourishes with riches from the earth, ours was bled dry over many thousands of years of carelessness. Much like your world, we are no strangers to war and suffering. Weapons became incredibly intricate and complicated over centuries of battle, and ultimately evolved to be more destructive." With another breath, he blew out a hazy warrior who ran in fright with his weapons held high in the air. A light flew fast and hard to plummet deep into the warrior’s flesh. He clawed at his skin to get it out. Suddenly, his entire body violently exploded into thin air.
“How did that… is that even possible?” Vartan asked.
Makya nodded to the phoenix, which flew among the rows of weapons until it grasped one of them with its claws and flew it over to where Vartan sat. Vartan caught the weapon as it was dropped down to him, and was surprised by its weight. It was almost the size of his arm, but was as light as a feather.
“Bring it up to your shoulder, and take aim without hesitation at the object I throw in the air. To use this weapon, you simply need to turn the runes at your fingertips to activate it. Beware of its power when you fire it, as there are enough charges within to dispatch ten of your enemies if you are able to hit them accurately."
Makya reached behind him to a pile of what appeared to be lifeless birds. He shook one and threw it high in the air, where it glowed for a second before suddenly taking flight. Vartan followed the bird as best as he could with the strange weapon, sweat forming on his brow in concentration. He turned the runes to send a bolt of light screaming into the bird, and his chair fell backwards onto the ground with a loud thud from the recoil. The bird squawked, fell to the ground, and struggled to free itself from the burning hot object within its breast. Suddenly it exploded, the violent force sending wind roaring past their faces.
“By the gods!” exclaimed Vartan. “This weapon is simply extraordinary!”
Makya helped him return the chair back to its place and eased him back down onto it. “Luckily, that was not a real bird. Just imagine what it could do to your enemies,” said Makya with a knowing smile.
Vartan rubbed his shoulder, still aching from the force of the weapon’s recoil. His voice strained as he asked, “I am not used to such strange weapons. Are all of your weapons this powerful?”
“I can supply you with everything your warriors will need, but it will naturally come at a price. I understand your fight better than you know, as I once was in a similar position to your own. I had the responsibility to save our people. However, for now I, too, have someone to answer to for making these weapons. What do you have in those chests to trade? Fur? Silver? Trinkets?”
As Vartan opened the lids of the heavy treasure chests, the sparkles of the treasures within lit up the roof of the building, and also lit up the trader’s eyes. Makya stood and emptied his pipe, sighing out a final smokey breath as he spoke. “Well, young hero, I believe we’ve ourselves a fair deal, and I’ll be sure to leave you plenty to help your cause. Come now; we have much more in the way of weapons and armour for you to explore."



Chapter 9: An Unlikely Duo



“Courage is a word used far too often for my liking. It can be hidden within a mask of fear, or within the blood of a warrior. Some would say that courage can be encompassed by a selfless action under a blanket of danger. I believe that to strike fear into the hearts of men takes courage.

Let them try to take back their great city. I will be here waiting, searching for the weapon to wipe them all from the face of this planet. I swear that I will find that weapon, even if Derian cannot lead me to it!”

(Queen Kassina of the Underworld)


The bitterly cold night sent icy shivers through Aidan’s body as he made his way to the forest’s edge. His weary eyes scanned for signs of life along the path ahead which led to the still-lowered gate. Greenhaven was barely lit by the numerous small fires that still burned within. The Forces of Darkness swarmed in all corners of the city as if they were ants devouring a fallen bug.
Aidan knew well the secret entrance which led to the many sections of Greenhaven, including the royal chambers. To make it to that entrance, he would first need to cross the gate safely.
This will be difficult. I need a distraction. Thank the gods for Trisa’s gifts, he thought. He fumbled through his bag to search for an enchanted fireball scroll when he heard the sound of leaves crunching under approaching feet nearby. With his hand on the hilt of his sword, he hid behind the trunk of a tree and stood ready for battle. Aidan called out in a low voice, “Who goes there?”
“It is only me-Tusdar.” The master thief stepped out into view, the moonlight illuminating his presence. “I don't mean you any harm, Aidan. I have actually come to help you."
Aidan clenched his fists. “Help?” he snapped. “Of all the people in Marithia, I don’t need your help, Tusdar. Why don’t you go somewhere warm and cosy to drink yourself silly and leave the fighting to me?”
Tusdar let out a small chuckle. “I’ll ignore your insults. Surely you can spot a good deal when you see one, can't you? I may have a soft spot for a good drink, but there is something you don’t realise. I can get close to the wealthy under the guise of a drunkard, and they tend to boast about their items of value. I never actually got drunk-I just let them think that I was. I know I have a bad history, but I want to change all that, which is why I followed you here after you dropped by the inn for a drink. Come now, I’ll watch your back for you."
Aidan’s eyes narrowed. “Hold on a moment,” he said. “Are you saying that you have been sneaking in and out of people’s houses without a trace? How much stuff have you managed to steal? I hope you chose your targets with a conscience. What drew you to a life of thievery? And what did you do with all of your treasures?”
Tusdar looked to the ground and shuffled his feet. “I… I never stole from anyone who was poor. One of my greatest achievements was stealing a gold goblet from Kassina’s tower. That was a bold move on my part, but I never ran into her or her skeleton warriors. As soon as the war erupted, everything I took I gave away to the people of Marithia. I hope that it helps them stay alive. Come on! You can use someone with my skills, and I am a changed man.”
Aidan contemplated the offer for a moment, hesitated, then smiled and offered his hand. Tusdar shook Aidan’s hand and returned his smile with one of his own.
“Everyone does deserve a second chance, Tusdar-even you. But you should know that if I ever catch you stealing anything of value in Greenhaven, I will make it common knowledge that you are never again to be trusted-not even to take out rubbish or to clean stables. Do you understand me?”
Tusdar nodded in agreement and readied his bow, approaching Aidan’s position. “Fair terms to agree to, Aidan. So, what is your plan exactly?”
“We will take a secret entrance into the royal chambers,” whispered Aidan. He pointed to the east turret. “To get there, we have to cross that lowered gate, and somehow distract any Forces of Darkness watching it. I will try to send a fireball to the other side of the city in an attempt to divert their attention, which should give us a few moments to run across the bridge to that gate."
“Of course, if it works. And if you miss?"
Aidan stared at him and sighed heavily. "I cannot afford to miss. If that happens and we are discovered, then we have no choice but to flee. That is, of course, if we aren't captured by Kassina."
Tusdar's face turned serious. "Do what you must. I’ll be right behind you, doesn't matter what happens."
Aidan pulled out the scroll with the fireball spell and whispered the inscription.
“ Flamma attorqueatur. ”
His hands glowed and warmed with power as he took aim at the rear of the city.
“Extraordinary! I should use enchanted scrolls more often,” he exclaimed, just as the fireballs exploded from his hands and soared into the sky.
As the fireballs screamed their way through the city, Aidan could clearly see what looked like dig sites riddling the streets, each one thriving with activity. Skeleton warriors hammered away at the earth, tirelessly, under Kassina’s command.
The first fireball landed at an inn’s storage room, and exploded with a roar that thundered throughout the surrounding lands. The second veered off into the deepest dig site. The explosion sent countless skeletons’ bones rocketing into the air. Tusdar and Aidan looked at each other in disbelief at their good luck and burst into laughter.
“That will definitely get their attention. Run- now!” ordered Aidan. He charged toward the lowered gate as fast as his legs could carry him, with Tusdar following closely in his shadow.
“Stay close to me, and don’t draw any weapons unless absolutely necessary,” growled Aidan. “They reflect the moonlight and will give away our position.”
The men began their run over the bridge, their footsteps causing the bridge to creak. The city was busy with activity as the Forces of Darkness roared with fury over the explosions and disruptions. They looked to the sky in confusion, preparing for more fireballs to fall and taking cover wherever possible. The intruding pair caught sight of Kassina and Derian’s backs as they barked orders from their position in the parapets.
“All of you, get back out there and keep digging!” snarled Derian. “We must find Talonsphere at all costs!”
Kassina laughed with excitement as she sent her own fireballs randomly into the sky. She yelled into the night, “So, the great dragons have finally decided to stop by for a visit? How privileged am I? Show yourselves, you cowards! Allow me to give you a warm welcome to our city."
A trail of foggy breath trailed behind them as they gained on the end of the bridge; Aidan turned sharply to his right and almost tripped over himself as he fled towards the turret. He ground to a halt and Tusdar barely avoided toppling him from behind. Aidan's eyes narrowed and he placed his finger on his lips, pointing to the upper walls of the turret. There above them stood two skeleton archers, keeping watch over the path ahead of them, their eyes blazing red in the night. They aimed their readied bows aggressively, hunting for targets. One of them turned to the other and spoke in a dark language that sounded like guttural growls and shrieks. The sound of another explosion came from the burning inn, and the archers snapped around to look behind them.
“Quickly now,” said Aidan, running towards the turret. “Stay as close as possible to the walls!”
As they reached the wall, Aidan placed his hands on its cold golden surface.
“Tusdar, I need you to turn around while I-,” he began. His words were interrupted by an arrow tearing through his arm, and he howled in agony as the burning pain overwhelmed him. Steaming hot blood ran down his arm, and he fell to his knees.
Tusdar angrily brought his bow into position, ran in front of Aidan to shield him, took aim and released an arrow that hit one of the archers through its skull. The skeleton flew back and shrieked with annoyance as it smashed into the stony ground, clawing at its head desperately. The other archer scurried off to alert the others.
As Aidan looked over his arm, he heard the stones shift, and he felt Tusdar drag him inside and close the entrance behind them.
“Now, let’s have a look at that wounded arm, shall we?” said Tusdar. He reached up the wall and felt around for a lamp. Suddenly finding what he was looking for, he turned it clockwise and there was a strange bubbling sound. The fluids inside it mixed together, and the pitch-black darkness in the tunnel was suddenly lit with the colour of moonlight.
“Thank you, but…,” began Aidan as Tusdar removed the armour from his arm to reveal the wound.
“By the gods! We made it into the castle, I can hardly believe it. You mean, how did I know the secret entrance and how to use it? How do you think I managed to steal so many valuables from Greenhaven? By not knowing how to sneak in here and find my way through?” asked Tusdar with a cheeky smile. “I can handle lighting the way forward for us. These lights are everywhere in these tunnels. Now brace yourself as best as you can-this is going to sting a little. Okay, I lied, this is going to sting a lot.”
Aidan bit his lip and clenched his eyes shut. Tusdar snapped the head of the arrow off and eased the other end out of the bleeding wound. He quickly tied the torn clothes into a bandage, and Aidan grunted loudly as it was pulled tight.
“It is only a flesh wound and hasn't touched your bones, Aidan. It will be tender, but you will be fine. Now, where are we headed from here?”
Aidan's lips hardened as he stared into the darkness, “To the royal chambers.”
Tusdar's eyes widened as he took a step backwards, “You’re wounded, there are only two of us here, and you want to lead us right to the queen bee in the centre of the hive. Have you gone mad?”
Aidan got up on his feet, drew out his sword with his other arm and pointed forward into the waiting darkness. “Mad? Damn right I’m mad! Great victories are not achieved only at times of favourable odds and safety, Tusdar. When all seems lost, only the few who attempt the impossible can have a hope of achieving it. We have the element of surprise on our side, and there are secrets of these passages which I’ve found over many years of exploration."
Tusdar nodded warily, gripped his bow and breathed deeply as he imagined the horrors that might lie ahead of them. One heavy breath escaped him. "We’ll likely die here today, so why not? Let's pay the queen of the underworld a visit."
“That's the spirit! It will take us some time to reach her bedchambers from here,” replied Aidan. “Let’s go.”
Kassina gazed into the darkness surrounding Greenhaven and turned to the archer furiously.
“Where did you spot them? Show me!” she demanded.
The archer pointed to the now-deserted grounds beside the turret.
“And you let them get away?” she growled, as her nails slowly extended to razor-sharp claws. With a smooth motion, Kassina swiped through the skeleton’s neck and sent its skull flying into the air. The archer’s body disintegrated into white dust. She addressed the Dark Army with a voice that echoed throughout every inch of the city.
“Such incompetence will never go unpunished. Let that be a lesson to you all-if you fail me once, you don’t survive to fail me again, and I will send you back to Shindar to rot in the underworld! Keep an eye out for any intruders. Now get back to work! I am not to be disturbed unless you bring me news of our unwanted guests."
“Did you hear that?” laughed Aidan, as they climbed higher into the painfully narrow walls that led deeper into the turret. “Opportunities like this are rare, Tusdar. We made it inside the walls and they have no idea where we are!”
“I can hardly believe it myself, but getting in is one thing… Getting back out will be another story entirely. So, how do you know where we are exactly?"
Aidan pointed at a shiny and foreign object on the wall. As they closed in on the markings, they could clearly see an inscription before them.
Tusdar ran his fingers over the inscriptions, staring at them intently. “What does that say? I can't read any of the lettering."
“Of course you can't read it; neither can I. We are not centuries old, even though I feel that old at times. What you see before you is the language of the ancients. It doesn't matter, though: I do remember which inscription relates to which section of the city. These walls hold many secrets, and the inscriptions are enchanted with magic. Watch this.”
Aidan raised his hand and touched a series of the shining inscriptions in what seemed to Tusdar like a random order. They heard soft words within the whisper of an angelic voice that hummed through the walls. The engravings pulsated for a moment, then magically moved to a section of the wall, changed shape, and settled on a rough square of stones. They approached the wall and Aidan pointed to the right of the glowing square, where he grabbed Tusdar’s hand and ran it down the wall. He felt a round section which was smoother than the rest and vibrated under his touch. In the center of it was a horizontal cut, in the shape of a wave.
“Push the top half of the circle,” said Aidan.
Tusdar pressed the stone gently, sending waves of light pulsating into the stones. The square of stones slowly started to disappear in front of their eyes, revealing a barely lit bedroom before them.
The spent bodies of blood-drained victims could be seen lying lifelessly beside a four-poster bed drenched with fresh blood. Kassina was running her hands through Derian's hair, purring as she buried his face deep between her thighs. A twitching woman lay in the bed beside them, Kassina's fangs buried deep into her wrist. Kassina opened her jaws to release the woman's arm, and spoke with blood dripping from her chin. "Enough, I want you to dig deep inside her while her heart still beats! Now, my pet! Enjoy the feeling when she dies and grips you from the inside."
Derian climbed on top of the dying woman and forced his way inside her, grunting as he increased his pace. Her faint cries were useless against her captors. Kassina laughed as she sank her fangs into the woman's neck.
Derian tensed as death's grip tightened on her body and caused her to twitch uncontrollably. Kassina yanked him out of her and snapped, "Not yet! Save that moment only for me."
She threw him to the bed and harshly straddled him, wriggling herself around like a snake poised to strike. His grey hands with their sharp claws reached high on her naked back and tore rents in her skin with pleasure. Kassina’s dark moan filled the room as she pushed down harder on Derian, taking him as deep as he could go.
Aidan and Tusdar stared as her skin resealed itself almost immediately after it was cut open. Kassina and Derian continued in their passionate embrace, and she suddenly turned to look behind her as if she was looking straight at them through the wall.
“I can't believe that we are watching this. Can she see us?” asked Tusdar, before watching her turn her attention back to her lover.
“Of course she can’t see us,” Aidan whispered, as he stared at the lust-fuelled sight in front of their eyes. “The gods smile upon us today for this opportunity. Imagine a one-way mirror, if you will. They cannot see or hear us, but we can walk or shoot through it. We only get one shot before we give away our position, so we need to make it count. Now, I know this will be hard, but you must try to concentrate."
Derian sat up to embrace Kassina tightly and they remained in that position, seemingly lost in the heat of passion, her body tensing with every thrust. Her moans of pleasure and serpentine hisses filled the room and sent chills down the spines of Aidan and Tusdar. Aidan reached into his bag and pulled out a long silver arrow that bore glowing blue markings.
“Use this and shoot them straight through the heart,” said Aidan. “It is the only way we can kill them, as an arrow won’t cause a wide enough wound to cut their heads off. I would do it myself, but I can't hold a bow. We can take them both at the same time if we are incredibly lucky-or skilled, for that matter. The arrow was gifted to me by a healer and is made to tear through the toughest of stones and keep flying. It will not stop until it is drained of magic.”
Tusdar took the arrow in his shaking hands and placed it into his bow. Aidan mumbled words into the arrow that activated the magic within. It burst into blue flames that were surprisingly cool to the touch, lighting up their faces in the eerie blue light. Beads of sweat dripped through his vision as his heavy breathing attempted to settle his nerves. His heart pounding through his chest made his aim waver uncontrollably.
“Come on, Tusdar… try to relax, and take a deep breath. Then, gently breathe out to guide the arrow home."
Kassina’s moaning increased in pitch with the quickening rhythm of her body. Tusdar followed Aidan’s advice, and re-steadied the bow beside his cheek. The blue flames licked at the image of the two vampires as they made love.
Tusdar pursed his lips and his voice broke as he stared intently at his target. “They’re moving too much, I can't… I can't do this."
“Take your time and shoot when you are ready. You have to do this-for all of us, for Marithia. You can stop this war today,” replied Aidan.
As Derian and Kassina were reaching their climax, Tusdar exhaled, growled and fell backwards as he released the arrow. It whirred through the wall at blistering speed.



Chapter 10: Darkness Respects No Boundaries



“Hope and faith can be the greatest of all motivators. However, they are also the most difficult of securities to provide. It was not long ago that Arman held me in his arms, and in them I felt safe and secure.

Now it falls upon me to provide my bosom to instil that same security in my people. I only hope that I do not fail them.”

(Queen Andrielle of Veldrenn)


The farm was sickeningly quiet, with not a sound of life to be heard, not even the sound of crickets. The metallic stain of blood was thick in the air, filling Vartan's nostrils and making him sick to his stomach. On the horizon, Greenhaven continued to burn brightly into the dark sky, like a lighthouse for flying travellers.
He gripped his still-sheathed sword, and took carefully placed steps towards his family porch. As he neared the family rocking chair, the smell of blood grew stronger and more pungent.
He closed his eyes tightly and whispered, “ Persentiscam lucem et veritatem.” The spell took effect and reptilian eyes flickered open, darting from side to side and turning his vision of night into day. The large pool of blood on the chair was suddenly clear in his vision, snaking its way under the door in thick clots and streaks.
“Father!” exclaimed Vartan as he drew his sword and kicked the door in with furious intent.
Inside, the farmhouse was almost completely darkened, with the exception of small red embers still glowing in the fireplace.
His voice strained as he yelled frantically, “Father, mother-where are you?”
Running through the house, he followed the trail of blood drops up the narrow stairwell. He stopped in his tracks on the stairs as he spotted the crudely placed writing along the wall.
“ Now who’s the pathetic one, little boy? You couldn’t even save your family. With lots of love, Kassina, ” read Vartan. The writing felt wet to the touch, and as he brought his fingers to his nose, he confirmed what she had used to write the message.
“No!” he screamed as he ran to the slightly ajar door of his parents’ bedroom, pressing his back against the wall beside the door. Peering around the corner with the tip of his sword pointing his way forward, he braced for the inevitable. There was a light breeze that blew through the opening, and a strange creaking sound came from within. The stench overwhelmed him as the door gently opened to his touch.
A t the sight of what awaited him within, Vartan dropped to his knees. Two corpses hung by their necks, suspended from the ceiling on a pair of nooses; the creaking was of ropes that strained as the bodies swung in the wind from the open windows. Both had been flayed. Judging by the vicious damage to their arms and the scratch marks on the walls, they were very likely to have been alive when they were skinned.
The putrid stench overwhelmed Vartan’s senses, and he vomited all over the floor. He put his head in his hands and collapsed.
“Damn you, Kassina, you bitch!” he sobbed. “As I live and breathe… your life will end by my hand!”
The distant sound of thunder filled the air and flashes of lightning erupted under the dark canopy of clouds. The majestic sight of dragons in full formation was marred only by the heavy crates of weapons grasped in their claws. The rain washed over their scales, the light reflecting off their watery forms with every flash. Karven and Nymira led the dragons in their flight, and they carried Vartan with the remainder of the treasure.
“Vartan! Vartan!” cried Nymira’s voice.
He jerked up as he woke and smashed his head hard into Nymira’s belly. He rubbed his head in pain from the collision.
“My goodness, Vartan, what's wrong?” she asked.
“No! I was too late, I should have saved them!” he growled. “Mother… father… that fanged whore, Kassina! What I wouldn’t do to that disgusting creature to rid the world of her.”
“Whatever gives you the idea that they have been killed? Did you have another vision?” asked Karven.
Vartan quietened his voice and asked gently, hopefully, “You mean to suggest that they might still be alive?”
Nymira's voice filled the night sky. “As your training progresses and your experience grows, your visions will come to you with greater purpose. Unfortunately, not even we can place the time a vision has taken place. It may have occurred in the past, the present, or the future. There are also alternate fates as you choose a direction at a crossroads, and any of those paths can be envisioned. If your parents truly are in danger, then there is no guarantee that we can save them in time to change that possible fate. Then again, you may simply have had a nightmare and it may not be a vision at all."
“Are you serious? How do you ever make sense of it all?” asked Vartan, rubbing his hands through his hair.
“I understand your frustrations,” replied Karven. “Really, I do. Visions are something that even we struggle to master, but it does get easier with time.”
“We must head to the farm and make sure that my parents are okay!” pleaded Vartan. “After all, they are of dragon's blood. Nymira, I beg of you- please take me home, and we can regroup back at Veldrenn.”
“As you wish, Vartan, but you should remember that we are far from your home. You’d better prepare yourself as best you can for what we may find there.” Nymira broke formation to head in the direction of Greenhaven.
“Thank you for your understanding, Nymira. We must at least try to save them if they are still alive, or I’d never be able to forgive myself,” replied Vartan.
“I truly understand, and I will do what I can to protect you in your journey, no matter what we face,” she said.
Vartan breathed deeply and tried his best to calm his wrecked nerves. He thought back to the farm, of happier times before the war… before life became so horribly complicated. He suddenly realised that his pack had fallen over in Nymira’s claws and the trader’s bag had almost fallen out.
"I had better clean this up," he mumbled. Carefully, he opened the bag to look for the artefacts from the trader in She’Ma’Ryn. He fumbled inside and retrieved the first shiny artefact, twisting it around in front if his face It looked like a metallic golden egg, which was generously covered in various jewels. It was obvious to the eye that it could be opened in the middle.
Laughing to himself, he tried to force it open. No matter how hard Vartan worked to prise it open, it remained firmly shut.
I suppose this one is not for me, he thought.
Vartan reluctantly returned the egg back to the bag and resumed his exploration of the artefacts. The second one he retrieved was attached to a long and shiny silver chain. At the end of the chain was a woman’s face, naturally formed in what looked like half a pearl set in a golden star. It was covered with strange engraved markings Vartan did not recognize. What amazed Vartan the most was that it appeared to emit its own light as it sparkled and lit up Nymira’s belly like a starry night.
What a fascinating piece of jewellery. I should probably wear this so I don’t lose it, thought Vartan.
As he reached for the clip, it let off a slight hiss as it opened.
My goodness, that is strange, he thought as he shrugged it off and clipped the necklace onto his neck. The chain let out a watery sound, and he felt its weight fall heavily on the back of his neck. Vartan tried to open the necklace again, but no matter where he searched on the clip, it felt solid and he could not find an opening.
“Great. Now look what I’ve gone and done. Who knows who this was intended for,” he sighed. He rested his arms on his knees.
Oh please, don’t get so upset over it, replied a woman’s voice in his mind. I’m sure we can get along just fine.
Vartan almost jumped out of his skin at the sudden loud voice.
“Nymira, are you playing games with me?” said Vartan. “This is hardly the time. Don’t be so loud, we don’t want the whole world to hear us!”
“Vartan, I have no idea what you are talking about. I haven’t said a word,” she replied.
Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. Just what I need-another voice in my head, thought Vartan.
He raised the necklace to his face and found an odd surprise. The face in the star now looked like it had human skin and features. The woman’s image stared at him oddly and raised an eyebrow.
No, I’m not kidding you, she said. Her voice sounded like a blend of human and animal tones. You seriously use that word in conversation? ‘Kidding?’ Vartan is your name? Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Keturah… I'm obviously not from around here, and I certainly do not come here often. But it appears that you and I are bonded together. Well, at least until the time of your death.
Oh, that’s reassuring. How come nobody else can hear you? And why is your voice unlike any other in this world?
I can tell this is going to be a long night, young one, and I was not created with the intent to be reassuring. That would be the job of a Faith Talisman. I am a Truth Pendant, made by the highest order of wizards, and my job is exactly that-to seek out the truth. As to why nobody else can hear me, well, that is quite obvious, is it not?
I see you have been blessed with the power of sarcasm, Vartan replied.
My dear, what good would a Truth Pendant be if everyone could hear it? You are the only one who is able to hear me, as my magic is bonded to you. The pendant requires a living soul as part of its creation. Before you ask, at one time I was indeed alive like you are now, but this is what fate has intended for both of us. Now, tell me about you.
Well, began Vartan, since we are obviously stuck together-
That is observant of you, Vartan. Any other moments of genius you would like to share?
Well aren't you a delightful soul, he replied, laughing silently. I can see that this will be a long night indeed. Let me start from the beginning.



Chapter 11: Fool’s Courage



“Our numbers grow stronger by the day, and the addition of such a large supply of weaponry and armour will surely turn the tide in our favour. The knights learn quickly, and have also taught us proud elves a thing or two about sword fighting. Our spirits are high, but I truly hope that Vartan returns to us soon.

We could use the reassurance of his presence. Refugees have flocked into the woods to escape the war, and ironically have found our city. Though all have chosen to join the fight against the Forces of Darkness, it will only be a matter of time until it is one of Kassina’s scouts that finds our defensive perimeter.”

(General Faowind of Veldrenn)


As the arrow entered the room, its blue glow betrayed hints of its presence. Kassina snapped her head toward the arrow and her eyes glowed as her body moved at an unnatural speed. She barely moved swiftly enough to avoid the arrow piercing her heart. It sliced through her lung instead. Her acidic blood splattered onto the bed, burning the satin sheets beneath their bodies. After passing through Kassina’s body, the arrow cut its way through Derian’s heart and finally exited the room through the stone wall. Derian's scream pierced Aidan and Tusdar’s ears as his blood spattered onto Kassina’s chest, attacking her flesh.
Aidan and Tusdar watched in horror as Kassina’s wound rapidly healed itself, while Derian shrieked in agony as his body disintegrated into dust beneath her. Kassina snarled in their direction as she leapt off the bed and spun around, like a tiger ready to pounce on its prey. Her face contorted and she spat out her words. “Whoever you are, you will pay dearly for this cowardly intrusion!”
Tusdar's body shook as he pounded his fist into the bottom of the enchanted circle, sealing the window with a flash of light.
“Run as fast as you can, and whatever you do, don’t look back and don't stop running!” cried Aidan. He turned and fled down the stairs with Tusdar close behind. Angry bolts of lightning blew a giant hole straight through to the outside wall. Chunks of Greenhaven’s golden stones fell heavily to the ground below and sent shudders through the earth.
Kassina's growling voice echoed behind them. “You dare to come into my city, crawl through my walls like filthy little insects, and try to kill me in my own bedroom? In a moment of pleasure?" She blew another two holes through the walls, and sent even more stone to the ground as she screamed in frustration.
“So, you think that you can escape me so easily, do you? Think again! Acerbus et ingens! ” she chanted.
“She is casting a spell! I don’t like the sound of that!” yelled Tusdar, grinding to a halt.
“I said, don't stop!” commanded Aidan, pulling him forward with all his might. “Just keep running, damn you!”
As they neared the bottom of the turret, they both slowed down and stared at each other with widened eyes as fear sank in.
“What is that? It feels like the ground is shaking underfoot. Can you also feel that?” asked Tusdar.
The vibrations ceased as Aidan took a few careful steps forward, listening intently for any signs.
“Well at least Kassina’s not following us; I can't hear her anymore. It could have been so much worse," said Aidan. "For a minute there, I had a ridiculous thought that the shaking was from footsteps-"
Aidan’s words were loudly interrupted by a gigantic stone fist that smashed through the outer wall and wrapped around him tightly, pinning his arms to his sides. Struggling uselessly against its grip, Aidan cried, "Get out of here, Tusdar! Go!"
The enormous fist ripped him out into the open, into the land surrounding Greenhaven before a sheer drop to the river below. He was brought up to the face of the Stone Golem it belonged to. It grimaced as it stared him in the eyes and roared at his face. Aidan's hair blew wildly in the gale from the giant’s maw.
“No! I told you that I want him alive!” shouted Kassina from her window, roughly dressed in her loose clothing. “Now check if there are any more intruders!”
Tusdar ran as fast as his legs could carry him, while narrowly dodging the golem’s other fist crashing through the wall. When the fist broke again through the wall in his path, he managed to catch a glance of the golem. Aidan was clutched tightly, and struggling hard to free himself. Tusdar could clearly see the megalithic as it roared in frustration and prepared to strike once again. As he neared the secret entrance, another large hole was broken into the wall.
A flying fragment of stone struck him in the chest and winded him for a few moments as he limped to the nearest outside wall. As the golem retracted its fist, Tusdar leapt up and out of the hole in the wall to land on the ground beside it, quickly running in the direction of the bridge.
“Ha! I knew there was another one of you crawling in these walls!” cried Kassina. “But you won’t get away so easily. Archers ready!”
The sound of hundreds of skeleton archers’ footfalls echoed through Greenhaven. Tusdar rolled under a stone hand as the golem tried desperately to get hold of him. The gust of the fist’s passing rushed over his body. The ground shook with each powerful step as the golem gave chase.
Boom…
Boom…
Boom…
Aidan managed to pull his better arm out of the golem’s fist while it was distracted. He repeatedly beat on the golem as hard as he could, but his strikes had no effect. Aidan shifted his attention to reaching for his sword as it dangled at his side. As he stretched for it, he pulled at his fresh wound and winced in pain from the flesh tearing from where the arrow had pierced it.
Come on, you can do it… pain is all in your mind, he thought as he reached out with all his might.
Tusdar narrowly ducked another swipe from the giant’s stone hand as he continued his sprint for the bridge.
Kassina's face hardened as she pointed to her target and relayed her order. “I’ve got you now, you little insect! Archers, aim ahead of the bridge!”
Finally Aidan grasped his sword with the tips of his fingers, and with a painful grunt he shifted his weight to pull his sword higher. As the golem raised its arm to strike again, he threw the sword upwards and caught its hilt with his fist.
“Fire at will,” ordered Kassina, and a dark cloud of arrows pierced the night sky and flew towards Tusdar.
Aidan screamed, “Tusdar, turn around now and run towards the golem!”
“Are you insane? Why do I listen to you?” Tusdar yelled through puffed breaths as he reluctantly followed the order.
The golem raised its enormous fist once again, and Aidan thrust his sword as hard as he could into its mouth. With a thunderous roar, the golem dug its feet into the ground as it attempted to dislodge the sword from its face. Tusdar ran through the gap between the monster’s legs, while the arrows rained down to hit nothing but dirt.
“Archers, ready!” growled Kassina with annoyance.
Aidan continued to struggle, but the golem’s grip was far too tight for him to escape. Skeleton warriors were closing in quickly from Tusdar’s new direction, weapons drawn.
“Tusdar, you’ll have to leave without me,” shouted Aidan. “Find Vartan and tell him of our victory today. The king’s murderer has been slain-we must tell the others.”
The golem roared with anger, smashing its fist into the sword and sending the now-dislodged blade spinning through the air. The golem shook its head and focused on its fleeing target. The ground shook as it resumed chasing Tusdar.
“Archers, take aim!” ordered Kassina.
A stone fist smashed into the ground, barely missing its target and sending a cloud of dirt into the air. Tusdar leapt off the chunk of earth, which then broke off into the river below it.
Kassina's raised hand dropped as she yelled, “Fire at will!”
Aidan watched helplessly as the arrows flew towards Tusdar. This time there was no way he would avoid them by running in any direction.
“You’re not getting away this time!” laughed Kassina.
Tusdar looked up at the rain of death about to fall on his head and swallowed hard.
There is only one thing left to do. May the gods save me, he thought.
With a sharp turn to the right, Tusdar leapt over the edge of Greenhaven’s land and plummeted head first towards the flowing river below.
The golem stopped in its tracks and looked up at Kassina in confusion, not sure of what to do next. The arrows rained down on Tusdar’s last position, destroying many of her skeleton warriors that had charged onto the target path.
“Mindless fools! Watch where you are going!” snarled Kassina.
The rest of the skeleton warriors quickly circled around the golem. They hissed in anger at Aidan and waved their weapons in the air to intimidate him.
“What a simpleton! Nobody could survive that fall. At least the fish will have a fine supper tonight,” laughed Kassina. “Bring Aidan to me, Glaucus. We have waited so long to get better acquainted. As for the rest of you, the night’s events appear to be over for the time being. I want every area of this castle searched for intruders before the walls are repaired. We cannot afford to become complacent and take any more stupid risks.”
She stared into the blackness of the night and let out a long sigh, her breath turning to curls of fog in the chill night air. Turning around to head back inside, she adjusted her clothes in discomfort. Marching away from the castle walls, she muttered, "Well, I suppose my entertainment is over for the evening… I had best find myself a new pet."



Chapter 12: The Calm Before the Storm



“I suppose that I really should be more excited. Not every Truth Pendant happens to be bonded to a human born of dragon’s blood, with such a journey ahead of him. These dragons are very interesting creatures, and I have never seen anything like them. They are truly extraordinary.

But the story of Vartan’s life so far fills me with concern. If he really is fated to destroy the Forces of Darkness, then he would be the primary target of every unimaginable enemy out there. As I am bonded to him, I share his position as the number one target for assassination or death in this entire world.

For some strange reason, I do not find comfort in that fact.”

(Keturah, Truth Pendant)


Helenia raised the cup of sweet elven tea to her nostrils with quickened heartbeats of anticipation. She drew a long whiff of the brew, and let out a breath laced with nostalgia.
“Such delightful sensations remind me of home, mother,” said Helenia. “Do you remember those cinnamon honey teas you used to make for us? I really miss how we used to talk for hours in the dining room with father.”
Andrielle sat quietly by her foggy window. She wiped away the fog with her hand and watched the fading image of thousands of men and women as they trained tirelessly with Faowind and Dryden. The mystery of a new weapon proved to be a welcoming distraction for them all, and a fresh burst of hope. She took another sip and turned to Helenia to address her.
“Those were peaceful times, my love. But this is your home now. Our home. And those days are now long behind us. We need to focus on the future and make new memories.”
Andrielle’s eyes saddened as she looked back out the window. She spoke with conviction. “Look at them all, ready to give their lives selflessly to save us. We are so lucky to be alive, you know? I can’t believe that we have made it this far. When I look outside, I see so much hope and strength. I need you to learn from them, gain their trust, and in time… lead them. I won’t be around forever, and the gods only know if we can bring an end to the dark cloud that has blanketed all of us. I need you to become the queen that will one day, rule."
“Mother, that is exactly what I have tried to explain to you time and time again. I want to be out there beside them, training to fight and helping us to win this war. I want to avenge the murder of my father. What good are a queen and princess if we just sit here while they fight in our names?"
Andrielle turned sharply to look her daughter in the eyes with serious intent. “Do you not understand why I ask you to stay here? What do you think would happen if you were to die on the battlefield?” asked Andrielle, as her eyes twinkled. “I have already lost my husband, our people have lost their king, and you have lost your father and brother. I will lead them into battle when the time comes, rest assured of that. But there really is no need to have you risking your life. Nothing you or I do will bring Arman back to us, and the pain of his loss should serve as a reminder of our purpose. Our people need at least one of us to remain alive to rebuild Greenhaven when we win this war. You want to be useful to the war effort? Look at all the reinforcements we have received from human cities far from our lands, all thanks to your brilliant plan to send messenger dragons.”
Helenia sat quietly as her mother paused to sip some tea. Her lips gaped wide toward her mother without finding any words to fill them.
“We both have roles to play in this war, and our hearts are yet to heal the wounds inflicted upon them. I understand how you feel… do you not realise that I feel the same way? I also long to be the one to thrust a sharp blade into Kassina’s stone-cold heart, but we must not allow our pain to cloud our minds,” said Andrielle, as she wiped away the tears on her cheeks.
Helenia approached her mother and held her, laying her head close to her chest. She did not say a word as she held the queen, but allowed her mother a moment to quietly weep.
Andrielle's voice broke as she placed her hand on Helenia's arm and whispered to her. "My beautiful daughter. I see so much of myself in you. I don't know if you realise just how proud I am of you. I have no words to express my regret that I ever gave birth to your brother. He may just prove to be the death of us all."
Helenia lay a kiss on her mother's head and sighed deeply. "I don't think that any of us can understand what he has become… But I can't say that I couldn't see the signs."
Andrielle turned to face her and asked, "Why didn't you say something?"
Helenia slumped into her chair, picking up the tea she had placed on the table. "How could I? What was I going to say? ‘Mother, I think that your son wants to kill us all’?"
Drying her eyes on her sleeve, she asked, "How long did you know?"
"I never knew for sure… I just always had a feeling of not being safe around him. Even when we were children… He always tried to hurt me, but I suppose you must have just thought it to be sibling rivalry."
"Oh, Helenia, I…"
The sound of loud banging on the house startled them both, and Andrielle dropped her cup of tea, which shattered on the ground.
“Who is it?” snapped Helenia.
“Please forgive me for the intrusion, Queen Andrielle. It is only me, Karven. May I see you?” asked the Dragon King. His voice trailed away from the door.
“I am sorry, Helenia. We shall continue this discussion later, my darling,” said Andrielle as she laid a soft kiss on Helenia’s forehead. She got up, took a moment to look at her daughter, and proceeded to open the door.
“Is everything alright?” she asked him, closing the door behind her.
“Would you care to join me for a short walk?” asked Karven, gesturing with his head for her to follow him.
“Of course,” replied Andrielle, managing a wide smile.
They began their walk together while the queen wiped the tears from her eyes. She took some deep breaths and shook out her hands.
“Your concern for Helenia is felt by all of us. I can see the terrible fear in her heart, but I wonder if you can see through her mask of strength?” asked Karven.
“I see that you don’t waste time in getting to the point, Karven, and I do appreciate your honesty. Of course I am afraid for her. She wants to put her head on a chopping block, all in the name of avenging her father’s murder,” said Andrielle, before mumbling something in Elven under her breath.
As they headed towards the barracks, a small fairy flew out from the forest and landed into her arms. It giggled as she stroked it and held it closely to her chest.
“I understand your pain,” said Karven. “If one of my own betrayed me, I would also be forever wounded. We raise our young with the best of intentions, but they carve their own paths and make their own decisions. Their life choices are not the fault of your own and neither are their allegiances and motives. As you seek comfort from the young fairy in your arms, Helenia seeks comfort from Vartan."
Andrielle stopped in her tracks and stared blankly at Karven for a moment before deciding to speak.
“Dragon King, with all due respect, I may not be as wise as you as I have not walked this world for centuries, but I am neither deaf nor blind,” said Andrielle, resuming her walking pace by his side.
“Andrielle, I believe you misunderstand. What I am trying to bring to your attention is not their feelings towards each other, but the fact that their love can never truly be realised."
“What do you mean? If there is something that I need to know, I need you to share it with me now.”
Karven gestured forward as they now circled the training grounds. The sounds of armour and weapons colliding in practice filled the air.
“ Silentium nos redimiat, ” said Karven, and millions of tiny stars surrounded them, joined by a clear layer of light. “This is a conversation that should only be heard and spoken between us, and now only we can hear it.”
“I understand, please, go on,” replied Andrielle.
Karven continued their walk.
“As you already well know, the greatest of our weapons is Talonsphere. I am aware that you hold a portion of a scroll detailing its whereabouts. But do you actually know what the weapon is? Do you understand the sacrifices which are necessary for us to win this war?”
“Of course I don't know what the weapon is, as I have never laid eyes on it. I only know of the fables, the boy born of dragon blood. One would think that if the fables were true, that you would be protecting…” Andrielle stopped as the realisation sunk in. Her face paled and she asked, wide eyed, “ Vartan is the boy born of dragon blood?”
“The elves made the right choice in their queen. You are wiser than you give yourself credit for. Vartan is indeed the boy born of dragon blood. Talonsphere is in essence a machine, and it is enchanted with magic of the ancients. The machine itself acts as a holding chamber, and deep within it is a golden dragon’s egg that, once activated, will unleash a hybrid dragon unlike anything we have ever seen. It will be born and reach full size and power at a magically accelerated rate, and it will not stop until the Forces of Darkness are vanquished. We will then enter a new age of peace. Vartan will need to activate Talonsphere to unleash the dragon egg within."
“By the gods-and he’s not here under our protection? Where is he anyway? And what if he were to be killed out there before the war is over? Would we not lose our only chance of activating Talonsphere?” asked Andrielle.
“Vartan is fulfilling the path he has set out before him, and Nymira accompanies him. There is an important detail in the prophecy that has been closely guarded by the dragons and ancients. What you do not know, and need to know the most, will bring pain to your daughter's heart. To activate the weapon, the boy born of dragon blood must sacrifice his human life and be born again immediately within Talonsphere. There is no turning back once the choice has been made.”
“Helenia will be devastated. First her father and now the man she loves? There must be another way?” pleaded Andrielle.
“I’m afraid there is no other way, and the decision does not rest with me,” replied Karven. “Nothing in this life is certain, but to the best of my knowledge, this is the only way. This is how the weapon was created, and this is the only way we can be sure to win this war. Without Talonsphere and the power of the ancients, I’m afraid that Kassina and her army will eventually overpower us. Humans and elves will be enslaved, and become food for the vampires and demons that would rule the world. They call this the prophecy of the Blood Moon, or the Blood Red Moon. With enough souls turned and available to sacrifice, Kassina’s Forces of Darkness would be powerful enough to summon back Shindar, the Demon of Darkness. The skies would be covered in clouds that rained blood, and the moon would be coloured blood red.”
“How do you know all of this? How can you be so sure?” asked Andrielle.
“We know all of this because we almost lost the world to Shindar and his armies long ago, although we succeeded through thousands of years of brutal fighting. The ancients, along with every other living creature, were enslaved by the Forces of Darkness. Our kind was the final enemy of Shindar and his armies, and Marithia’s last hope. The war between us raged for centuries, and losses were substantial. Luckily, Shindar made the fatal mistake of allowing his ego to get the better of him. I challenged him to a fight to the death — just the two of us, to decide the fate of Marithia. It was a fierce battle, and I fought Shindar with every shred of power that I had. The battle almost killed me, but just when I thought I had lost, he removed his enchanted armour in an attempt to mock me. It was in that moment that I summoned my strength and tore his disgusting head from his shoulders with one swift sweep of my tail,” answered Karven.
“What happened next?” asked Andrielle.
“The ancients rallied as we worked to free them from their bonds, and together, we fought off the remaining Forces of Darkness over hundreds of years of fighting. This began an age of alliance between ancients and dragons. We built Talonsphere, in accordance with a design created by Mother Dragon and the ancients, as the ultimate weapon in case we would ever need to face him again. I was lucky to defeat Shindar when the world was all but lost,” answered Karven.
“If you have defeated Shindar before, can’t you defeat him again?” asked Andrielle.
“Shindar has found his chosen one-Kassina. She has been trained in dark magic over many hundreds of years, and they would never again foolishly accept a direct challenge. If there is one thing that Shindar is good at, it is learning from his mistakes. Talonsphere is our only hope of vanquishing the threat before she is able to summon Shindar once again. If the two were to walk this earth side by side, I do not know if even Talonsphere would be able to stop them,” said Karven, noticing Faowind desperately trying to get their attention outside the layer of light.
“Does Vartan know any of this?” asked Andrielle.
“Vartan is aware of how to activate Talonsphere, and naturally he returns Helenia’s love. Sadly, I fear he will not have the heart to tell her of the sacrifice he must make. This is a decision that I leave up to you.”
“I understand, Karven,” she replied, taking notice of Faowind anxiously waving his arms around.
“ Solvo nos ex silentio, ” said Karven, casting off the Spell of Silence.
“My queen and great Dragon King, please forgive the intrusion, but I must speak with you immediately,” said Faowind, bowing down on one knee.
“Whatever is the matter, Faowind? Forget the formalities and spell it out,” said Andrielle.
“I’m sorry to interrupt you, but we have a big problem. We have received an urgent message from the fairies surrounding our city. Kassina’s scouts have found us. They tracked their way easily through the darkness of the Elven Woods” said Faowind.
Andrielle's face hardened as she stared into the surrounding forest. “I see. Did our guards not dispatch them?”
Faowind stared at the ground, his voice shaky. “All but one of the scouts, my Queen, whom we could not chase down after nightfall. It disappeared into the shadows."
"How certain are we that the source of this information is true?"
A guardian elf approached with the messenger fairy sitting on his shoulder, the fairy wept through bloodied hands. He held out his open palms to show a dead fairy in each hand. Their blood dripped from their grey lifeless bodies and through his hands.
Andrielle's face strained as she recognised the royal gems on one of the fairies. She bent down and studied her face before taking a deep breath. "Send word of my condolences to Queen Nicolai. She may not be aware of her daughter's death, and it pains me to be the one to be giving her the news. They both deserve an Elven Warrior's burial and we will see that it is done."
Faowind nodded and led the elf away slowly.
“It is only a matter of time before her scout reaches Greenhaven. We have to prepare to defend the city against a direct assault,” said Karven.
Andrielle nodded as she pulled out a small artefact attached to her necklace that appeared to be a seashell. The shell was an elven artefact which amplifies the bearer’s voice substantially. She raised it to her lips and drew her sword as her voice filled the city.
“Inhabitants of our great city, all of you who are brave enough to be here with us today-the time has come sooner than expected for us to face our enemies. Our location has been compromised, and it is only a matter of time before Kassina launches an offensive in an attempt to destroy us all,” said Andrielle.
The city was suddenly overcome with a roar of talking and panic.
“Fear not, as we will stand together. Humans, elves and dragons will unite as one to defeat this plague of darkness that clouds us. We fight for our lives, for our children’s future, but most of all, we fight for all of Marithia. This is our time, and we will not cower away and hide in fear. We have the advantage of Kassina foolishly believing that we will just sit here and wait for our deaths. I say, let her come! Let tonight be the turning point of this war. Let this night be a turning point for Marithia!” yelled Andrielle, raising her sword high in the air as the city erupted in cheers.
“For Marithia!” they all chanted.
Karven turned to Andrielle and nodded knowingly before he flew to the centre of the city, shaking off the dust cloud from his scales. The great dragon raised his head high and flapped his giant wings gently to get the city’s attention.
“Your words inspire all of us, great Queen. All of you are here, ready to fight and give your lives so that others may live. This is the most noble of all sacrifices. Some of you have travelled across the surrounding lands at great cost to join us. If it is a fight Kassina wants, then let’s make sure she gets more than she bargained for. Let us avenge the lives of the fallen and make our enemies pay with their blood. Let us prepare for war!” cried Karven.
“For war!” chanted the crowd.
All of the dragons in the city flew to Karven's side in a protective circle, raised their heads as one and roared, breathing jets of fire into the air and lighting up the city as if daylight shone through the protective canopy.



Chapter 13: Rise and Fall



“The wheels of change are turning, and not even the pathetic gathering that they call an army can hinder our path to victory. Through Kassina’s power, I will walk the lands of Marithia once again. I want to feel the pleasures that only flesh can provide, pleasures that were torn from me so long ago.

Times have changed since the first war, and now I have Kassina to fulfil the prophecy. The Blood Moon shall rise again and even the so-called great dragons will all bow to me as their new god, or die at my hand!”

(Shindar, Demon of Darkness)


Tusdar screamed as he plummeted down. He felt as if his stomach was at his throat. The ground rushed up at him with the promise of certain death. The reflection of moonlight off the water below would have been almost beautiful, if it hadn’t been for the impending impact awaiting him once he reached it. He turned his head to the side and noticed a strange movement in the sky through the flickering of his hair. It was as if there was a slight shadow that was moving, but was only barely noticeable. He felt something powerful snatch him out of the sky, holding him in its firm grip. Feeling his way around, he felt invisible scales sliding under his hands.
Tusdar now realised he was held within the claws of a large creature.
He struggled to regain his energy and yelled through puffed breaths, “What are you? Such a creature only exists in fables and old stories. You couldn’t possibly be a dragon, could you?”
“Please stay quiet and stop your struggling. I mean you no harm and I don’t want to accidentally drop you,” responded the dragon quietly with a deep voice.
It continued its swift flight downstream uninterrupted, pounding its great wings to fly as fast as possible over the infested waters.
After what felt like an eternity of discomfort, they landed on a small clearing beside the river, only a short flight from Greenhaven. The mysterious creature dropped him onto the soft soil and landed beside him, sending a dull shudder through the ground and through his bones.
He shook off the dirt as he got back to his feet, still shaking from the near-death experience. “Thank you for saving my life — whatever you are,” said Tusdar, looking around and wondering where the creature had gone. “So, where are you? And why can’t I see you?”
Tusdar turned around to find nothing but trees and the river before him. He looked around in confusion, then jumped in fright at hearing a disembodied voice addressing him.
“You are welcome, Tusdar. My apologies for the rough landing, but I had my claws full,” replied Nymira as she slowly materialized before him, shaking out her wings.
“But… wha…” stuttered Tusdar, backing away from the immense creature that stood before his eyes.
“Are you finally surprised by something, Tusdar?” chuckled Vartan from behind him.
“ Vartan? Ha! It certainly is my lucky day today. Thank the gods!” exclaimed Tusdar, with a beaming smile stretching from ear to ear. “Thank you both for saving me from my plunge into the river. I would never have imagined having a real dragon standing here before me- truly remarkable. I have great news, Vartan! Aidan and I have avenged the murder of our king. Derian is dead!”
“The tide of war is truly turning in our favour. This will call for great celebration,” beamed Nymira.
“Is what you say true? Did you actually see him die?" asked Vartan. Approaching him, Vartan sniffed the air and raised his eyebrow. "Have you been drinking again, Tusdar?”
I sense only truth in his words, not spirits. Mind you, I think the man deserves a drink after that fall, said Keturah.
“No, Vartan, I have not been drinking. I saw it with my own eyes, and he died at my hands by an enchanted arrow straight through his stone-cold heart. It’s just a shame that we didn’t manage to kill them both. Then this entire war would have been over and done with,” said Tusdar, shaking his head in disappointment.
Vartan put a reassuring hand on Tusdar’s shoulder and closed his eyes. “There’s nothing more that you could have done, and you have done incredibly well to have dispatched Derian and stand here before me. Stay still and relax, Tusdar. I am going to see your last memories through my eyes. You won’t feel any pain, I promise you.”
“What are you going to do? Are you serious? Where on Marithia did you learn such a skill?” asked Tusdar.
“I have learned a lot in my time with the dragons, and I learn new spells and improve my skills whenever I find time. Anyway, we are already running out of time, and I need to see the events that have taken place. We have to hurry,” said Vartan.
“All right then, Vartan, whatever I can do to help,” replied Tusdar, breathing deeply as he closed his eyes in preparation for the unknown.
Vartan steadied himself and breathed deep before whispering a spell. A blinding flash went over his body, and he witnessed the events at Greenhaven as if he were Tusdar himself. Vartan shook his head in throbbing pain as he let go of Tusdar’s shoulder and breathed quickly to dispense the spell.
“You are a very brave man, and even luckier than you are brave. I hope we don’t have to deal with that golem again. Today marks a great victory in the war against the Forces of Darkness, but we may have just stirred up a hornet’s nest by upsetting its queen. I’m really glad that bastard Derian has been wiped off the face of Marithia, even if he didn’t die by my hand and the pleasure was all yours,” said Vartan, managing a smile.
“Yes, I understand. I can’t help but feel that this happy moment is tainted by Aidan’s capture. Who knows what horrors Kassina is subjecting him to?"
Tusdar looked to Nymira's mighty form. "You have a dragon with you. Why didn’t you help us both get away?”
Nymira bristled at the comment and narrowed her eyes toward Tusdar. “There were too many of them, Tusdar. We couldn't do anything by the time Greenhaven was in view, even with you by our side. We all would have been overwhelmed and captured, or even worse, killed.”
I’m with the dragon on that point. Amazingly enough, I like the thought of both of us staying alive, said Keturah.
I also like that thought, Keturah, but the reality is that everybody dies someday, responded Vartan.
Vartan felt a wave of sadness emit from Keturah and pass through his body. He brought his hand to his face, observing it closely. That’s a strange sensation, he thought.
“I understand. I didn't mean to offend you, dragon. So what do we do now?” asked Tusdar.
“Her name is Nymira,” said Vartan. “She is what we would call the Queen of the Dragons, so I would address her appropriately if I were you. Now we continue on our path past the city. There is something that I have to do, and we may already be too late. Now mount up.” Vartan climbed onto Nymira’s back.
“I give my sincerest apologies to you, Dragon Queen. I wouldn’t know the first thing about dragons, let alone attempt to ride one. Hold on a moment, if we take to the skies, won’t they see us flying past them?” asked Tusdar.
“You didn't see us coming, did you Tusdar? Stop worrying. We will be high above them in the cover of night, so as long as she stays hidden, we will be well-protected,” said Vartan as he helped Tusdar onto the dragon’s back.
“I am happy for you both to ride on my back, but my armour was not intended for anyone to ride it. Can you please jump down for a moment?” asked Nymira.
They obliged, and took a few steps back as Nymira prepared to cast a spell.
“ Vultus meus crusta pro veho, ” chanted Nymira, and her armour shone before moulding itself into the shape of seats and crude handles.
“That is the best that I can do. We can try this now, but be prepared; this will be very different from flying in the safety and balance of my clutches,” said Nymira as she carefully lay down to aid their climb.
“Vartan, before we leave… I believe that this belongs to you,” said Tusdar with a smile as he untied Vartan’s bow from his backpack and handed it over.
“I can’t believe you found this! Thanks, Tusdar,” said Vartan, securing the bow before gesturing towards the waiting dragon. Both Vartan and Tusdar climbed onto Nymira’s back and grabbed hold of her icy-cold armour as securely as possible.
“My word! Why is your armour so cold?” asked Tusdar.
“That is an effect of magical armour. I’m sorry, but I can't do anything about that,” said Nymira.
Vartan smacked Tusdar gently across the head with the back of his hand and laughed. “Tusdar, are you really that timid? Is your seat comfortable? Would you like me to get you a blanket? How about some tea?" Vartan chuckled through his words. Tusdar nodded quickly and tried to hold back a smile.
“All right, Nymira, we’re ready, finally,” laughed Vartan.
Tusdar looked around them shakily and his voice waved as he asked, “Are you sure that this is safe?"
Nymira stretched out her heavy wings, leaned down momentarily and with a thrust and a large gust of wind under them, she took flight. Both men grunted at the sheer force as they held on tightly. Nymira climbed higher into the sky at immense speed, the air rushing past their beaming faces.
“So this is what it feels like to fly? Amazing!” yelled Tusdar.
Vartan took in the picturesque view around them and shouted, “Yes, Tusdar, yes it is."
“I feel like we are flying past stars that are barely over our heads,” proclaimed Tusdar. “I could almost reach out and touch them!” He extended an arm to the sky before snapping it back into place as Nymira banked to her left.
Just as Vartan looked to the sky, a shooting star flew past the countless stars that poked sparkly holes in the black sky.
“Indeed, it is a beautiful night,” said Vartan, “but we cannot afford to be distracted and lose our focus. We need to stay completely out of sight, as Greenhaven is only a few moments ahead of us. Kassina will surely be watching the skies for any signs of dragons. Do not speak a word out loud until we are well out of earshot.”
As they cleared the canopy of Greenhaven’s hills, the fallen city and black clouds of smoke came into view. The section of land where Tusdar and Aidan fought the golem was almost completely empty, save for some defeated skeleton warriors that still clung to life. Fired arrows remained unclaimed in the ground. Vartan shared a glance of confusion with Tusdar, but as they flew over the city, they immediately understood why it was so barren. They could only observe below them as the last group formation of Kassina’s Dark Army marched over the still-lowered gate of Greenhaven.
“May the gods help us. That is a huge army. Where are they all going? I thought it was Greenhaven that they were after,” asked Tusdar.
"So did I," said Vartan. He concentrated hard and chanted the words to the spell of Farsight.
“ Permissum meus opto eo ulterius quam meus animadverto. ”
Vartan opened his eyes again and his vision soared through the air with blistering speed towards the marching Dark Army. Thousands of skeleton warriors and archers in battalions of hundreds marched in formation, and in between those forces was the golem that had captured Aidan. With each step of the golem, a thunderous beat filled the air and set the marching pace for Kassina’s Dark Army.
“I can see the golem and it marches with her. There are thousands of them, Tusdar, but I cannot believe Kassina left Greenhaven undefended. I wonder just how strong her forces are and if any are left behind,” said Vartan. As he pressed his vision forward, Vartan saw many immense wooden catapults being dragged heavily on the ground. The warriors pulling them alongside carts of ammunition were visibly struggling with the burden.
“It looks like they are prepared for a siege, but I am not yet sure of where they are going,” said Vartan. “That is strange; I’d have thought they would use horses to move their weapons.”
Nymira replied, “It is likely they drained all the horses in Greenhaven of blood, or the horses may have been slaughtered in the fall of Greenhaven. From memory, the forces are marching in the direction of Veldrenn, and I think we all know what that means. Vartan, should we warn them?”
Vartan went silent as he carefully considered his next move. The vision of his parents still troubled him deeply, but was it just a dream? He could not be sure. He could never live with himself if he didn’t save his parents when he had the chance.
He spoke softly. “At their speed, they are days out from reaching Veldrenn. It is most likely that Andrielle already knows they are coming; the elves have their own scouts. I must see to my parents’ safety, and then we will return as soon as we are able to warn them. If they have deserted Greenhaven… they must have taken Aidan with them, let me see."
Vartan looked further into the marching army and caught sight of Kassina’s cart as it moved through the Dark Army’s ranks, dragged by two oversized, undead horses. Just beside the dark sorceress’s cart, Aidan lay stretched out on a makeshift rack. He was held tightly by harsh ropes that were tied firmly in place, cutting through his flesh. Surrounding Kassina’s cart stood a legion of raised undead knights, who mindlessly obeyed her every barked order. Their armour was rusty and showed signs of decay from being resurrected from their burial grounds. Two of them carried Aidan’s rack and were slowed from its weight. Aidan struggled fruitlessly against the ropes, causing them to dig further into his torn flesh. Vartan heard his strained voice as his vision neared the cart.
“Damn you to the fires of Mount Wayrin, you wench, Kassina! I hope your end comes soon and I get to watch your flesh melt from your rotting bones!” screamed Aidan.
Kassina’s mocking laugh echoed through the thick forest. She turned to Aidan and snarled, “Shut your trap before I order one of my knights to shut it for you! I found a use for you for the time being, but don’t tempt me to change my mind. Forward! We will crush this so-called ‘Elven City’ beneath our feet.”
Vartan reeled back his vision as if his sight was tethered to a long rope. His vision snapped back into his skull and the discharge of the spell disorientated him momentarily. He shook his head and refocused his attention to the path ahead of them.
“They have Aidan with them. He’s still alive and looks mostly unharmed. Nymira, I need you to move as fast as you can,” said Vartan.
“Of course, Vartan. I suggest you both hang on as tightly as possible-and try not to scream when we are so close to Kassina,” said Nymira.
She ascended into the sky before suddenly diving towards the ground, letting gravity give her a burst of speed.
The rumble of the approaching army's march shook their bodies and vision as they hung onto the tree branches. Nicolai wiped a cooled tear from her face as she turned to her fairy soldiers. They were all dressed in golden armour, and wielded small silver swords and shields bearing the mark of a leaf.
She lowered her golden helmet onto her head and shouted, "Fairies of the elven forest, we knew that this moment would come since their scouts found us. We have already lost some fairies dear to all of us, and I will not allow their deaths to be in vain. Our homes are in their path and beyond that lie our greatest allies, the elves. We have to do everything we can to stop them and to buy Queen Andrielle some time. We may be small in size, but we can make a big difference. We all know what we have to do, so let's fly together and fight together."
The fairies clicked their tongues and cheered. The forest filled with their cries as Kassina's army neared. Nicolai drew her sword and yelled, "Fairies, attack!"
The forest edge lit up with their glistening armour reflecting the moonlight as the swarm of fairies drew their swords, flew high and charged at Kassina's army.
The queen of darkness stood wide-eyed. She had only moments to react before the quick-flying fairies reached her front lines.
" Fairies are attacking us? Kill them all!" she growled, dismissing the attacking army with a flick of her hand.
The flying army landed on the helmets of the Forces of Darkness and stabbed wildly at their glowing eyes. The dark army’s shrieks filled the air as they swatted at the fairies. Some of Kassina’s forces drew swords and smashed them into their own helmets in an attempt to kill the attacking fairy army. The comparatively large swords were easily evaded as the faeries leapt between their targets, sending her ranks into disarray.
Kassina's rage filled her body as she launched to her feet, swung her arms and pointed with her fingertips to burst a fairy open with a bolt of lightning. Its armour shattered as its body evaporated into a cloud of blood. Kassina boomed, "Do I really have to do everything myself? Archers, take aim and fire!"
Nicolai flew through the path of the resulting blood cloud, grunting as she spat the metallic taste from her mouth. She heard only her breath as she surveyed the situation through her helm, helplessly watching as another fairy was destroyed by Kassina’s hand. "Retreat to the cover of the woods, now!"
The fairy army flew upward and a volley of arrows followed the shiny cloud of fairies. A few unlucky fairies were speared by the arrows and plummeted to the ground, whilst the rest disappeared into the safety of the forest canopy.
Kassina's snapped, "So the little insects have run away to hide. Get back in formation! Let's see how much of their forest will remain when we are done with them. There are many ways to flush out our enemies!"



Chapter 14: Rain of Fire



“Dreams… will I ever realise them? Can I even have them anymore?

Everything that I knew of my future has been shattered like a broken window. I have to sacrifice the future with Helenia that I always dreamed of to save our world.

How am I ever going to tell her?”

(Sir Vartan of Greenhaven)


Helenia took in a deep breath and refocused on her fighting stance, steadying herself and placing her legs far apart. Sweat dripped from her chin. Wearing armour for the first time made sword fighting difficult for her, and she quickly tired with its weight.
“Now Helenia, listen to me. I want you to hit me like we practiced earlier. Remember your training, and most of all, do nothing else but focus. Clear your mind,” said Faowind, holding his sword in a defensive posture.
Come on, Helenia, you can do this, she thought as she tightened her grip on her sword. With a deep grunt, she swung her sword with all of her strength. It struck Faowind’s in a fiery clash of metal.
“That’s very good, Helenia. Now follow up with combination attacks. Keep moving and hit me as hard as you can. You are doing very well,” said Faowind with an approving smile.
Andrielle stood on the outskirts of the training grounds, near Karven’s mighty form, watching her daughter train for hours with Faowind.
“You know,” said Karven, “she really does have great potential as a fighter. You must be very proud of her.”
“Of course I am proud of my daughter, but although I have allowed her this special request, I am only letting her to train for the direst of circumstances,” said Andrielle. “Can I ask you to watch over her when we are attacked? It is inevitable that war is upon us, but we need at least one royal to live through it.”
“Do you really need to ask? Of course I will watch over her, and protect her with the best of my abilities during battle. I will, of course, also be watching over you,” he replied.
“Your words warm my heart, dragon king. But I want you to know that I would gladly put my life before hers and will do so without hesitation. If my life is taken from me, can you please do me the favour of taking her away from all of this? I can’t bear the thought of us both dying out there,” whispered Andrielle.
“Great Elven Queen, I would do almost anything that you ask. But do you really want your army to be deserted if Helenia were to become queen on the battlefield?” asked Karven.
“No. I suppose you are right, Karven,” sighed Andrielle. “Let us hope that it does not come to that decision.”
Helenia swung her sword above her head, then let it come crashing down on Faowind’s weapon with an impressive display of sparks. She narrowed her eyes and growled, "This is useless practice! How will this prepare me for the realism of war? My enemies won't be so careful not to hit me. Show me something real!"
"As you wish, princess," Faowind replied firmly. He swung around and, hit Helenia hard in the stomach with the butt of his sword. Twisting his body in the other direction, the back of his hand connected with her face and sent her to the ground like a fallen sack of potatoes. Helenia cried out with the sharp pains searing through her body.
She struggled to regain her breath, using her sword to lever herself back onto her feet. Helenia was visibly hurt, and even a blind man could see the anger blazing within her eyes like a wild furnace. She raised her sword in the air with determination and chanted a spell: “ Iuxta bolem involam. ”
Her sword hummed and ignited with fire from the hilt, the heat distorting Faowind’s view of her. Her armour emitted a slight white glow. Helenia sprinted at him as if she had complete freedom of movement, cutting her sword through the air with inhuman speed. Faowind barely had time to think or react, only just placing his sword in her path to defend himself in time. Flames burst from the impact of their weapons and lit small fires on the ground near their feet.
“Helenia! What are you doing?” yelled Andrielle, running towards her daughter.
The queen noticed a crowd gathered to watch the battle, cheering from the excitement.
Faowind knew he had to do something to stop Helenia's fury and quickly ducked out of her path. He closed his eyes to cast a spell of his own.
“ Ex caelo phasmam fluminis evoco.”
A distant scream erupted from the sky and the entire city turned its gaze to the canopy and waited, whispering to each other in fear. A water spirit burst from the clouds, her liquid face scanning the ground for the enchanted sword. It instantly located the magic emanating from the enchanted sword and with a gurgling hiss, it reeled back and lurched forward at full speed towards Helenia’s position.
The crowd began cheering with excitement and encouragement at the fierce fighting before them. Faowind used all of his strength to deflect Helenia’s attacks and keep her at bay. Helenia leapt into the air, swinging her sword in a circular motion and narrowly missing Faowind’s head as he ducked out of the way of the flames above him.
"Helenia, stop!" yelled Andrielle.
The water spirit fell hard from the tree canopy and crashed into Helenia’s body, sending the princess plummeting to the ground yet again. A large gush of water spread over the grass and put out the small fires that had begun to build. Helenia coughed up water from her lungs and dropped her drenched sword to the ground beside her, her hand cramped from battle. She eased herself up to a crouched position, shaking her head in pain and confusion.
“My goodness, Helenia! I had no idea you had the ability to use magic, let alone fight with such ferocity. If your powers are that strong, we certainly could use you in the battle ahead,” said Faowind, struggling to regain his breath.
“Neither did I, Faowind,” said Andrielle, nearing them with Karven beside her.
“The spectacle’s over,” said Karven. “Everyone get moving, now! This is not the time for standing around and watching. We could be attacked at any moment and these are the opportunities Kassina is waiting for.”
The crowd began to disperse through the city at the order from the King of Dragons. Andrielle helped her daughter back to her feet, dusting off the dirt from her shoulders. The princess stood gracefully for a few moments before falling back into the mud in sheer exhaustion. Faowind quickly picked her up off the ground and gently slung her over his shoulder.
Andrielle's face dropped as she spoke through a sigh, “Oh, Helenia. I have been far too protective of you. If my protection has forced you to keep your powers a secret even from me, then it is about time I took a step back. Faowind, take her to her room and find an elven healer to return her strength as quickly as possible."
“Of course, my Queen,” said Faowind with a smile. He turned and marched towards Helenia’s room, with the princess dangling weakly in his arms like a stuffed ragdoll, as Karven turned his attention to Andrielle.
“To cast two spells of such magnitude takes one who is not only born with great powers, but who is exceptionally powerful. And to have cast them without any formal training is phenomenal. Dare I say it, I doubt that she needs protecting from anyone,” said Karven.
Andrielle stared at the ground and could not look the dragon in the eye. “I know; you are right. I realise this now. But I am always battling my motherly instinct, and the wisdom that I have learned over the many years as queen."
“I now completely understand the attraction between the princess and Vartan. They are drawn together by forces that are beyond their control. It is a shame indeed,” said Karven.
The ground suddenly trembled beneath their feet, sending a shower of leaves raining down into the city from the canopy of the trees. The whispering of the inhabitants slowly erupted into a mixture of panic and excitement.
“ Longinque animadvertam, ” chanted Andrielle.
Her vision flew through Veldrenn in the direction of Greenhaven. She continued her farsight through the countless trees, past the elven guards who had swords drawn at the ready in their fighting positions. Andrielle panicked and sped further, towards the flashes of fire leading to the outskirts of the Elven Woods. Battling fairies zipped in and out from the forest’s edge, resting momentarily behind trees for cover before engaging the forces of darkness. The chaos that was suddenly before her hit her like a wall in her face.
Bang!
A burning missile from Kassina’s catapults exploded spectacularly into flame, sending screaming fairies fleeing from tree to tree in desperation as they struggled to find safe shelter and prepare for another attack. Andrielle focused her mind to send out a message to the fairies.
Do not attempt to stay in the path of the Dark Army. There is nothing more you can do. Come to the safety of the city, brave fairies. Quickly now.
The fairies all stopped in mid-air momentarily and looked to their queen, Nicolai. Only the crackles of fires and trees burning could be heard. Nicolai nodded knowingly and they suddenly flew as fast as they could towards Veldrenn. A flurry of glowing fairies lit up the forest. Andrielle sighed with relief and allowed her shoulders to relax momentarily.
However, the Elven Queen was not as lucky as she had hoped. Her message was also heard by unfriendly ears.
Kassina turned to her catapult teams and laughed with delight.
“Keep up the bombardment, but don't stop moving! Fire and move forward before firing again. We have them on the run!” She turned her attention to her golem. “Glaucus!” she barked. “Start clearing those trees!”
Glaucus grunted as he made his way to the burning wall of trees ahead of them. With a horrible cracking sound, he tore the first burning tree in his sight from the ground and held it up in the air. He turned to Kassina with a look of confusion on his face. She smiled back at her summoned pet as she calmly relayed her order with an ominous voice. “Every tree you rip out, throw it ahead of us as far as you can. The elves can keep their treasured trees."
Glaucus grunted as he took a few heavy steps back. The surrounding army steadied themselves from the shaking ground. Glaucus swung the giant burning tree behind him and then launched forward. The tree tore through the air like a burning spear, flying in the direction of Veldrenn.
Andrielle returned her vision and turned to Karven with a paled face. “We need to get ready for battle, now — and we need dragons in the air,” she said, with a slight hint of panic in her voice.
“And why do you need my dragons in the air already?” asked Karven warily.
The canopy of the city shuddered loudly. A burning tree crashed through it and smashed violently into one of the houses below. The screams of the elves within were blood-curdling as they began to burn alive. Elves and humans rushed to the water wells in a vain effort to save them.
Andrielle pointed to the burning building and cried, “ That’s why! Please, great dragons, help us stop those trees before more of us get killed."
Karven snorted jets of fire, nodded and took flight with great strength, sending dirt and leaves flying into the air.
“ Exeunt omnes, ” chanted Andrielle. The canopy of trees burst open with a resounding roar, as if they were longing for her command. The city was filled with a high pitched vibration that sounded as if it was coming from the trees around them.
“Dragons! The time has come for us to take to the skies and honour our alliance. Let us move to the skies and defend Veldrenn!” ordered Karven.
The dragons took flight and sent a surge of wind over the city. Everyone ducked for cover as the dragons ascended into the sky. Their clothes flapped wildly in the whirlwind.
“Good luck, Karven!” yelled Andrielle.
“Good luck to you, too, Andrielle,” responded Karven, before the formation of dragons filled the night sky and almost completely blocked the moonlight.
A second burning tree hurtled through the sky towards the city. Karven soared to it with great speed, catching the tree in his claws with a smooth roll of his body. Strips of bark burst from its surface as his grip took hold.
“Dragons, grab yourself a tree and let’s show them how bitter their own medicine tastes,” cried Karven.
The dragons all blew a burst of fire in acknowledgement of Karven’s order and flew powerfully in Kassina’s direction, ready for war.
Andrielle sat in her room, sharpening her sword with great haste. Her door creaked open as she felt a presence enter and close the door behind them. She breathed deep as she turned to face her intruder, her shaky hands revealing her fear.
"My queen, you summoned me?" asked Dryden softly.
She turned to him and stared at him with watery eyes. After a silent moment, her lip quivered as she began to cry. "Is this really happening?" she wept.
Dryden approached her gently and hesitated before daring to take her in his arms and hold her close to his chest. Her words came in quick breaths between sobs. "Look at me! I need to lead us into war and I am falling apart. How will I do this? I have never shed blood in my life. Deep down, I am scared stiff. Am I a coward, Dryden? Do I have what it takes to lead them?"
Dryden reached up and held her chin to bring her face up to his as he looked deep into her eyes. "My queen. If I may, it is because you are scared stiff, and you still stand to lead them, that you are worthy of doing so. Courage is in your heart, and I will be proud to stand beside you in battle, Your Highness. I will protect you and Helenia, and would die for either of you."
Andrielle looked deep into his eyes and she suddenly leaned in to lay a soft kiss on Dryden's lips before her eyes burst open and she quickly withdrew from his arms. A shudder went through the ground as a burning missile crashed into the city.
She looked away from him and her face reddened. "Forgive me, Dryden,” she whispered. “You are one of my most trusted friends, and I did not mean to break that trust. Thank you for your kindness, but I need to be alone for a moment. Please, leave me to make ready my sword."
Dryden smiled. "My trust has not been broken, my queen. I am always here for you, whatever you need."
He shut the door behind him and shook out his hands to calm his fluttering heart as he returned to his duties.



Chapter 15: Homecoming



“I never thought war would be such an awful reality until I stared into its grisly face. To die in battle is often referred to as a heroic act, but I will never understand that. What glory is there in bleeding to death in agony on the battlefield?

I have no intention of dying at the hands of my enemy.”

(General Faowind of Veldrenn)


Vartan dismounted from Nymira and onto familiar grounds, drawing the night’s air into his lungs. Closing his eyes tight, he took in the air through his nose, hunting for the scent of blood. His eyes shot open and his heart pumped wildly when the vision’s memories flooded his mind. The blood, the writing, the bodies, the ropes-all sent cold shivers up his spine and turned his stomach.
“Vartan, I will hide myself outside and be ready at the first sign of trouble. All you need to do is to call for me and I will be right here,” said Nymira.
Vartan and Tusdar watched her slowly fade into the night as she mutated her scales and her footprints were all that were left behind.
Tusdar put a hand on Vartan's shoulder and whispered, “Do you want me to come in with you?”
“No, thank you, Tusdar,” replied Vartan, patting his companion's back. “This is my journey to make. Search the surrounding area, and yell for me if you find any survivors. Search quietly and carefully.”
“As you wish, Vartan,” said Tusdar, nodding. He watched as Tusdar began his search through the surrounding farmland, walking carefully with each step. Satisfied that Tusdar was busy with his task, he spun around to face the farmhouse.
Come on, Vartan, be strong, said Keturah reassuringly. I am right here with you, no matter what happens.
I need to be able to see, it’s far too dark tonight, thought Vartan.
He closed his eyes and whispered, “ Emitte lucem et veritatem. ”
His eyelids sparkled momentarily as the spell took effect. Today he was going to take no unnecessary chances, and he drew his sword into the night to lead his way. The shimmer of moonlight reflecting off the blade almost blinded his ensorcelled eyes and he shook his head to refocus his vision. Vartan stepped onto his family porch and almost tripped over the rocking chair that was lying on its side. A horse carving rolled off the chair and bumped against his feet. Vartan picked it up and raised it to his face. The memories of his bother playing with the carving when he was still human filled his heart with joy and he allowed himself a smile. “Ah Finn, how you always loved to play,” he mumbled to himself.
He placed his brother's carving back on the chair and steadied his nerves.
Things are different, thought Vartan. And if things are different, then maybe my vision was only a dream.
Vartan allowed himself a smile and approached the door carefully. As the door creaked open, the stench of blood suddenly overwhelmed his senses and stripped the smile from his face. Embers in the fireplace twinkled in his vision like diamonds, and a sense of deja vu smothered him.
Vartan frantically ran up the stairs, taking no notice of anything else around him until he stopped short of his parents’ bedroom door. He looked down reluctantly and noticed that a crude blood trail led into the room, under the door.
No! It can’t be true! he thought. I need to keep my senses sharp, and I can’t do that with this spell on my eyes.
“ Ex viso cantio dispellatur., ” whispered Vartan, and his view returned to darkness.
Only the light escaping from beneath the door and the dim red glow from the fireplace downstairs granted him sight. The sound of the blowing wind whistled from behind the door. It was then that the creaking of ropes reached his ears. Abandoning all hope, Vartan could only see red as his blood surged through his veins.
Please gods, no. Let it all have been a dream, thought Vartan.
Taking a step back, he booted the door open as hard as he could before charging into the room. He squinted as his eyes adjusted to the bright moonlight through the broken window.
With his sudden entrance, Vartan had barely enough time to notice the silver blade coming at his neck. He dropped onto his back and slid forward on the dusty floor. As if time had slowed down, he watched as the shiny blade flew over his nose and Vartan felt the cold of its steel on his skin before his sliding body halted near the open window under a cloud of dust.
In the moonlight, Vartan could make out the grey skin of his mother lying dead on the floor. The usually light wooden planks were almost completely drenched in dried blood. Like a startled snake, Vartan turned sharply on his opponent, whom he could just make out. The figure appeared too large to be a woman and was wearing a heavy robe.
The rage took over his body when he noticed the hanging lump of flesh out of the corner of his eye. The blood dripped onto the floor and rivulets of it trickled into slowly expanding pools.
“Damn you!” screamed Vartan. “May the gods not have mercy on your soul!”
He ran at the figure in the darkness and stabbed at him with furious intensity. The man grunted as he barely dodged the attacks; Vartan’s sword met his own with a loud clash of metal. Vartan shouted and kicked the man’s chest with all of his might. As the force of the blow sent the man crashing through the wall and tumbling down the stairs, dust from the broken wall filled the room and made Vartan cough uncontrollably.
Like a man possessed, Vartan hurtled through the broken wall and down the stairs to see the man crawling towards the door in agony, spitting blood across the dirty floor. His sword lay idle by the fireplace, and Vartan snatched it hastily off the ground.
“Nobody skins my parents and lives to tell the tale, you filthy animal!” yelled Vartan.
With a smooth motion, he plunged the man’s own sword through his leg and pinned him in place. The man grunted in agony and his hands shook weakly. He spat more blood from his mouth. Vartan lifted his sword high in the air and aimed it at the man’s still-cowled neck. The man waved a hand with his remaining strength, as if he was trying desperately to gain Vartan’s attention.
“What could you possibly have to say for yourself before I run you through?” asked Vartan angrily.
Despite his leg, still impaled to the floor, the man managed to turn over to face Vartan, his quivering hand pathetically shielding him from Vartan’s sword.
Vartan, is that who I think it is? asked Keturah.
Vartan dropped to his knees by the man and was overwhelmed with grief. Tears clouded his vision.
“No! What have I done?” he screamed at the top of his lungs. He buried his face in his hands in anguish.
Vartan thought back to the vision and realised that he had ignored something. He raised his head and turned to the message written with blood on the wall.
How does it feel to have killed your own father? Now who is the pathetic one, young knight? Lots of love, Kassina.
“No!” screamed Vartan, turning to his father who wheezed on the floor. Vartan crawled over to him desperately and felt Nymira’s presence through the open doorway.
By the gods, Vartan, is that your father? she asked.
“Nymira, you have to help him,” pleaded Vartan. “Is there anything you can do?”
He opened his father’s mouth to see that his tongue had been roughly cut out. Fresh blood still oozed from the wound.
“That damned witch Kassina-what has she done to you?” cried Vartan.
I’m sorry, Vartan, said Nymira, but I cannot take him to a healer in time to save him from a human’s death. However, this will not be the end for him. He will be born again as a dragon, as will your mother. Nothing on this planet can save him. Where is your mother?
Leon grunted again as he grabbed Vartan’s sword, placed the hilt into Vartan’s hands, and nodded with tears in his eyes, collapsing his head on the floor. Vartan stepped back in defiance.
“No, I will not kill my own father. I will not fail my entire family. Not today, not ever,” he cried.
Vartan, do you have any other artefacts aside from me? asked Keturah.
Vartan turned to Nymira as the realisation sank in.
“You said that nothing on this planet will save my father. What if something from another planet will?” he asked.
Vartan quickly threw his pack to the floor and rummaged through for the objects he obtained from She’Ma’Ryn. As he searched his pack, Vartan found the source of a faint pink glow and when he pulled the glowing object out, he held the golden egg. He smiled as hope now spurred him on.
You cannot heal your father while he has a sword stuck in his leg. It has to be removed, and you will need to act quickly, said Keturah.
“Father, I need you to prepare for me to remove the sword. I am so sorry, I had no idea it was you,” said Vartan.
Leon nodded in agreement and he closed his eyes tight to brace himself for the pain. Vartan grabbed hold of the hilt with both hands and held down the leg with his knee to stop his father from moving unnecessarily. He carefully eased out the sword. Fresh blood spurted into the air and all over his body. Leon groaned with the burning white pain as he clutched at the wound.
Vartan panicked at the sight of the blood, staring with vacant wide eyes.
Now focus! said Keturah. The artefact you hold is called an Egg of Life. I have seen these in our world’s equivalent of your City of Wonders. It is incredibly rare and immensely powerful. You need to carefully twist it open and be sure to get every drop into him.
Vartan lifted the egg to his face and gently turned the two halves until they clicked. As carefully as he could, Vartan pulled the halves apart. There was a slight hiss and the scent of a desert rose filled the air. There was a sparkling pink liquid within the egg. Vartan balanced it precariously in his hands, battling with his nerves to stop it from spilling uselessly to the ground.
“I need you to swallow all of this. I know your mouth must be painful right now, but it is the only way,” whispered Vartan.
Vartan used his free arm to help raise his father’s head, and Leon sipped the pink liquid into his mouth and swallowed. Twitches of sharp pain passed across his eyes and he clenched his fists. It only took a few moments for the magic to start its work. Leon’s body began to glow pink, increasing in intensity until Vartan couldn’t bear to look at him. The light was almost blindingly bright.
The room filled with a high pitched ringing sound that grew in intensity until Vartan had to cover his ears to block it out.
The light slowly dimmed, and Vartan turned to look at his revived father. Leon was already standing up straight, breathing deep with his sword in hand. He had discarded his heavy robe and stood before Vartan in his slightly torn clothes, the fury in his heart pumping through his veins. He reached into his mouth and found that his tongue had also regenerated and he was once again able to speak.
Smiling with pride, Leon strode over to give his son a rough but warm hug.
“Thank you, Vartan,” said Leon. “That cowardly bitch Kassina and her vampire assassins ambushed the house while we were sleeping; they imprisoned us after taking Greenhaven. By the gods, whatever was in that strange egg has returned all of my strength to me!” He flexed his muscles in wonderment. He swung his sword into the wall with the crudely written blood message with such force that the blade stuck, leaving the hilt wobbling in the air.
“That wench skinned your mother, while the vamps forced my eyes open to watch before they cut my tongue out. I can still hear her screams… how I long for the day to return that favour,” growled Leon, his face full of horror. He turned back to Vartan. “Then they left me here alive and told me that if I were ever to leave the rotting bedroom, the assassins would be waiting for me and turn me into one of those vile creatures. I thought you were one of them when you burst into the room. I managed to find my sword that I had hidden away in case anyone broke in, after they had left. I thought about jumping out the window, but I would have broken my legs."
His face paled as it dawned on him that he had fallen into a trap, and he ripped his sword out from the wall hastily.
“Vartan, the assassins are likely still out there and probably waiting to ambush us. Is there anyone else with you?”
“Nymira?” asked Vartan, as the Dragon Queen slowly shifted her scales back to show herself.
Leon stared at her in surprise and then immediately bowed down to greet his queen.
“My goodness, get off the ground, you silly fool, and prepare yourself for battle!”
“Yes, my Queen,” replied Leon, abruptly returning to his feet as his face reddened.
A panicked scream escaped the fields outside, and was quickly muffled.
“Oh no — that was Tusdar!” growled Vartan.
Vartan and Leon stealthily approached the farmhouse windows, peering out to see if they could locate Tusdar. Nymira pulled her head out from the doorway and looked around to scan the many fields around them.
Standing in a circle around them were at least two dozen vampire assassins, leering in the moonlight, their black clothes flapping in the wind. One of them wore red jewels on a gold necklace and stood closest to the house with Tusdar held in a tight armlock, a sharp silver dagger held to his neck. Its tip pierced Tusdar’s skin and drew tiny droplets of blood.
Take down their leader first, and the rest will crumble, thought Vartan as they stepped out of the farmhouse, studying the positions of the awaiting vampires.
A growling voice echoed into the night. “I am Arane, and I command the entire vampire army. I will make this simple for you. Lay down your weapons and hand over your dragon to our control and none of you have to die.”
“Commander of the vampire army, you say?” said Vartan. “Aren’t you under Shindar’s command? And I would hardly call this little gathering an army. The dragon — not my dragon — is free from capture and does not bend to anyone’s will. As for letting us all live, I would love to believe you, but history has shown that vampires are not to be trusted.”
Vartan's body twisted as he snapped out his arm, releasing a small dagger, and formed the shape of a claw with his other hand. He cast a spell under his breath, “ Impendo quod queritor. ”
The dagger split open in mid-air, transforming into four razor-sharp steel claws that mimicked his own fingers, and embedded themselves around Arane’s pale neck.
Vartan grinned as he shouted. “Let Tusdar go, or I’ll close my fist and turn you into dust to fertilise the plants."
Arane snickered as he narrowed his eyes. “You stupid fool! This isn’t a fable and we don’t negotiate! You had your chance, and I will not give you the courtesy of another." He slid his blade across Tusdar’s neck and dropped his body to the cold ground. Tusdar clutched at his open flesh as he choked loudly on his own steaming hot blood.
“No! Tusdar! Arane, you son of a bitch!” growled Vartan.
He closed his fist tightly and his enchanted weapon cut through Arane’s neck. The vampire’s body disintegrated into dust.. Vartan and Leon charged forward furiously with their weapons drawn high. Nymira quickly extended her tail and sliced through the necks of three more assassins in one smooth motion. She snapped her head up and unleashed dragon's breath that engulfed a handful of vampires who had leapt from the roof. Vartan jumped off a pile of hay and brought his sword down to crash through an assassin, slicing its body cleanly in half. The two halves of the vampire’s flesh and bones fell to the ground with a thud before turning into dust. Leon and Vartan turned together with their swords ready to face the remainder of the attackers.
"You sure have grown, my boy!" Leon laughed.
With a gust of wind past their faces, Nymira’s immense body landed behind the vampires. She narrowed her eyes and blew jets of fire into the sky as a warning to the rest of them. Four vampire assassins stood side by side on the roof, unsure of what to do next. They looked at one another, mumbled something out of earshot and nodded. One of them brought a horn to his lips and blew hard, sending a grumbling sound through the forest.
At first, there was no response. Then, one after another, they heard the shrieks echoing from the forest build until they were almost a unified, deafening noise. Hundreds of vampires ran from the surrounding forest and covered the farm like ants, blazing their way towards them at inhuman speed.
“By the gods, son-the entire vampire army is upon us!” cried Leon, nervously swinging his sword and turning in all directions.
Vartan looked up to see a cloud of assassins’ daggers spinning towards them and barely had time to consider his next move.
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Chapter 16: A Time to Live, A Time to Die
“What have I done with my whole life? I’ve spent countless years wasting it away with drink and thievery. I think it’s time that I do something worthwhile. What is the good of jewels and treasure when our whole world is covered in darkness?
It is time for me to take a stand and show everybody that I am more than a thief.”
(Tusdar, Master Thief of Greenhaven)
Trisa tucked her hair behind her ears, retrieved a pungent dark green herb from her pack, and gently rubbed it under Helenia’s nose.
“We cannot thank you enough, Trisa,” said Andrielle. “In times like this, an elven healer is indeed difficult to find. We needed all the warriors we could get, so all the healers we have are being trained for war. Perhaps I should reconsider that strategy.”
“I am glad to be of service to you, my new Queen. Thank you for allowing me entry and safety within the walls of Veldrenn. Mind you, I am a bit unsure of my safety here right now.”
Bang…
"I agree with you,” replied Andrielle. “I only wish we had more time to prepare."
Another rumble ran through the ground and rattled the plates and furniture within the house. Helenia stirred to life and turned to stare with clouded eyes at her worried mother seated beside her. Trisa brought a specially brewed steaming cup of tea to the princess’s lips and gestured for her to take it.
“Please, drink up, Princess Helenia,” said Trisa. “This will return your energy. The quickened healing process drained most of your body’s reserves. Mind you, I’ll be honest and tell you that there was not much there to begin with. You might want to save the use of magic for an absolute emergency, or until you learn to master the use of it. Otherwise, it may just be the death of you.”
Helenia drank the tea slowly, rubbing her head with her other hand.
Bang…
Another loud rumble almost sent the tea flying out of her grasp.
“What is that? Are we safe here?” asked Helenia, her voice breaking in panic.
Andrielle clenched her fists and spoke through hardened lips. “Unfortunately, none of us are safe here anymore, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to just sit still in here and wait for any of us to be killed by that foul excuse of a woman, Kassina."
She marched toward her door and yelled, “General Faowind!”
The door almost immediately burst open, and for the first time Helenia laid her eyes on the awaiting elven and human joint army in formation outside of their door.
“Oh my goodness, we are actually ready for war!” exclaimed Helenia.
Faowind bowed. “Your orders, my Queen?”
“General Faowind, are our forces prepared to move out?”
Faowind beamed with pride. “Of course they are, my Queen. Archers are ready with plenty of arrows, our soldiers with the burst shooters are ready, and our knights will accompany us in battle on horseback."
Bang…
A rather large rumble sent dust flying through the room. Helenia returned to her feet and snatched her sword from beside her bed, readying it by her side.
“We have very little time now, Faowind,” said Andrielle, “and I want you to help me with my armour. Are our horses readied?”
Faowind responded as he entered the room dragging a heavy cart covered in a royal silk blanket. “The horses are armoured and waiting outside, and Your Highness’s royal battle armour and cleaned sword are already here.” Faowind started to pull out Andrielle’s armour and quickly dressed his queen, taking care with each piece.
Trisa approached Andrielle with soft steps. She bowed and asked softly, “Great Queen, I may be a healer by trade, but I would serve you well on the battlefield and am handy with any weapon. Please allow me the great honour to ride with you into battle, and I will tend to you and your party in the event that you are wounded."
Andrielle only blinked before answering, “Your request is granted, Trisa. We need all the help we can get. Faowind will bring you one of our few reserve horses and a spare sword. However, we are well and truly out of armour, so I would suggest avoiding battle as much as possible."
Bang…
Another rumble knocked over the cart of royal armour. Helenia helped Faowind lift the cart off the ground and growled, "I can't wait to put a blade through that bitch."
Faowind smiled. “You may just get that chance. They are getting closer."
He gently slid Andrielle’s helm over her head, covering and protecting most of her face, save her eyes. She turned her attention to Helenia and was quite a sight to behold, even for her daughter. The royal battle armour was the prized possession of any elven royal who was privileged enough to wear it. Helenia would inherit her mother’s armour upon her ascension to the throne, but had specially made armour of her own to tide her over. The queen’s armour shone gloriously, and was set with jewels imbued with magical power that she could tap into during battle. Her helm connected to golden scales that draped over her shoulders, and the face of a dragon was carved into the shiny metal of her face plate.
“Faowind, if you would please fit my reserve helm onto Helenia?” she asked with a knowing smile.
Helenia suddenly realised that she would finally have her wish granted. Faowind stood close behind her and slid the heavy helm over her head. Andrielle’s reserve helm was identical to her first, but bore the carved face of a hawk.
Helenia stuttered as her face paled. “Thank you, mother. I–I will not let you down."
“I know you wouldn't. But you will stay close to either myself or Faowind. Nothing is for certain when we reach the battlefield. You have to be prepared for anything. Is that clear?” said Andrielle, raising her sword.
“Of course, as clear as crystal waters,” replied Helenia.
Faowind pulled a slightly beaten sword from the cart and handed it to Trisa. They all joined their queen in raising their swords together.
Bang…
Another rumble sent plates crashing to the ground and shattered into tiny pieces. They all swayed with the force of the impact.
Andrielle spoke again. “In the touching of our swords, we become as one. This is our first and last stand. We have nowhere else to run and we will no longer hide. Our forces will combine our strengths and we will win this day on the battlefield, or die trying. Let us touch swords now.”
In a circle, they touched their swords at the tips, the ceiling of the house lighting up with reflections of forged metal.
Andrielle's voice was firm as she continued. “Victory will be had, or death shall be embraced. For all that is pure!”
“For all that is pure!” they chanted.
They sheathed their swords in unison and took a moment to look each other in the eyes. Fear was overtaken by necessity, and necessity finally turned into determination.
“We all know what we have to do, so let’s go and get it done,” said Andrielle with a nod.
They walked out the door together and made their way to their waiting horses. Andrielle’s army was quite a sight to behold, and covered the majority of the city’s grounds. Mounted on horseback, Andrielle, Helenia and Faowind approached the front ranks of their awaiting men and women. The Knights of the Elves made their way behind their queen.
Some of the army’s soldiers were barely in their teens, yet they held swords and other weapons in their growing hands with the same confidence as their elders. Andrielle lifted her face guard to greet her people face to face.
“The great and honourable Elven Queen, Andrielle!” cried Faowind.
The army responded as one, moving to an attentive stance and speaking with an almost deafening unified voice.
“For the queen!” they screamed, stomping their feet into the ground and banging their swords against their shields.
Bang…
A burning tree tore through the canopy, crashing into a now-empty barracks and setting it alight as if it were a wick for a candle. Unaffected by the interruption, Andrielle addressed her waiting army.
“I welcome all of you, brave souls. Some of you have come from faraway lands to join our fight here today, to join the most important fight of our lifetime. We stand here together, unified against the darkness that shadows over us. We stand here to say that we will live in fear no longer! Today, you will not bow to me as your queen, and I ask for no favouritism. On this day, we will shed blood together, standing shoulder to shoulder. And on this day, we shall be triumphant as equals!” said Andrielle.
The mass of soldiers smashed their shields into the ground, while still holding their disciplined stance. Andrielle spun her horse around and faced the direction from which the burning trees were thrown — Kassina’s direction. She turned her face back to her army and continued.
“Kassina and the Dark Army would love for us all to cower in fear until they can pick us off and destroy us all. Our allies, the dragons, have already begun the battle, and we will help them to win the war! We will not bow to her dark wishes. We will take the fight right to that heartless wench’s lips and tell her, as her armies fall to the ground around her, that we are unafraid!"
Andrielle’s army began a rhythmic beat with their weapons and shields, their hearts racing with adrenaline. Andrielle drew her sword, and slammed her face guard into place with its hilt. She pointed forward through the trees that began to part and open a path for the army to enter.
“Onward to victory!” she screamed.
“To victory!” they all began to chant.
The ground trembled with the movement of Andrielle’s army as they began their march towards Kassina’s waiting Forces of Darkness.
Black clouds billowed into the sky and the stench of smoke stained the crisp night air. Flashes from the battle lit up the tear-streaked faces of sniffling children as the mothers who were either too weak to fight, or needed for the safekeeping of the survivors, made their way toward the glow and skyward beam of She’Ma’Ryn, far from the Battle of the Elven Woods. The women carried heavy packs on their backs with supplies and materials for making shelter. A handful of elven warriors accompanied the survivors for protection.
A woman managed a smile as she addressed the large crowd of children. “Come now, we are under the queen’s orders and we will be safe in the woods.”
The children nodded as they held their heads low and continued the long walk without complaint. “Remember, we have the dragons on our side now,” the woman continued. “And when the battle is won, we will return to Veldrenn to rebuild and celebrate.”



Chapter 17: Death from Above



“This is not the first time that the knights have been involved in war, nor will it likely be the last. However, for the first time in my life, I fight not only for my king or kingdom, but for the survival of the world as we know it.

A burden such as this can either provide hope and courage, or weigh one down into hopelessness and despair. I don’t have much time for the latter.”

(Sir Dryden of Veldrenn)


Kassina turned her scowl to her busy catapult crews and viciously spat out an order. “Aim at those damned dragons, or we’ll lose this battle before it has even begun!”
She puffed loudly and collapsed her body into her makeshift throne in annoyance.
Finn dove hard at Kassina’s cart and blew a fiery path towards her position, his eyes narrowing on his target.
“Look out!” exclaimed Aidan from the cart, struggling against the rough ropes to escape. His flesh was torn through and bled into the ropes.
Finn! Be careful, one of our own is beside her, ordered Karven from far above. Watch your fire!
Kassina snapped to her feet and quickly chanted a spell of protection against fire.
“ Celatum sit ignem de corpo mei. ”
In a series of pulses, a large, transparent, glowing sphere covered her entire cart. The red-hot flames turned to steam as they touched her magical sphere.
"Damn you, witch!" growled the young dragon as he circled around.
Finn! Be careful! Don’t get too close to her, screamed Karven’s voice in his mind.
Foolishly ignoring Karven’s warning, Finn swung as hard as he could with his tail while he flew over Kassina’s head. She responded by sending a potent charge of electricity through the tip of his tail. Finn crash-landed into the ground behind her, his form grinding through the dirt and sending up a large cloud of dust.
“You stupid fool, did you really think I’d be that easy to kill?” laughed Kassina.
Bang…
Bang…
Bang…
Karven's desperate voice burst into Finn’s mind. Finn! Get off the ground, now!
Bang…
Bang…
Bang…
Finn shook his head in confusion and regained his footing when he saw what was coming. The golem, Glaucus, was charging at him with full speed and was closing on him quickly, a large oak tree in his arms. Finn didn’t have enough time to take flight and could only brace himself for the inevitable impact, shutting his eyes and folding his wings over himself.
Bang…
Bang…
Karven rocketed through the air between them and smashed his tail with shattering force into the gigantic golem. Glaucus flew back a short distance and flattened out over Aidan’s makeshift rack, sending a large spray of dirt, wood and blood into the air around them.
Kassina shot lightning randomly through the air to repel any attackers. Seizing the opportunity, Finn flapped his wings as hard as he could to gain flight as undead knights quickly closed in on him. Putting as much distance between them as possible, Finn climbed high into the dark sky. He glanced back to see the bloody remains of Aidan dangling from the ropes.
That was too close, Finn, said Karven sadly. Choose your kills wisely and try to avoid friendly casualties. That loss may have been avoidable.
Finn banked and plummeted from the sky, vengeance surging through his veins. He sent more flames into the skeleton archers, narrowly dodging arrows aimed at wounding him where he was vulnerable. Shrieks filled the night air when another flaming tree was dropped heavily into the skeleton warriors’ midst. Kassina responded with two well-placed fireballs that hit the delicate wing membrane of another unfortunate attacking dragon.
“No! Althar!” growled Karven as he watched from above.
Althar plummeted to the ground, his heavy form landing gracelessly beside one of the catapults. The dragon growled in pain as he got back to his feet. Seizing the opportunity, Althar inhaled deeply and set the catapult and its team alight with dragon's breath.
“Damn those dragons. Archers, ready your weapons and fire on the wounded one!” ordered Kassina.
With grumbles and shrieks, they responded and turned to the downed Althar, whose wings let off wisps of smoke from the damage.
Finn again dove at their position, blowing fire at the endless stream of archers moving towards Althar. On his ascent, he ripped handfuls of them from the ground in his claws and took them high into the sky before sending them helplessly plummeting to the ground to shatter into pieces.
Hundreds of archers knelt in position, took aim and released a volley of arrows at the downed dragon’s great body. Althar folded what was left of his wings as tightly as possible and rolled himself into a ball to protect himself. Their arrows bounced off his scales and fell uselessly to the ground beside him. Althar unfolded himself and stood proudly, blowing fire over the new catapult crew who were desperately attempting to retrieve and fire the weapon.
Kassina’s power was weakening and she knew she had to conserve her magic. She returned her attention to commanding the remainder of her army. Suddenly, the two dozen elven guards surrounding the city burst from the furiously burning forest and charged at the ranks of skeleton warriors before them.
“So, the elves have finally decided to join the party?” laughed Kassina. “Don’t make me laugh. Archers, ready and fire! Destroy this pitiful display of defiance.”
Two battalions of skeleton archers growled in annoyance as they took their positions and sent clouds of arrows screaming towards the elven guards. One of the elves raised a fist in the air, and the other guards quickly took positions in a square around him. They joined together by each placing a hand on the shoulder of another as they combined their powers and cast a spell, their eyes glowing with power.
“ Ex silva phasmam flaminis evocamus. ”
A faceless wind spirit burst from the trees and hovered above them before looking up to the sky at the arrows speeding towards their position. It reeled back, let out an eerie scream, and burst into the path of the arrows, taking leaves and dust with it in the powerful winds it created. A few dragons were sent barrelling in the sky, desperately trying to regain flight after being knocked off course by the sheer power of the wind. The arrows connected with the magic wall of wind and stopped in mid-air.
“You can’t be serious,” exclaimed Kassina, staring wide-eyed at the hovering arrows.
The guards pointed to the archers, and the spirit breathed something in a language nobody could understand. It flew back momentarily before turning to hurtle in the direction of the archers. The skeletons screamed and scattered as the cloud of arrows now smashed into their positions with furious force. Kassina narrowed her eyes and crunched her fists as she turned to her undead knights. Her anger was so great that her nails shredded the skin on her palms.
“Go deal with these troublesome elves, now! And do not fail me, or you may as well be dead already!” she barked.
They grunted in response, drawing their swords as they marched towards the waiting elven guards. A tremor shook the ground, and Kassina watched as the remaining wall of trees slowly parted.
At first, she could only see Andrielle’s shining armour as she rode out onto the open battlefield. The trees continued to part as the remainder of her accompaniment galloped out to stand beside her. The elven guards quickly followed suit and reassembled behind their queen.
The rumbling ground stopped momentarily.
“So the mysterious Elven Queen and her following fools and commoners decide to come out of hiding?” laughed Kassina darkly. She bared her fangs and screamed at the top of her lungs. “Is that really the best you can do? You dare challenge a fully manned Dark Army, and the most powerful sorceress of all the lands, with this pitiful display of guards and a few of you on horseback? Are you really that stupid, or did it take you many years of being queen to master that kind of idiocy?”
Althar seized the opportunity to reach safety and charged out into the open as fast as he could, weaving from side to side in the Elven Queen’s direction in an attempt to avoid enemy weaponry.
“What is this? Even the great dragons have cowards among them? Take him out!” Kassina ordered with a chuckle.
The remaining catapult detail shouted orders to each other, took aim and released a burning missile into the air in the dragon’s path.
“Look out!” screamed Helenia, standing in her stirrups.
They could only watch as the missile bounced off the ground and curved toward Andrielle. Althar twisted his body to leap into the path of the missile and growled as his unshielded stomach was savagely hit. With a loud groan of pain, he crashed violently into the ground, head first. The force of the impact frightened their horses, which complained at the large dragon’s body sliding in their direction. Dirt and soil sprayed in their direction from the impact of the powerful dragon. Althar’s body slid to a grinding halt a few feet away from Helenia, who looked him helplessly in the eyes and watched as his life left his damaged body and his flesh went limp with his final breath.
Andrielle pulled hard on her reins, causing her horse to rear up high on its hind legs and send a loud neigh into the air. She raised her sword high and cast a spell.
“ Spatha mei galbine flagrat! ”
Her sword burst into green flames, which was the signal they had been waiting for. With a loud cry of “ Forward!” escaping the forest, Andrielle’s army began their march out from the darkness and protection of the trees. Kassina watched as thousands of them came into her view, heavily armoured and many armed to the teeth with weapons made from otherworldly materials and colours. The front lines of Andrielle’s army ceased marching, standing in a linear formation a few short paces behind Andrielle.
“Dragons, take formation! The elven army has arrived!” cried Karven.
The remaining dragons flew high into the air and circled the army from above, regaining their strength as they hid themselves in the darkness. Kassina turned her view to the skies, where the battlefield was watched closely by the gods, but also by the darkest and most deviant of eyes.
Suddenly Shindar's voice filled Kassina’s mind. Kassina, your time has come. The prophecy can finally begin its fulfilment. The power we need to bring me back into this world lies in the souls of those who stand before you. Kill them all and we shall rule this world together in the time of the Blood Red Moon. You have done well and have served me with strength — now finish what you have started.
“To victory!” cried Andrielle and Helenia in unison as they and their accompaniment marched forward, leading the army into battle.
The force of their charge rattled Kassina’s cart, and she leapt off it before turning to her Forces of Darkness.
“Kill them all, and let there be no mercy!” ordered the dark sorceress with glee, as they in their turn marched to meet the elven forces in the middle of the battleground.
Karven led the dragons from the sky in a linear formation and they descended in an attack to run over Kassina's charging forces. His voice boomed over the battlefield. "Take out as many as you can, and watch for crossfire!"



Chapter 18: Rise from the Flames



“We march together as one. Our hearts beat strongly in time to the rhythm of our bodies moving in unison. This is my first war and as their queen, it is my duty to lead our army into battle.

May the gods favour us in this darkness.”

(Queen Andrielle of Veldrenn)


Nymira leapt from the ground and took flight with all her strength, her enormous wings clawing their way into the night’s twinkling sky. She turned sharply into the path of the flying daggers, twisting her body on its side so that her armour deflected most of the sharp weapons as they rained down.
“No! Nymira!” screamed Vartan, as some of the blades landed deep in her unprotected scales and she winced in pain. She roared in response as she once again landed behind them both, shaking her head in anger. Quickly, she used her teeth to remove the embedded daggers from her scales and spit them to the ground, growling at their enemies in defiance.
Vartan and Leon stood ready to face down the vampire army that now stood abreast of the assassins, anxiously awaiting further orders. The night air was filled with the sound of shrieks and vicious hissing as the vampires eagerly eyed their prey and licked their lips in anticipation of fresh blood.
Vartan, I have a bad feeling about this, said Keturah.
“There’s too many of them!” exclaimed Leon. “Even if we were the best fighters in Marithia, we can’t take them all.”
“Then we shall take down as many of these bloodsucking bastards as we can,” responded Vartan. “I won’t die without a fight, and they will not kill me easily!”
Nymira bumped their shoulders with her nose before addressing them, the nudge startling both of the men. “We don’t need to fight these creatures. This must be a planned diversion in her battle plan, and we risk falling into Kassina’s web. Climb aboard, and let us join the fight where we are surely desperately needed. We are done here, and are running out of time.” She lowered her body in preparation for her riders.
A concerned look passed between father and son, both of them unsure as to the wisdom of her decision. They took a quick moment to gaze far into the distance, where flashes of light and distant rumbles surrounded the Elven Woods. Dark clouds of smoke filled the sky and greyed out the full moon.
They looked at each other knowingly and nodded before mounting the waiting dragon. Seeing this move, the assassins pointed at the dragon and blew their horn, once again giving their attack signal. The vampires snarled and charged at their position, at full force and with unnatural speed.
“This will be rough. Protect yourselves as best as you can,” said Nymira.
The great dragon beat her wings as fast as she could to rise from the ground vertically, changing her scales to hide them in the night as she twisted to keep the men out of the vampires’ view. Leon and Vartan groaned with pain, their arms barely able to hold on to her armour with the force of her ascent.
“Don’t let go!” yelled Vartan.
Do you go to special lengths to point out the obvious? Or does that gift just come naturally to you? asked Keturah.
Vartan growled. "This is not the time to be smart, Keturah!"
The vampires responded by throwing every weapon they could muster into the night sky, in the vain hope of injuring them. A silver dagger shot past their heads and barely missed Leon’s face by a hair’s breadth.
“Damn, that was close!” he exclaimed.
Quiet down back there! snapped Nymira. You will give away our position.
Vartan pursed his lips at his father, and Leon nodded knowingly in response and held on tightly.
Nymira, we have to avenge Tusdar’s death. I don't think he should have died for nothing, pleaded Vartan.
Nymira slowly levelled out her body and turned back to circle high above the confused vampires below. They waited on the ground like rats, sniffing at the air and hungry for blood.
As you well know, our magical powers take time to build. If I were to cast a spell of the highest order, it would completely drain me and I would be all but useless in the battle ahead of us. However, I can wipe out the vampire army below us. It is entirely up to you. I would have just enough strength left to fly us to Kassina’s front door. I will do whatever you think is best, said Nymira.
Vartan turned to Leon for an answer and was about to speak when his father’s voice filled his mind.
Son, if we don’t stop them here, we will have to face them in the Elven Woods. You have seen how fast they can run.
Vartan’s pale face said it all as Leon muffled a laugh.
Don’t forget that within my fragile human shell beats the heart of a dragon, said Leon with a grin.
Nymira, said Vartan, do what you can. We will deal with them here before we join Andrielle in the fight against Kassina. These are all the dark sorceress’s creations and must be destroyed to save them flanking us later.
As you wish, Vartan. Cover your eyes as best as you can. The dark sky will be bright tonight, said Nymira.
She circled high above the vampire army and focused on casting her spell.
“ Elemento incendii de stellis animus phoenicis evocat, ” chanted Nymira.
Out of the corner of his eye, Leon noticed that some stars began to pulsate in the dark sky and then started to change colours.
Vartan, look at that! he said with amazement as he pointed at the night sky.
Vartan glanced up and watched the beams of light shoot down from the stars and ignite into pillars of blazing fire as they entered the Marithian atmosphere. Nymira lifted her head towards the heavens as she opened her mouth wide to accept the spell’s power.
Duck down and hold on! Now! ordered Nymira.
The men followed her order as the beams of fire were sucked into Nymira’s mouth, and her eyes lit up in flame. The force of the spell rocked her body hard, and the men almost lost their grip on her armour with the impact.
Don’t be afraid of what will happen next-the flames will not hurt either of you, said Nymira. So much power, I can barely hold it in. Even to their minds, her voice sounded strained.
Nymira’s scales changed back to her true form, and her wings suddenly burst into flames. The vampires screamed, shrieked and pointed at her fiery form. They appeared excited for the renewed chance of spilling blood.
Nymira took a deep breath before sending a steady stream of fire into the sky, as if her mouth was an erupting volcano. The scales and flesh around her maw shuddered violently as she tried to control the inferno spewing from it. Vartan and Leon watched in bewilderment as phoenixes rose out of the flames and lit up the sky around them. Upon their birth of fire they shrieked as life filled their bodies. The men shielded their eyes as countless firebirds continued to spawn from the flames. Soon there were firebirds high in the sky wherever the eye could see, the flames lighting up the ground beneath them as if it were daytime.
Now, my little ones, destroy all who follow the path of darkness below us, commanded Nymira. Leave none behind.
An Armageddon-like rain fell from the sky, the summoned fiery army descending and each selecting their own targets. The vampires fled toward the forest canopy, but it was far too late for them to escape now.
An assassin bolted toward the farmhouse and a phoenix landed hard on his back and pounded him into the moist ground. It extended its fiery wings and shrieking before sacrificing itself onto his melting body. The dark creature’s screams were heard by Nymira overhead as he thrashed on the ground in an attempt to put out the flames. Like eagles on mice, the phoenix army slowly picked off the vampires, setting them alight as they ran for safety. Some of the summoned phoenixes landed on the ground without targets, their forms setting fire to the hay and grass around them.
The firebirds’ communicated through cries which were reminiscent of a bushfire in the wind as they coordinated their attacks. The vampires that chose to fight slashed at the flames wildly with their weapons in an attempt to defend against their attacks. Balls of fire from the birds turned the vampires into ash as they hit the ground. The injured screamed in pain and frustration as they pulled back before running at full force into their attackers.
The screams of countless vampires burning were enough to satisfy Vartan’s desire for revenge. His heart pumped adrenaline-fuelled blood through his veins.
Vartan shouted, “Nymira, that was amazing! This battle is won!”
The flames on Nymira’s body had extinguished with the release of the phoenix army and she weakly flapped her wings. Leon noticed that the great dragon was slowly gliding towards the earth.
Leon leaned forward and his voice strained. “Nymira, are you okay?” he asked.
Nymira's voice wavered as she answered. “This spell has taken more out of me than I had expected. I had not anticipated such a weakening, but how was I to know? It has been thousands of years since any of us has cast an elder spell of such power."
She groaned as she forced her wings to beat hard, and began to climb again. “I am not going to give up just yet. We still have a war to win.”
“Great dragon, are you sure you are able to take us to the battle in the Elven Woods in one piece?” Vartan asked.
They now flew at great speed, and left the many flames of the vampire massacre behind them.
“That is my concern now, young knight,” she responded. “I have my responsibilities and I will not fail them. You just worry about what we face ahead of us. Hang on tight and I will get us there as quickly as I can.”
Nymira strained as she climbed as high into the sky as she could and then suddenly dove headlong into the air below them.



Chapter 19: The Battle of the Elven Woods



“How do you defeat an army that regenerates?

For every demon you kill, one of your fallen gives birth to a replacement. Almost instantaneously, shadow demons rise from the corpses to reinforce the Dark Army.

Still we fight on-and fight we must, or all is for nothing.”

(Princess Helenia of Veldrenn)


From the speckled stars above, the gods watched closely as weapons met flesh that met claws and blood was spilled, staining the ground beneath them a deep red. As their view of the war closed in, they focused on one woman amid the chaos of war.
Helenia found herself surrounded by skeleton warriors fiercely engaged in battle. She swung her bloodied sword hard through bone to decapitate one who was about to plunge its sword into a downed elven warrior.
“Thank you, Princess,” the downed elf growled as Helenia gripped her reins and reached down to help him regain his footing. She nodded and they both charged forward into the enemy lines.
Helenia threw her body back onto her horse as a burst shot whizzed over her head and impacted a shadow demon which had leapt to attack the princess. The demon was flung into the air by the force of the blow, a trail of smoke billowing from it. It screamed as it landed on top of her horse, wildly clawing at itself to free the burning shot within. The horse whinnied and took off galloping through the warzone, taking her deeper among the Forces of Darkness. Faowind took chase, charging through and dispatching enemies in the direction of the princess.
Helenia scurried back as far as she could and shielded her eyes with her arm before the shadow demon exploded violently. The power of the explosion launched her completely off the back of the horse, and she landed roughly on the ground below. The horse’s ear piercing screams filled the air and it fell to the ground with a gaping wound on its back, bleeding out. Helenia groaned with the pain as she rolled onto her stomach to regain her footing, her entire body aching. Luckily for Helenia, her armour took the brunt of the explosion and saved her from certain death.
Faowind came to her aid and pulled her up to her feet. Karven and three other dragons flew over their heads, setting more skeletons alight. The heat of the flames singed the hair on their skin. In the confusion, the screams of a few elves and humans escaped the flames.
“Be careful, princess, and stay close to my side!” said Faowind.
“Behind you!” she cried, spotting an undead knight closing in on their position, its shiny sword pointing forward as it charged.
Faowind turned just in time to cross swords with the attacking knight. He narrowed his eyes. Both of them held their swords in position, using all of their strength, and growled at each other. Helenia’s sword flew upwards into the undead knight’s head and connected with the metal of its decaying helm, sending it high into the air before it landed on the ground with a solid thud. They caught sight of the undead for the first time and were sickened by the sight. Its flesh was horridly decayed, rotten muscles holding its form together; its body was animated only by the spell Kassina had cast to raise them.
“Die!” yelled the undead knight, its voice a deep guttural sound.
Faowind spun to the side; the attacking knight’s sword fell hard into a pool of blood on the ground to splash blood into the air around them. The undead knight fell forward and dropped to its knees, screaming with anger. Before it had time to recover from the fall, Helenia swung her sword down with her full body’s weight behind it, and took its head clean off. Faowind saw a glint in the corner of the knight’s eye; he crouched down and raised his shield high to stop a volley of arrows from the headless, but still animated body.
Rumble…
The earth quaked and knocked them both down to the ground, as well as the Dark Army in their close vicinity. As the dust began to settle, Helenia recognised the body of the Dragon Queen lying in the middle of the battlefield. She could see that the dragon was not breathing and appeared lifeless.
Karven's growling voice boomed over the battlefield, “No! Nymira!"
The Dragon King marched with furious intent, ignoring the weapons raining down on his armour and scales as he powered on through the destruction. Nothing else mattered as he made his way to Nymira and nudged her now-lifeless body gently with his head.
Andrielle came into their view as the dust continued to settle, her armour covered in splashes of blood. She knelt down and grunted as she ripped her sword out of a downed skeleton warrior. The Queen of the Elves approached the dragons, small fires around them reflecting off her shining armour.
“I am so sorry, Karven,” began Andrielle. But Karven would have none of it.
“Our queen has fallen — there is nothing left to say! She must be avenged!” growled Karven with a shaking voice, his eyes fiery.
His power appeared to affect the other dragons as their eyes also grew fiery and narrowed. His voice rang over the battlefield. "Dragons,” he screamed, “it's now or never… Show them our fury!"
The King of Dragons entered into an uncontrolled fit of rage, as he flew with purpose into the middle of the Dark Army and wildly began to attack anything that came within his reach. The remaining dragons landed around him and they fought from the ground as a unified group. Finn and Karven both leapt on the attacking golem, absorbing the powerful blows from its fists as Glaucus pounded into their scaled flesh. Tails swung viciously into a group of shadow demons, sending their bodies flying high into the air, and the dragons breathed fire over them as they fell back to the ground.
“Take down those dragons, now!” ordered Kassina in a booming voice.
The Dark Army closed in on the dragons as the battle continued fiercely. The sound of laughter was heard over the screams, and Kassina emerged from the smoke. She stepped over the dead and dying as if they were discarded rubbish on the battlefield. Andrielle and Faowind stood together beside Helenia. They gripped their swords tightly as the sorceress came to a halt a short distance ahead of them, the wind blowing her hair across her face.
Vartan, where are you? Helenia desperately sent out her call.
“Oh please,” snarled Kassina, pointing a long finger at them all. “Your precious boy should be well and truly dead by now, along with his pathetic excuses for parents. All of you are next! You will all die here tonight.”
“No! My love! You lie!” Helenia cried.
The princess took a few furious steps towards the sorceress, but stopped herself in her tracks as Kassina raised her hand and attempted to throw lightning at the elves. A few sparks flickered at her fingertips and she shook her hand in annoyance. Kassina sighed, reached down to her hips and drew out both of her swords to her sides, adopting a defensive stance. She smiled, revealing her pearly fangs as her fingernails grew into claws and her eyes narrowed. “I guess I will have to kill you all with my bare hands.”
Andrielle snarled. “Do you seriously think you can defeat the three of us without your magic?”
“Everyone always underestimates me! I am somewhat used to that. Why don’t you come closer and find out by how much?” taunted Kassina.
Suddenly a man’s voice yelled from behind her. “Why don’t you turn around, wench?” Kassina half turned to see Vartan and Leon standing beside Nymira’s dead body, their weapons drawn.
“So here we all are by fate's design. But these odds are hardly fair, are they? It is time to even them up a little,” giggled Kassina. She sheathed one of her swords, brought a small horn to her lips and blew hard. Andrielle cried, “Watch the battlefield!” and they turned to face all directions, waiting for whatever reinforcements Kassina was calling in.
“Oh, were you expecting your vampire army?” Vartan's voice was lathered with sarcasm.
“Let’s just say that their energy is all burned out and couldn’t make it here tonight,” said Leon. “Are you so afraid of us that you need all of your vampires to help you? Enough talking — let’s get this over and done with.”
The men approached Kassina, as Helenia and Andrielle circled behind the sorceress. Vartan took a quick moment to glance over at the dragons that were still battling the large remainder of the Dark Army. Some of the dragons had fallen, but the majority of Kassina’s army was being defeated.
The catapults were in pieces now, uselessly lying on the battlefield surrounded by countless dead. Some of the downed warriors from Andrielle’s army cried out in pain as they lay on the ground bleeding. Without warning, a handful of silver daggers rained down on their position.
“Take cover!” shrieked Andrielle as she crouched down to avoid the falling weapons. Suddenly the sound of choking was heard from Faowind, who had a dagger’s hilt poking out of his throat. Blood burst from his mouth as he collapsed on the ground, clawing at his flesh and staring at them with desperation in his eyes.
Leon cried out in pain, “not again”, and he fell to the ground with two daggers half embedded in his legs.
The seven attacking vampire assassins charged out of the forest, drawing their swords.
“It seems you didn’t manage to kill all of my faithful servants, now did you?” snarled Kassina as she drew her other sword and ran at Andrielle.
Kassina swung both of her swords in a circular motion, bringing them back together with full force at Andrielle’s neck. The queen leaned back as far as she could in her armour, and the blades only sliced through the air in front of her face. Andrielle kicked forward with all of her might into Kassina’s stomach. The sorceress was thrown back by the blow, but quickly recovered as she turned to face Vartan’s sword now stabbing at her face.
Kassina swung one sword with just enough speed to knock Vartan’s out of the way and brought her other sword up to slash Vartan’s chest, drawing a trickle of blood. She quickly returned to her defensive stance.
“Do you still think you’re special?” she laughed mockingly.
Vartan took a few rough steps as he steadied himself and turned towards the waiting sorceress, his adrenaline meeting his anger. Helenia ran into the path of incoming vampire assassins, throwing her sword hard and fast to crash through the heart of her closest attacker. The vampire’s body flew backwards in the air with the impact and fell to the ground.
The princess panted as her heavy armour bounced against her unconditioned body, her soft flesh pressing against the cold metallic surface where fresh holes were torn through her undergarments. She leaned down to tear her sword out of the dying vampire and swung it hard to decapitate another. It landed on a vampire’s blade, sparks filling the air between them. Trisa appeared from behind Nymira and grunted as she dragged a groaning Leon away to begin tending to his wounds.
Andrielle breathed heavily and ran at Kassina’s flank, their swords exchanging blow for blow and neither of them finding flesh. Vartan wielded his sword with both hands and ran to Helenia’s aid, as the four remaining vampire assassins circled her.
Two vampires branched off to focus their attention on Vartan, slashing wildly and hissing at him. Vartan jumped over the sword of one attacking vampire, and plunged his sword deep through the head of another, its acidic blood running down the blade. He came face to face with the disintegrating vampire, and could smell its nauseatingly putrid breath as it screamed into his face in defiance. It was as though its breath held the story of a thousand bloody deaths. Helenia elbowed another vampire away from her and spun to slice the head off the other. It bounced onto the ground beside them before shattering into dust.
Kassina growled and her face contorted as her swords were met with the determined queen’s defence. She spat through the right eyehole of Andrielle’s helm. The queen groaned as she stepped backwards and shook her head in confusion, her vision partly blurred. Kassina pushed her to the ground, where her body landed on top of Faowind’s cooled corpse. The dark sorceress laughed wickedly as she raised her sword.
“Say goodnight, great Queen, as I put out your lights forever and send you to the underworld!” screamed Kassina.
Andrielle scrambled to stroke a shining jewel on her armour that emitted a bright blue light. Kassina watched as Andrielle’s armour moulded into a solid mass, allowing only a tiny slit for her to breathe through.
Kassina snarled as she brought her face to the queen's helm and screamed, “Damn you!”
Helenia cried out as a vampire’s blade found her shoulder. She fell to her knees and groaned with pain as the vampire started to swing his sword to slice through her neck. Vartan screamed as he ran between them and met the sword with his own, then punched the vampire hard in the face. The sorceress turned away from the immobile Elven Queen, and watched as Vartan dispatched the last two vampire assassins with relative ease. Their bodies fell apart before her eyes.
Kassina spread her legs out to a wide stance and pointed a sword at the boy of prophecy. “It's time to end this. Vartan, come and fight me… Maybe you will do a better job than your useless mother. What was her name? Oh yes, I remember your father’s blood curdling cries… Victoria."
Be careful, Vartan, said Keturah. She is hiding something, but I can't read her… she has some form of protection.
He turned to stare Kassina down, his body pulsating from the adrenaline and anger built up inside of him. He gritted his teeth as he cried, "Don't you dare say her name!"
Vartan charged at the sorceress with confidence; each swing of his sword connected powerfully. Sparks flew into the air between them as they focused on nothing other than each other. The battle was fought with such ferocity and speed that it was difficult to tell what blows had landed. With a scream, Vartan brought his sword down with fury toward the top of her head.
Kassina crossed her swords high to catch his. He grunted with frustration as he applied all of his might to push his sword downward. Beads of sweat poured down his brow. Kassina groaned as she forced his sword higher into the air.
Vartan yelled in her face, “You heartless wench, it is you who will die here tonight!”
Vartan, listen to me! pleaded Keturah. Something is wrong — get away from her as fast as you can!
I can handle this. She will die at my hand! responded Vartan.
“That may be so…” said Kassina, grunting as she forced his sword even higher, their faces only an inch away from each other. Vartan could feel her rich breath on his skin. Her eyes glowed red momentarily, then she stuck her slithery tongue out and licked her lips seductively.
“If only you had made the right choice, Vartan, and joined us, everything would have been different. We could have ruled the world together under the Blood Red Moon. You could have had everything, you could have even had… me,” she said.
Vartan spat in her face and kneed her hard in the ribs. Her hold wavered momentarily, and then she pushed his sword back up with all of her strength. Her suggestive smile twisted into a contortion of hate.
“That was the wrong choice-you fool!”
She grinned at Vartan with a knowing smile, and cast a spell.
“ Praefocere limus venenatus defundatur. ”
A slimy green liquid burst from her mouth and landed on Vartan’s face. He struggled as best as he could but was unable to stop the liquid from shooting up his nose, sliding down his throat and infecting his body. The tip of his sword dropped to the ground and he felt dizzy. Vartan weakly picked up his sword to defend himself before falling onto the ground. His body felt so heavy that he could not move a single muscle. Kassina laughed loudly as she sheathed her swords and raised her right hand in the air, letting off tiny sparks before sending a few bolts of lightning into the sky.
“Silly boy! Did you really think that I would leave myself so drained that I could not cast spells of the lowest order?” said Kassina. “Tricking all of you to get you alone was the easy part, but this will be the beginning of Marithia's end. With your death, your precious prophecy, that all your hopes rest on, dies with you and for all who resist us.”
The sorceress closed in on his fallen body. Vartan could only watch as her hair blew in the smoky wind; she tucked her hair behind her ears. His eyes were heavy and increasingly difficult to open. Vartan blinked as he hazily watched Kassina raise a shiny dagger into the air, running her tongue along the blade, and felt the burning white pain as she plunged it into his stomach. His blood splattered on her face, and he could only watch as she licked it off her lips.
Again he felt the pain as she stabbed him through the ribs. His voice was heard from afar as he screamed out in agony and spat out steaming hot blood. Kassina lay down on top of his body, digging the dagger in deeper. She smiled as she slurped the blood off his lips and swallowed it. He could feel her hot breath on his neck as she slid her tongue along it before bringing her face back up to his.
“You have the sweetest blood I have ever tasted. I will take great pleasure in draining the rest of your body and turning you into my personal slave,” said Kassina with a wicked smile. “I know of your powers, but as a vampire you will be immortal, and I have methods of making you obey me so you will never take your own life. Your prophecy will never be fulfilled, and this world is ours.”
Karven saw through the swarm of enemies around him and caught sight of the fallen boy of prophecy. The dragon king roared and his charge shook the ground as he closed in on their position. "No! Vartan! This cannot be!"
Vartan’s eyes became heavier as he choked on his own blood, his pain turning to a dull ache. Kassina’s eyes suddenly widened and she cried out in agony. Her body slowly began to disintegrate on top of him.
Vartan heard Kassina’s voice whisper, “Who?”
As the dark sorceress’s body turned into dust, Vartan saw Trisa standing above him, with Helenia’s sword shaking in her hand and Karven's great form behind her. Vartan felt weak, and his eyes were too heavy. He closed them, barely able to keep up the energy to listen to what was going on around him.
Trisa wrapped her arms under his. “Quickly now, help me move him!”
Vartan grunted in pain as he was carried for a short distance. He opened his eyes one last time and saw Helenia’s and Trisa’s blurry faces crouched over him. Standing behind them was his mother, her form translucent and flickering in his vision.
This is not right, my child. It was not the right time for you to end your human life. You must hold on and you must live. Focus on something that you can hold onto, quickly.
“I love you, Helenia…” began Vartan, as his eyes closed and he began to drift into unconsciousness.
“I love you too, but you can tell me that again later! Vartan — Stay with me!” Helenia screamed, slapping his face.
“Look — what is this?” said Trisa’s voice. “It fell out of his backpack.”
Vartan felt his head being shaken until his world became dark and he could hear no more.



Chapter 20: Ashes to Ashes



“The darkness surrounds me like an endless suffocating blanket. Its threads run straight through my soul and hold me tightly within its vice-like grasp.

I can hear its voice — its sweet voice — calling to me, aching to pull me deeper into the abyss. All the while, I can still feel them clinging on to me, holding me back from the unknown. Why won’t they just let me go?

Were we victorious? Am I dead? I don’t even know what to think anymore. Wait, I can hear it again. It wants to talk with me… I am here, Talonsphere; I am waiting, and I am ready to be reborn.”

(Sir Vartan of Greenhaven)


The air was pungent and reeked of rotting flesh and blood. The skies were filled with the thick smoke of the smouldering forest. Fallen corpses began their slow decomposition to join the elements, while the remaining wounded edged closer to death as each moment passed by.
Rumble…
The first icy drops of water fell from the dark sky and splashed heavily on Andrielle’s armour. The rhythmic beat of the rain on her moulded exoskeleton almost sent her to sleep and made her nearly oblivious to the horror surrounding her. The hail beat on her armour like a drum. Slowly, the enchantment wore off and her armour moulded back to its original form. Her entire body ached and was freezing cold, but she managed to prise herself up to a seating position and take in her surroundings. Her foggy breath escaped her helm and she blinked her eyes heavily to focus them.
Rumble…
The rain increased its intensity and pounded down as if the gods were beating the survivors in anger, large chunks of ice rattling against her armour. She heard screaming in the distance, a familiar voice escaping the almost deafening cries of the dying.
“We have to find cover and get out of this rain!” shouted Trisa, her voice strained and dry.
“And what of the thousands of wounded? We can’t just leave them all here to die!” said Helenia, grunting as she gently nursed her agonising shoulder.
Rumble…
Another flash of lightning revealed the devastation surrounding them.
By the gods, thought Andrielle, as the shock of an endless battlefield of dead and dying overwhelmed her senses.
Dryden spoke resolutely. “I will do what I can for them, but there is no way we can save them all. There are only a handful of us left alive, and the dragons have already retreated to Trahoterra. If only we could move the queen’s armour… but it’s too heavy. Only the gods know how she had the strength to fight with all that weight."
Rumble…
Yet another flash of lightning revealed Andrielle standing and limping slowly towards them.
“Mother, you’re awake! Are you all right?” asked Helenia. She ran to her mother’s side, put her mother's arm over her shoulder and led her to the shelter of a tree.
“I am pretty far from all right, but I will live. Where is Vartan?” asked Andrielle, looking around in vain.
Dryden's face hardened. “Karven and the dragons took him to the only place where nobody would dare follow,” he said grimly. “They took him back with them to Trahoterra, along with their queen’s body."
Rumble…
The queen's eyes widened and she swallowed hard before asking, “What happened? Is Kassina alive?”
“Trisa stabbed that walking horror through the heart. As far as I know, that usually means the end of any vampire, sorceress or not,” replied Dryden.
“Then we can only hope that she will never return,” said Andrielle, “and that this was all worth the cost. We have paid dearly for this victory.”
“I understand, my Queen. What do we do from here? Do you have any orders?” asked Dryden.
Andrielle pushed her helm open and looked him in the eyes. “There — that is much better. Orders? Help me tend to the wounded and we will do whatever we can for them. Helenia, I need you to go back into Veldrenn, and start rebuilding the city with whatever survivors can follow you. When we are ready, we will have to make the long journey out of the forest to Greenhaven; we can only hope it was left undefended."
Dryden nodded, stretching his neck and looking skyward. He scrunched his eyebrows as he stared at the moon, and then turned back to his queen with a pale face.
“That’s strange, the moon looks different tonight,” he said, beginning his walk towards the dying. “I have never seen it like this.”
Andrielle paused, fighting her urge to look up with all of her strength until she could take it no more. She laid her saddened eyes on the moon, now covered by a shade of burgundy.
“Damn the gods! I can't believe this. The Blood Red Moon prophecy has already begun to be fulfilled, even after all of our efforts,” she screamed, tightening her fists and kicking the tree.
Nymira’s body lay lifelessly in a pool of cold water on the cavern floor. Karven lay beside her with his neck placed gently on hers. Sparkly streaks of tears had dried on his scaly face.
“Is Karven going to be all right?” asked Trisa, preparing the healing potion for Vartan’s shivering body.
“Don't worry about Karven. He has been through much worse than this, but he needs to grieve the loss of his love,” replied Finn. “You should be more concerned about Vartan. I do not sense his presence, but his body lives on. Can you really save him?”
Trisa sighed as she put the ingredients down and turned to face the dragon with watery eyes. She spoke softly. “I honestly don’t know. I have never experienced something like this before, but I will do everything I can for him. It’s really cold in here, and his body is shivering. I wish there was something we could do to warm him up."
Finn nodded and made his way to a corner of the cavern, where he picked up a wooden crate with his teeth. He returned and placed the crate near them, torching it with his breath until it caught fire. The flames cast an almost pleasant light over them, warming the frail human bodies.
"Will that do it?" he asked, smiling.
“Thank you, Finn. You are a kind soul. I only wish I had known you in your human form,” she smiled.
Vartan stirred, mumbling under his breath in an incomprehensible language.
"You know… I never knew what it felt like for Vartan, that day in the woods where I was killed in my human form. I know now," said Finn.
Trisa's eyes widened as she stared at the dragon in disbelief. "I think you have some stories to tell me, young dragon… And we have nothing but plenty of time."
She lay down beside Vartan and held his body close to keep him warm, stroking his head gently. “Shh, it’s okay, Vartan,” she whispered softly in his ear. “You are safe now. Come back to us.”
In a realm far from Marithia, Vartan heard her voice.
The underworld was filled with bloodcurdling screams as Shindar viciously tore through the bodies of his slaves, his fury fuelling an anger that was seemingly unquenchable. A trail of blood and destruction was left in his path as his slaves attempted to flee their bonds.
"She is gone!” he growled between blows. “Was this how the prophecy was to be fulfilled? Why do the gods continue to take away what is dear to me?"
Amidst the chaos, a group of dark monks ran up behind him. One of them screamed, "My lord, please, stop this madness."
Shindar turned with eyes that pierced through the soul. "How dare you tell me what to do?!"
As he was about to kill the monk, he dropped his sword and came face to face with him. "I sense that you have good news, so tell me… now."
The monk dropped his shaking hands and his voice wavered as he answered. "We detected the use of one of our forbidden spells, and the energy originates from Greenhaven. Queen Kassina may still be alive."
The queen growled with annoyance as she caught up to a busy Dryden and began tending to a young elf’s bleeding wounds. She muttered something in Elven under her breath and Dryden heard her mention the Elven word for moon, which he had learned in his time at Veldrenn.
“My Queen, what does this new moon mean?” asked Dryden.
Queen Andrielle sighed loudly and stared up at the moon with narrowed eyes. “It means that this war is far from over,” she said. “Vartan may already be dead, and we have a lot of hard work ahead of us to prepare for who is coming. This is not the end of anything, but the beginning of everything."



Epilogue: The Blood Red Moon



“One universal lesson can be learned from any world among the stars. True evil can indeed be defeated, but it can never be completely eradicated. Even if you destroy every dark soul that comes your way, others will rise up to replace them.

The passage of time does deliver us surprises, but also repeats itself as events tumble together to lead down the same road. Then again, we hold the power to change the path that lies ahead of us, and find new alternate realities for the future.”

(Makya, She’Ma’Ryn trader)


Dark clouds gathered in the purple sky blanketing Greenhaven, and the sun began to disappear into the horizon as the red moon rose higher in the distance. The people of the city fled for shelter as heavy rain plummeted from above and lightning crashed violently onto the lands. Scattered trees surrounding the restored fort were set alight by the lightning strikes, and the forest was wildly shaken by the winds.
A knight smashed his fist into the wall as he leaned his face up against it, dust exploding from the wall’s surface. He slid his helm onto the rough skin on his weary head so that only the fury in his eyes were visible beneath the armour and drew a deep dusty breath into his lungs.
He marched out to the city’s defensive wall to look over the lands and called out in a gruff voice, “Mount up! The time we were waiting for has come."
The city’s knights had already suited up in full armour and proudly wore Greenhaven’s new colours: green, red and blue interwoven patches, representing human, elf and dragon united. They waited behind the lowered main gate for orders, ready for battle.
Andrielle approached the knight, already in her own suit of armour and holding her helm close to her side. She bore a nasty battle scar down the side of her face and a few grey hairs shone through. She stood straight, in a display of strength, to prove that her age was not going to stop her from engaging in battle.
“How dare any of you stand in my way? Bow to me as your new god!” boomed a dark voice from the distant forest, sending birds scattering from Greenhaven’s surrounding lands.
Queen Andrielle grimaced and growled, “Raise the bridge and ready the archers!”
“Of course, my Queen,” answered the knight. He turned to approach the many groups of archers and ordered them to ready themselves. Thousands of men and elves ran to the walls of the great city and got into their firing positions.
He moved toward Greenhaven's gate and shouted, “Raise the bridge!”
The mechanical, rhythmic melody of metal chains escaped the city as the bridge was raised. A heavy shudder ran through the city to accompany the finality of the gate being lowered.
“And what of the dragons?” asked the knight.
Andrielle raised her face to the skies and breathed, “They are already here."
Lightning struck the walls of Greenhaven and a few elven archers were set on fire. They screamed as they rolled on the ground.
“Use the water, quickly!” ordered Helenia from the eastern wall.
Andrielle leaned down from the catapult and shouted, “Catapult crew?”
“Ready!” came the response.
Karven and Finn landed atop two of Greenhaven’s tallest turrets with a loud tremor, while the other dragons circled above the clouds. The dragons’ eyes narrowed as they stared straight ahead at the monumental figure of Shindar marching into the open from the trail leading through the forest.
Shindar grimaced through the black mouthpiece of his helm and spat on the ground in their direction before turning back and raising a fist high. The sound of horns filled the air, and battle drums beat in unison. The city rumbled with the sounds of the Forces of Darkness approaching through the forest path.
“Steady! Not yet!” ordered Andrielle, her hand raised up, signalling for the archers and catapults to hold their fire.
“Karven! You cowardly reptile, it appears that we meet once again,” boomed Shindar’s voice over the lands. “I promise you, this time you will not catch me unawares. You might have destroyed my greatest creation, but do not mistake your little victory for what it is not. Kassina’s death brought me back into this world, and set the wheels of the prophecy in motion. This world will still be mine!”
“Hold!” cried Andrielle again.
The vast Dark Army entered their view as if a new horizon was created.
“By the gods!” exclaimed Andrielle under her breath, as the front ranks of armoured skeleton warriors filled the surrounding land as far as the eye could see.
Shindar stopped and shook his fist. The army ceased their advance and remained still as they awaited Shindar’s orders.
“This is your last chance. Lower your gate, bow at my feet and swear allegiance to me. Then you all shall live!” yelled Shindar. He drew his black sword and held it ready at his side. “Or prepare to die!”
A few quiet moments passed as the gods above observed the events below with great anticipation. Only the sound of rain and the rumbles of the thunderstorm were heard.
“We will send you back to the darkness from which you came!” responded Andrielle. “All forces — fire!”
Karven and Finn breathed out a steady stream of fire that created a tunnel of flames. Thousands of arrows and catapult missiles were launched into the air and caught fire as they passed through the dragons’ combined breath. The weapons flew through the rain-speckled air, lighting up the darkened skies.
Shindar stood his ground and withdrew an intimidating shield from his back, which bore metallic fangs in a skull on its surface. His voice bellowed, “Shields!”, as he knelt and dug the bottom of his shield into the ground. His front lines followed suit and a red glow emanated from the Dark Lord’s fist, before he twisted to his side and howled with the release of his power. The red orb of light erupted in a short distance on front of him before bursting into a glowing net that covered his entire front lines. Catapult missiles were caught in the net and fell uselessly to the ground, whilst many of the arrows rained down on their shields, very few managed to dispatch a small number of his warriors.
Rising to his feet, Shindar pointed toward Greenhaven and yelled, “Prepare to die!”
Vartan stirred and cried out, “Shindar!”, startling a sleeping Finn and Trisa before his body calmed again. Finn breathed loudly and frowned as he realised that his brother was not awake.
“What do you think they are? Nightmares? I haven’t seen his body react like that before,” asked Trisa.
Finn shook his head and sighed, “A reaction like that is usually from a vision.”
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