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Prologue
Within the span of a few months the entire future of the world had been rewritten. Out of obscurity two new champions blessed by the gods had arisen upon the face of Thurr. Believed twins, these champions had special abilities that made each of them an asset in battle. Heeding the call of their kingdom, Seth and Garret had marched to war against the black horde, a formidable army comprised of orcs, trolls and goblins.
*****
Using his unparalleled magical abilities, Seth created a new race of men to serve the kingdom of Valdadore, melding wolves with men to form werewolves. At their head, Seth appointed Borrik, a once-human priest to the goddess Ishanya, who now served loyally as the alpha werewolf, a vicious predator designed for killing. Garret, trained by the mighty Knights of Valdadore, became a warrior unlike any other, impenetrable to physical harm by any weapon. Together with their allies, the brothers faced the previously undefeated black horde. Though the battle had eventually been won so, too, had much been lost.
Taking an arrow to the neck, Sara, Seth’s young wife, had fallen in the battle. Losing control of his powers in his anguish and rage, Seth unleashed his magic with devastating effect to both friend and foe. In that final blast, the battle was won as thousands of enemy troops were obliterated. However, the King of Valdadore and several of his blessed warriors were also destroyed by it. Seth and Sara were nowhere to be found. Most assumed them dead, as no trace remained of the young couple.
*****
His brother, king, and mentor Lord Sirus all slain, Garret had no choice but to ignore the emotions threatening to overwhelm him as his new duties begin to stack up in service to the kingdom. Witnessing the suicide of Sirus’s wife Sasha, he was charged with looking after their beautiful daughter, Linaya. Each overcome with their own sorrows, Garret and Linaya sought solace from one another and became closer by the day as a deep-seated love began to grow between them.
*****
Seth and Sara found themselves transported to a foreign land following the magical blast that had ended the battle with the black horde. Though Sara had been mortally wounded, Seth managed to save the woman he loved by using his powers to combine her life force with that of a species of bat with amazing healing abilities. However, he soon began to realize that his magic came with untold and sometimes devastating consequences. As Sara was restored, it quickly became apparent that their lives together would change immensely. Sara had become an agile, powerful, bloodthirsty predator who could no longer tolerate the sun. Together the pair set out to find their way back home, but were captured and delayed by a tribe of miniature warriors. Hearing these people’s sad tale of persecution by the mysterious Zoomba, Seth and Sara allied themselves with the small race in hopes of defeating another immense enemy. Little did they know that the enemies were cat-sized insects that numbered in the millions.
*****
Borrik, the alpha werewolf, sent his hybrid troops in all directions to seek out Seth following the battle with the black horde, confidently believing his master still alive. Leading a small contingent of wolf troops himself, he was approached by more of Seth’s creations in the night. A pair of feline girls Seth had shaped prior to the battle swore that they knew the location of their creator. Changing course, Borrik followed the trail laid before him by the sisters, racing east towards the mountainous border of Valdadore. As he and his men raced day in and out to reach their master, the lunar cycle progressed. Under the influence of the twin full moons in the sky, the contingent of hybrid wolfmen were filled by lust-induced rage, and brutally raped the inhabitants of a small community before fleeing the scene to again seek out their master.
Cresting the mountains the pack of werewolves were accosted by a giant and took several casualties before finally bringing the immense beast down. Rejoined by another pack of his troops, Borrik led his men onwards and soon witnessed Seth’s magical fire in the distance. Leaving his injured men behind, Borrik and his troops raced with no regard for their own safety to his side.
*****
Reunited with his troops, Seth formulated a plan to defeat the insect army. Together with the help of the werewolves and the miniature warriors, Seth and Sara managed to destroy the queen of the insects. Their leader lost, the remainder of the Zoomba dispersed as Seth, his wife and his hybrid soldiers headed back to the capital city of Valdadore. Along the way they were rejoined by the remainder of Seth’s small personal army of mutated men before reaching their destination.
*****
Garret sought to help repair the kingdom, and now, as a member of the royal council in his role as a Knight of Valdadore, he had the means to do so. He used his meager influence to help vote good people into positions of worth within the kingdom with the help of allies in the council. When it came to selecting a new king, however, two unexpected events occurred. First, Garret made an enemy of the powerful battle mage Vladmere who fled the city after setting the mages’ tower ablaze once he realized he would not be elected as king. Second, Garret was tricked into the most powerful position within the kingdom, and within weeks a crowning ceremony was held in his honor.
If being crowned king of a mighty kingdom was not enough to make a memorable day for Garret, Linaya had also professed her love for him the night before. To top that off, little over an hour after being crowned, Garret was surprised yet again as his brother apparently returned from the dead with his resurrected lover in tow. But that was still not the end of the most memorable day of his life. No sooner was the new royal family reunited than a messenger from the western border of Valdadore arrived to announce that the kingdom was being invaded by their neighbors led by King Sigrant. Bloodshed, it seemed, would not remain a thing of their past.
*****
Having learned to enchant inanimate objects, Seth helped to equip warriors with weapons and armor with magical attributes. Beyond that he began to create his own champions out of those loyal to his cause, blessing them with size, strength and more. The kingdom of Valdadore marched out to meet the approaching foe but was caught off guard by magic unlike anything ever seen before. The enemy, it seemed, had abilities at their command that could destroy Valdadore.
*****
The brothers and those who serve and love them are in for the fight of their lives as minds and relationships are strained and Valdadore’s weaknesses are exploited.



Chapter One
Ash and soot coated everything as the scent of charred flesh permeated the air, clinging to the nostrils of all those that survived here. Screams of agony and shouted orders blended into incoherent ghoulish howls, and beneath those that issued the sounds the ground shook. The newly made shore of the magically frozen lake served as a battleground for giants and men, and other unholy creations never seen before upon Thurr. Here fire and lightning flashed as magic was thrown between foes and blood was brought to the ears by the ringing clangs of steel upon steel. Yet here, for the first time in months, Seth had only minutes ago found a moment of clarity.
The death mage, called a walking god by some, had a realization so profound that for a moment he stood lost to the battle that raged around him. Here was the gods’ playground. Here among the souls of mortals a battle was being waged in the heavens. Here a game was being played out where mortals were the pieces, and the players were the gods. Here, upon the world of Thurr, Seth realized that the very gods who created all life had no respect for it. It was a sad realization, but Seth knew in that moment that the gods were flawed. The highest beings in all of existence had become corrupted by their greed and fear of one another. Seth vowed silently, and only to himself, that he would find a way to correct the wrongs done by the gods.
Seth shook his head to clear it. His chestnut hair settled to either side of his face. He needed to deal with current circumstances first. Blazing a trail of destruction before him through King Sigrant’s foot troops, Seth again took stock of his surroundings. For a second time in the short battle his brother, King Garret, called a retreat. His voice boomed across the battlefield. Though all of Valdadore’s common troops had retreated earlier, it was now that the champions of Valdadore worked to extract themselves from the enemy lines. Common men of the invading force fled beneath them for fear of being trampled by the giants.
Seth stood in a sea of ash, a lone island cut off from both sides of the battle. None dared to venture too near to him. He smirked at the thought. Looking beyond his ashy perimeter he watched as Sara leapt high above her foes, twisting and twirling through the air, a deadly whirlwind of fangs and blades. Her armor was coated in blood, as were her face and hair, yet she sprang time and again from amongst the enemy troops, cleaving men to pieces each time she landed. It would be sickening, the mindless destruction she dealt, if Seth did not love her so completely. As it was, Seth simply watched the woman he loved a moment as she worked to return to his side.
In the sky above the battle, Seth observed two great beasts that circled through the air currents and updrafts. With his huge leathery wings flapping, Seth’s greatest creation, Borrik, commanded his troops from the air. Not only was Borrik the alpha among Seth’s werewolf troops, but he was also at present Seth’s closest friend and trusted guardian. He was one of the most fearsome warriors upon the battlefield, and certainly the most frightening.
Winging low to cleave men in two with his enchanted swords, the four-armed werewolf would then rise into the air before lancing fireballs into his enemies. Seth had blessed him well. With his vantage from above, Borrik could command his troops flawlessly and warn them of impending dangers. When the men encountered more than they could handle, Borrik could lend himself to the fight from above and even out the odds. Yet Borrik was not the only one in the skies this day.
With the wolven monstrosity of a warrior flew a female vision unlike any other on Thurr. Though her torso retained the appearance of her humanity, the twenty-foot-tall woman was more bird of prey than human. Her legs and head were covered in feathers, and great wings like a hawk’s sprouted from her back. A sharp beak snapped and clicked while she flew, and as she swooped low into the enemy, she grasped her foes in her talons before winging away again. Once secure, high above Sigrant’s army, she released those she carried to rain down upon their brethren. Though deadly and effective these were but two of Seth’s creations.
Seth still had a hundred and twelve werewolves who were temporarily blessed with increased size and strength, as well as other troops that were blessed likewise. Even with so many, his brother’s army had been outmatched and outclassed. Now he simply hoped he could keep what troops he had alive as they retreated back to the city of Valdadore. He had no idea what Garret had in mind, so for now he shouted to Jonas, one of his werewolf captains, to have the men gather before they began their retreat. Instantly he saw that the order had been relayed telepathically among his troops. As if of one mind, each and every one of his men began to converge upon him. All of them cleaved a path with blade, teeth, and claws. They were a menacing sight, and Seth was beyond proud of them.
He watched as the kingdom’s battle mages, the furthest from the front lines, began to turn and flee. Even the blessed Knights of Valdadore and Sara made their way back out of the lines of enemy troops. Only one man did not yet intend to fall back. That man was the king.
*****
All of his best laid plans destroyed, the King of Valdadore found himself with few options. Garret knew that the survival of the kingdom depended on him. It was but one of the things that weighed upon his mind.
He waded through the enemy, hacking and stabbing at everything that moved. Beneath his feet he stomped a gory path of destruction, spewing blood and other fluids out in every direction with each step. Garret’s mind was at the brink. He saw no way of winning this war. With nothing to guide his thoughts but fear he continued his bloody passage, a malicious chuckle escaping his lips.
The deeds he performed were gruesome. Those who witnessed the king’s unending slaughter fled him. By all accounts the chuckling murderer was a madman, and in truth it was not that far from reality. Though Garret would like nothing better than to let go of all his fears and un-shoulder the burdens of the kingdom, one thought held his sanity in check. Linaya. She was perhaps perfection incarnate and for every imperfection Garret had, she was his opposite. Together, Linaya made Garret stronger, more sure of himself, more complete. It was the memory of her, and the fear of never seeing her again, that led Garret to restrain himself. More than a kingdom relied on him. He had sworn to look after Linaya and beyond that had fallen in love with her. He had sworn to protect the kingdom, and so he would. Garret steeled his resolve.
Blinking his eyes to clear his vision, Garret viewed the battlefield around him. The addition of Seth’s many blessed troops had saved them all. Garret knew not how his brother had managed such a feat of creating his own champions, nor what the cost was to sustain them. What he did know was that his brother had lost near half his forces already, and at the current pace of the battle would lose them all within the next few hours. Seth’s created champions were simply not enough to hold off the forces sworn to the invading king. With only two knights remaining to his own credit, the forces of Valdadore were too diminished to fight in open battle. Garret had to come up with a solution.
Continuing to hack through his foes, ignoring the occasional magical blast that struck his steel skin, Garret plowed on through the foot troops of the enemy, taking mental notes of the strengths and weaknesses of the opposing forces. Many moments later, after having come to a decision, Garret did the only thing he could do in good conscience. Taking a deep breath he tilted his head back and called a full retreat once again. His voice boomed across the battlefield, echoing off something in the distance before bouncing back to his ears again.
*****
King Robert Sigrant sat upon his black stallion far from the battle that raged across the lake. Messengers came in a steady stream to relay the happenings upon the front lines. As expected they had taken the enemy completely by surprise, slaughtering over a thousand troops in the first five seconds of the battle. The young foolish King of Valdadore had then panicked and called a retreat. It was relayed to King Sigrant that it was the king’s brother, the so-called death mage, who had defied the order and commanded an attack.
Valdadore’s leadership was divided. Sigrant grinned.
Another messenger brought him word that the common troops of the enemy had retreated, leaving only the blessed behind. Could the day get any better?
Giving his orders he waited patiently. His assassins had made it into the fight. However, the enemy had hundreds more blessed soldiers than the treacherous mage Vladmere had made out. All of them, it seemed, were unnatural beasts, obviously belonging to the mage prince. 
Then another messenger came.
“Your majesty, all of your assassins are lost,” the messenger reported.
“All of them?”
“Yes, but they managed to take half of the giant wolfmen with them.”
“Half?” Sigrant asked. “Only half?”
“Yes, your majesty, many of them were turned to ash by the mage prince,” the messenger answered.
King Sigrant shook his head. It had taken two decades to gather the assassins. Now all of them were gone. Fortunately for him, they were but one wave of the blessed troops he had in store. Sigrant had hoped they would be the only wave he needed, leaving the common troops to mop up the mess, but he had underestimated the enemy. He would not make that mistake again. Mages thus far had seen the best results, melee troops not so much. Without further thought he gave another order.
“Send in the mid-levels.”
“Yes, your majesty,” the messenger replied before bowing low and darting back into the crowd.
Sigrant could not believe the young king had come out to meet him upon the field. He had guts. Unfortunately, for the young king, he would spill them upon the ground soon enough. Sigrant waited for the next messenger.
Not more than an hour passed and yet another message of import was relayed. Valdadore had begun a full retreat. Sigrant smiled.
“Harry their lines, give them no reprieve. Don’t stop until all are dead. Bring me the king’s head.”
“Yes, your majesty,” the messenger nodded.
Another fifteen minutes and the army began to lurch forward once again. To either side of Sigrant his ice mages focused upon their task of keeping the lake solid.
Sigrant’s kingdom was large, fully ten times bigger than Valdadore. He had discovered years ago that those blessed with power were becoming more and more powerful. Each year, those born with the gift were stronger than the year before. Two decades ago he had offered an incentive. For every child a couple had they were rewarded with coin. For every child with the ability to wield magic surrendered into the service of the kingdom, the parents were given land.
Births increased tenfold. The kingdom’s population exploded. Sigrant grew rich in those with blessings, although the kingdom was now scarce in farm land. More food was needed, and Valdadore was a land of rich soil. Sigrant needed Valdadore in order to continue expanding his kingdom.
The previous King of Valdadore could not have chosen a better time to perish and leave a child behind to rule in his stead. This was a war a lifetime in the making for the new young king to face. He didn’t stand a chance, and for that, Sigrant smiled.
Half an hour later Sigrant rode his stallion over the threshold between frozen lake and beach. Proof of the carnage unleashed here was evident everywhere. The ice itself was red. Though the vast majority of corpses had been crushed beneath the feet of his army, pieces still remained of those fallen. The king stopped to appraise one such remnant for himself.
The head was much as the traitor Vladmere had described to him. It was canine in appearance with a shortened muzzle and sweeping forehead. The flesh was covered in entirety with a coat of short fur. The mage prince was said to have created this race of wolfmen. Sigrant wanted the mage for himself. He could use such power. None could resist Sigrant’s offer either. He should try and set up a meeting with the young prince before he fell to Sigrant’s soldiers. Signaling a runner he gave the command to try and spare Prince Seth, at least for now.
Ahead, a great circle of ash and charred earth bore witness to the power of the death mage. Even now, Sigrant’s troops circumvented the place, fearful of touching the ashy remains of those lost. Some thought the ground holy, others feared it as being cursed. Sigrant pulled on the reins of his stallion. Leading the animal towards the ash, many slowed in their march to see what would become of their king. Uncertainty even showed upon the faces of the King’s Guardians as they followed him into the ash. Just when all expected him to perish on reaching the center of the giant circle, nothing happened.
Looking back to the soldiers sworn to protect him, King Sigrant shrugged his shoulders before urging his mount forward once more. Another messenger darted between the lines of troops.
*****
Sara was a vision sickening to behold. Blood clots from those she had fed upon clung to her chin and neck where even now crimson stains shone wet upon her flesh. Though most died upon her enchanted swords, feeding her life with each blow, many had fallen to her thirst. Alone, Sara had killed more than a hundred troops. Even with the constant exertion she felt better with every passing moment. With each kill she became more powerful. With each drop of blood she was pleasured with, her lust was temporarily satiated.
She spun amongst her foes like a dancer upon a stage, twirling and leaping to a tune none but she could hear. Voices cried out around her, some gurgling, and others screaming in agonizing pain, their bodies falling to the ground like so many puppets with cut strings. Yet still she appeared weightless, a vision of perfect grace and agility. So quickly she moved, the blood from her blades rained down upon the air like pink mist wherever she passed. Constantly in motion, Sara swept amongst her enemies, avoiding stray beams of sunlight, fortunate it was a cold, overcast day.
Hearing the call for retreat she sought out the only one she cared for, still standing upon the field. Finding Seth’s eyes she altered her path. Spinning and leaping she carved a broken trail of gore and blood as she made her way back to her husband’s side.
It came as much of a surprise when, landing from a leap, one of Sigrant’s soldiers acted by instinct and before Sara could rend him in two, the man slashed wildly at her face. Sara felt the force of the blow. She felt flesh flay from bone as the blade slid down her eye and cheek. Momentarily her vision turned red before it was lost, and hot, wet blood poured from the wound. With more strength than she knew she could muster Sara reacted instantaneously and backhanded the man. His helm crumpled beneath the blow as his head was torn from his body and sent careening over those closest to him. Blood sprayed upwards from his neck into the open air. All of his comrades nearby pushed and shoved to make a wide berth around her. They imagined her a demon.
Before the head landed amongst the feet of his allies, Sara stood amazed as her vision returned. Reaching up to appraise the wound she was astonished to find it completely mended. So engorged upon blood was she, and so full of life, the injury had healed almost immediately. Though it had not been a fatal one, Sara could not help but wonder how much further she would have to go to become invincible. She loved not being the helpless girl she had been just mere months before.
Her husband was responsible for the change, and again Sara felt urged to show him her appreciation. She supposed, however, that such affections would be inappropriate for the battlefield. Sara returned to slashing her way through the enemy who appeared to move slower and slower with each and every life she ended.
Moments later Sara stood exactly where she belonged. With her husband at her side, the two, now surrounded by giant werewolves, moved away from the field of battle on a course to intercept the King of Valdadore.
*****
Garret fought on, peering deep into the enemy forces, hoping to see an end. Dismayed, it seemed to him that the invading army stretched on into eternity. The foot soldiers he waded through now were but the first ranks of the army. He could kill them ten to twenty at a swipe, but even so it would take him a day or more just to get through these most basic of troops.
Decided upon a path, Garret turned to assure himself that all had heeded his orders and removed themselves from the surging tide of Sigrant’s soldiers. He needed to speak with his brother immediately, and beyond that the generals to his army and his counselors as well. His plan was not a complex one, but he hoped it would be effective.
Over the next hour all of Valdadore’s blessed champions extracted themselves from the enemy lines. Fighting as they retreated, they managed to put some space between themselves and the enemy, though the gap would close within minutes. However, minutes was all Garret needed to share his plan, and as his forces converged upon a single point, he used the precious time to dispatch orders to all who would need them.
“Seth, I have a plan,” Garret stated to a replied nod. “I need your champions to fight alongside my knights. We will retreat back to the city, slowing the enemy every step of the way.”
“To what end?” Seth asked, uncertain of his brother’s intentions.
“From all over Valdadore people come to take shelter in the city. We have to buy them as much time as we are able lest they be trapped outside the walls with the enemy,” Garret replied.
Heads nodded in understanding from all those that gathered. The king was thinking of his people.
“Can you spare a couple of your men as messengers?” Garret asked his twin.
“Yes.”
“Then send word to Felonus to have his archers regroup and form a line. When the enemy comes into range they are to fire a handful of volleys, then fall back a mile and regroup again. Send word to the battle mages as well; tell them they can join the archers under Felonus’s command. Let’s show Sigrant that we won’t be herded as easily as sheep. We’ll make him fight for every inch, but we have to use caution. We must slow the enemy’s approach, but we can afford to lose no one. Look out for each other; be aware of your surroundings. We have no idea what else Sigrant will throw at us. Fight wisely.”
Those were the king’s orders. Instantly, Seth’s troops were all notified as a pair of giant wolfmen raced off to find the fleeing archers. Seth looked to his brother’s worried face one last time before he turned to play his role. Garret appeared worn, as if the past hours had aged him. Seth wondered how much more his brother could handle.
Turning on his heel, Seth decided it was best to concentrate on carrying out his twin’s orders. The mission was to slow the advance of the invading army. It was now only a few hours after daybreak. Unimpeded, the foot troops of Sigrant could make it to Valdadore by nightfall. Seth had no intention of leaving them unimpeded. Thus he stood and waited as the gap between himself and the enemy narrowed.
Seth watched as Borrik crashed down among the enemy, landing heavily upon their bodies. He lashed out with blade and magical fire, sending soldiers screaming in panic in all directions. Within seconds a small circle of destruction remained as Borrik took flight once again. Where Borrik left off, his flying female counterpart, Eve, took over. Down she swooped at those who had fled Borrik, and snatching a pair of the retreating foot soldiers up, she ripped them apart with her talons before letting them fall once again. Over and over the scene replayed itself as the distance between the forces slowly shrank.
Seth reached out with his mind and connected with his remaining troops. He infused each of them with power to sustain their blessings further. The kingdom needed his champions to save those who were defenseless. Yet what good were they really doing, killing these humans in order to save other humans? Did it really make a difference? Lost in his thoughts he absently watched as his men broke ranks and charged their nearest enemies. There they tore with teeth and claws, their blades and might, through the ranks of Sigrant’s soldiers, careful to remain near the front lines.
The Knights of Valdadore waded back into the fray as well. Slowly, as intended, the defending Valdadorians fell back, little by little, giving ground as needed but slowing the invading army to a crawl. Borrik relayed information from the air to Jonas at Seth’s side, who told his master of the enemies’ progress. Seth focused himself on the task at hand.
Action upon the battlefield was finally going as planned, or at least that was what everyone presumed, until Borrik relayed a message from the air to his master of an impending danger that threatened to destroy them all.



Chapter two
Linaya, the King of Valdadore’s wife-to-be, and Zorbin Ironfist, his most trusted knight, awoke in darkness the morning Valdadore first met its foes. The entire day previous they had spent traversing tunnels bored through the mountain range known as the Rancor Mountains. Hour after long hour the pair were led through one dark passage after another, ever downward.
Their guide was a dwarf named Gumbi-something or other, a warrior of some sort dressed in lavish armor of a style Linaya had never seen before. From head to toe the dwarf was covered in scales of metal, each polished to a shine. Within each scale a gem had been set, so that the armor glittered and sparkled in the light of the torches they passed in a myriad of colors and hues. Zorbin, entrusted with Linaya’s care, spoke to the other dwarf in their own tongue as they walked. It seemed to Linaya that they walked endlessly down to meet with the ruler of the dwarven race.
How deep the stout men could possibly have delved into the world, Linaya was unsure. What she did realize, though, was that if forced to flee for any reason, she would never find her way out from this place. Tunnels and other passages intersected at odd intervals with the one they traversed, and to her, each of them looked the same.
Sometimes the corridor they were in changed direction suddenly, only to veer back the original way again a hundred yards later. Nothing in the warrens of the Dwarves seemed natural to Linaya, yet here she was the oddity.
From time to time as they walked they would encounter other dwarves. Passing these, or pausing to greet them, Linaya often became an item of scrutiny. The dwarves, seemingly all men, would appraise her, and apparently finding nothing to their liking, would then return their gaze to something of greater import. Linaya felt uneasy.
That was never the feeling she got when men looked upon her in Valdadore. It was not her usual reaction to the obvious lust that hungrily showed in their eyes. It was something different, new. This was more like panic. Garret had sent her upon this mission in hopes that she could use her looks to persuade the male leader of this race into joining their cause. However, now it appeared that dwarves had no interest in human women. She wondered if her future husband had already been privy to this fact. More often than not, after having looked upon her, the dwarves they encountered on their journey deep into the underworld would look away with pity or disgust upon their faces. What in the hell was wrong with them?
Here in this world a woman considered almost too desirable amongst humans, was seen as uncouth and abhorrent by the stout race of men who dwelt in it. Linaya wondered just how she would persuade their king to send aid to Valdadore if he could not even stand to look upon her. Her worst fear acknowledged, Linaya found herself trapped. She could not leave on her own, knowing all too well she would become lost in the cavernous home of the dwarves. Yet if she stayed, she likely served no purpose.
The entire day she walked behind the pair of dwarves who paid her scant attention. She did not understand a word that escaped their lips. Finally, as the day apparently ended, the dwarf in scaled armor led both her and Zorbin to a small chamber off the tunnel they followed, then stalked off after relaying something to Zorbin in the dwarven tongue.
“What did he say?” Linaya demanded, finally able to speak to Zorbin and aggravated by the long hours of being ignored.
“He said to rest the night here, since you could obviously use the beauty sleep,” Zorbin responded with a smirk.
“Ha ha,” Linaya replied. “So if they think me a disgusting wretch, then what purpose do I serve here?”
Zorbin shook his head, showing that he too was unsure what either of them could do.
“How did he even know that it is night-time?” Linaya asked another question.
“He feels it. Do you not?” Zorbin replied.
“I feel tired. I feel disoriented. I feel we have wasted our time,” Linaya declared.
“As do I, Lady Linaya.”
“What is it the two of you spoke of for the whole day?” Linaya asked yet again.
“We spoke of the goings on here in Boulder Gate. We spoke of days past. He filled me in on the happenings in the warrens, who has passed, the mood of the thanes, and the current temperament of the king.”
“And you have learned…?” Linaya probed, hoping that her annoyed day of silence had given them something of use.
“Gumbi thinks it unlikely the king will send aid to our kingdom. He says the thanes have been arguing about mining rights. The king is in a poor mood as of late. He tires of squabbling. He is old and wishes for peace and quiet. However, he is expected to step down soon in which case a new king will be chosen from the houses of the thanes.
“But how does that affect our mission?” Linaya asked, missing the point.
“Lady Linaya, the king is old and many expect him to give up his throne. He has made his name and carved it into the walls of the dwarven kingdom to last for all time. He is weary and wants to rest for the remainder of his days. It is time for a new king. A younger, more ambitious king. One who has yet to bring glory or wealth to the dwarves. A new king will want to do something memorable in order to inscribe his name on the walls of his home as well. This could give us an opportunity. If the current king declines our wish, Garret told us to stay and await new orders. But if a new king takes the throne, we will get a second chance to garner assistance for the kingdom we serve,” Zorbin explained.
“Perhaps we should begin speaking to the upcoming king now? Do we know who the successor will be?” Linaya asked.
“No. Each warren will put forward a successor to the king. Some will offer up the thanes of the warren themselves. Then there will be a battle of proving, and he who is to lead the dwarves will be its victor. That victor will become king and lead the dwarven nation into a new era. Hopefully we can sway him to send us help. Unless, of course, we can get the current king to aid us first.”
“So we may get two chances to succeed,” Linaya thought out loud. “This is good. So what do you suggest we do now?”
“I suggest we sleep. Gumbi will return in the morning to escort us the rest of the way into the city. Once there we can request an audience with the king,” Zorbin replied.
So it was decided. Looking around the room Linaya realized that the dwarves were a very talented race. Everything in the room was carved of stone, though she knew not the purpose of the room itself. Into one wall rows upon rows of bunks sat atop one another where more than forty people could sleep. There were as many chairs in the room, and great tapestries clung to the stone walls adding color and life to the otherwise blandness. Upon one wall a small half circle of stone jutted out three feet above the floor, and approaching it Linaya was surprised to hear water trickling. Within the small fountain water ran cold and clear to pool in the center where once again it disappeared into the stone. The dwarves had running water.
Cupping several handfuls she washed her face and hands, and then chose one of the many bunks to lay down in. Her imagination was filled with what other wonders the days and caverns ahead might reveal, but eventually, long after Zorbin began snoring, Linaya too fell asleep to dream of fanciful things.
*****
The companions rested in the tavern of Paldoon’s Hold, the trio having traveled as quickly as they had been able for the better part of a week. It had been near two decades since any of them had been this far south, this close to the capital. Much had changed in those years, yet much more had remained the same.
All three had planned together to come to the capital with the spring thaw, having heard tales of the past Choosing ceremony. Yet with the impending war, it seemed the king himself had called them out of retirement.
Many still traveled from the fringes of the kingdom following the king’s orders to gather at the city of Valdadore. For those, like these three who traveled from the north, trekking through the deep snow could be a slow process.
Tales abounded in the tavern as to the deeds of the king and his brother, and the three companions were astonished to learn that Prince Seth had married a young woman named Sara. One such tale said that the young bride had been slain in the battle with the black horde, however the mage Seth had powers unlike anything seen before upon Thurr. Returning weeks after vanishing, the prince came once again to Valdadore with his bride in tow, having resurrected her from the dead. The companions had a good laugh over this tale. Stories of healing miracles came with every major battle, but none came back from the dead.
Sitting at the very same table where once, it was said, the young king and his companions had sat, the retired warriors of Valdadore rested quietly, absorbing the stories and conversations taking place around them. Each of them looked about, listening intently for more than an hour after they had finished their meal. The nearer they got to the castle, the more people they saw. Here, a few days away from the city of Valdadore, this town was bustling with activity. People were still trickling into town, but a steady stream was pouring out of it. As much as the companions would have liked to spend the night in a bed within the town, it seemed the tavern they sat in was closing its doors this very night so that the owners themselves could heed the call of the king.
The nation of Valdadore was marching to war. Not just the soldiers and magicians. Everyone would play their part in this battle, and the three friends watched as the room began to clear. The proprietor had announced little more than thirty minutes prior that there would be no more food or ale served. Most had already left the tavern. Feeling as rested as they would likely be in the days to come, each of the trio of companions sat forward in their chairs, leaning nearer to one another to speak without being overheard.
“Do you think the boys will still be in the city?” Rose asked, her mouth and eyes wrinkling at the corners as the concern showed plainly on her face.
“I don’t know,” James replied. “If anything we have heard is true, it sounds as if we are all in real danger.”
“Don’t worry yourself, James. What we do know is that both of the boys are alive and well. Beyond that they are blessed. We will get word of their whereabouts in the next day or so and then we can go and see them for ourselves,” Jack reassured the worried father.
The truth was, all three had been worried about the twins for months, even though they had received messages from Valdadore through an old friend. Abruptly, however, those messages had stopped coming. Then one day a messenger had arrived in Vineleaf declaring a king’s order. All who had served the kingdom in the last twenty years were to return to service to face an invading foe. James had questioned the messenger to learn that not only had King Valdadore died, but a young knight named Garret had become his successor.
It was in that moment James had called upon his blessing for the first time in two decades and, exploding in size, had snatched the messenger clear off his horse. Grasping the man in one immense hand he questioned the royal envoy until he had every scrap of information about his sons that was available.
That night, James, Jack, and Rose left Vineleaf. Though none of them was in prime condition, living on the outskirts of the kingdom each of them had stayed healthy enough over the years building lives for themselves and their community. Hard work had kept them relatively young, though age had begun to creep up on them. Each of them was in fact much older than anyone else would have guessed. The blessed of the gods aged slower than normal mortals.
They needed no mounts, for in his blessed form, James could cover great distances in a day carrying both of his companions. A trek that would usually take near two weeks on foot had taken only four days thus far, and tomorrow they would arrive at Valdadore. Tomorrow, James hoped, he would see his boys.
Standing, the three companions turned and exited the tavern, leaving a tip for the barmaid upon their table. Together they walked to the edge of town where James again called upon Gorandor and, with a concussive boom, he exploded in size. ‘Giant James’ his colleagues had called him in his time of service to Valdadore. Standing nearly forty foot tall, James crouched down and allowed his friends to climb into his hand. Carefully he lifted them to his breast where they climbed within a pocket upon his tunic. James turned and began to jog at an even pace towards the capital city.
For the entire night James kept his pace, plodding along a hundred yards to the side of the road so as to not trample any fellow travelers. Near midnight, with his high vantage point, James saw the first signs of Valdadore. Far in the distance the sky glowed orange where below it sat the vast city. Though Valdadore itself was still lost to sight in the darkness, James already felt a measureable amount better just knowing the city was within reach.
Hours later James could see the silhouette of the city against the backdrop of stars beyond. He could not help but grin slightly at the sight. The city had been his home for nearly fifty years after all. James picked up his pace a bit, and an hour before sunrise he was less than five miles away.
Pausing, James helped his companions from his pocket, his breathing labored from the exertion. Sealing away the source of his power, James imploded with a pop and returned to his normal size. He did not want to appear an enemy to the city, and so thought it best to arrive in his unblessed size. Catching his breath a moment, without so much as speaking, James started walking anew. His companions fell into step to either side of him, and together the trio walked the remaining miles to arrive at the northern gate of the city as the sun broke the horizon.
Though the huge gate itself was lowered, a small door within the larger gate remained open and guards stood to either side questioning those that approached. Within half an hour the companions stood before the guards.
“What is your business here?” an armed guard asked, obviously annoyed by repeating the phrase time and again.
“We heed the call of the king and have come to fight,” James replied.
“Then you’ve come too late,” the guard responded nonchalantly.
“What do you mean?” James and Jack asked simultaneously.
“The king marched west with his army four days ago. Even now they could be facing the enemy though I have heard no reports to confirm this.”
James shook his head. They had arrived too late indeed. Turning, not knowing what else to do, he called upon Gorandor. The people nearest to him were thrown from their feet, none of them expecting the blast that followed his prayer. Apologizing in a deep, thunderous voice, James scooped up his friends unceremoniously and allowed them to reclaim their spots in his tunic before he began to stride parallel to the castle, heading west. With each step he took, he picked up momentum. Each stride he stretched to the fullest. His sons were at war, and he would do anything in his power to see that they had his protection.
Without concern for anything around him, James sprinted down the cobble road heading west from the city of Valdadore, leaving a deep impression in the road with every stop, driving the stones down into the soil below. Inside his pocket, both Rose and Jack were forced to cling to the stitching and fabric within, lest they be thrown around. Though Jack doubted he would be injured in such a manner, it was for Rose’s safety that he held on.
Four hours later James slid to a halt, his sudden stop destroying a thirty-yard stretch of road. Before him the forces of Valdadore were fleeing the field of battle. Within minutes they would be surging past the giant of a man himself. Looking around, however, James discovered that this was only the main body of the army. A few miles ahead, ranks of archers and mages awaited the advance of the enemy. Beyond them a battle was being fought as giant warriors like himself engaged an entire army alone.
As James watched, a giant beast swooped down from the heavens unleashing blasts of fire as its vast wings flapped to gain altitude once more. A fireball momentarily cleared a path through the invading troops, and among all the giants on the field of battle one stood out from the rest. Even at this distance, and with his altered skin and immensely changed and sculpted body, James recognized his son. Garret stomped through the enemy sweeping his blade low, cleaving men in two by the dozens. With his other hand he sent men flying with each bash of his shield. Even from this distance a deep throaty chuckle could be heard escaping the young king of Valdadore. Like his father, Garret had the bloodlust.
James began to move slowly forward once again as the retreating soldiers of Valdadore parted before him. He was about to begin running once more, now that a path had opened, but as he leaned forward to start building momentum, a shout reached his ears.
“Giant James!” A forgotten but familiar voice shouted from the masses of fleeing troops below.
Looking down, James scanned the area around him seeking the source of the voice. Jack and Rose recognized the sound too and both of their heads popped out of the giant man’s pocket.
“Over here!” The shout came again.
James swiveled his body around to find an old man standing apart from the crowd to his left. Instantly his eyes lit up in recognition.
“Sulvis, you old hawk, why do you lead your men away from battle?” James asked.
“I follow the king’s orders. The only way we can hope to survive this battle is to wait out the winter in the city and hope Sigrant’s supply lines fail,” the grizzled old general replied.
“How are my boys doing?” James asked again.
“Your boys?” questioned the old veteran. “You mean the knights?”
“The knights too, I suppose, but I was referring to my sons, Garret and Seth,” James responded.
Sulvis’s large white eyebrows rose in sudden realization. “I should have known,” he shouted. “They are well for the moment, and work to buy the rest of us time. Perhaps you should go and see for yourself.”
With a nod, James turned, having all the information he needed. Again he began running, though for him it was only a short distance. Slowing again, he reached to his pocket and asked Rose to climb into his palm. Moments later Rose stood among those of her order, the oldest battle mage upon the field.
James walked the remaining mile, then lowered Jack to the ground as well. Jack exploded, tripling in size to nearly twenty feet, then he split into two men. All three drew their weapons.
It had been twenty-some years since either of them had drawn a sword in battle. They were rusty. They were old. They were once two of the best warriors Valdadore had to offer. James and Jack rushed into battle, yelling a battle cry of Valdadore that most had forgotten.
*****
Garret faced a unit of sword-bearing infantry. Swinging his blade low, he cleaved them in two a dozen or more at a time. Again and again he swung his large sword with one hand, and his large shield in the other. A crimson path flowed out behind him, slippery with gore and destroyed bodies. Yet for all those he killed, more were already there to replace them. Taking note of his position among the front lines of the enemy, Garret swiveled his head and caught something unexpected out of the corner of his eye.
For an instant, Garret swore he had seen his fallen mentor Sirus entering the battle, and with him a pair of other knights although none of them was dressed in armor. On a double take, Garret assured himself that the men who now faced away from him were not what they originally appeared. The biggest of the trio was obviously not the slain Sirus, as the man on the present field of battle was not as broad of shoulder, nor were his muscles as defined. Garret felt rather than saw something familiar about the man, and changing direction to get a better look, he began clearing a new path to near the new champions.
Only a few fell swoops of the blade later, and the giant man and his companions turned toward him. Garret’s metallic jaw fell slack. There, clad in nothing more protective than leather leggings and cloth tunics, were his father, James, and his father’s best friend, Jack. Only now there were two Jacks. Garret could not believe his eyes which now watered uncontrollably. Smiling in his direction, James and the duplicate Jacks changed course to intercept the young king. Sadly, none of them were paying attention to the sudden change upon the battlefield when the first wave of attacks was unleashed.



Chapter Three
Seth and his troops fanned out before the front lines of Sigrant’s force. A dozen yards ahead, Sara danced through the invading army, a whirlwind of death and destruction. Together with his troops Seth and his men held this portion of the enemy force at a standstill. While Seth blasted wave after wave of magical fire and lightning into the approaching troops, his wolfmen tore them limb from limb with their teeth and claws. So efficient were they that a mound of corpses and dismembered limbs began to form the length of the line. Over the course of an hour the mound deepened, and before long the approaching enemy was forced to climb over their own dead and dying just to meet the defenders of Valdadore.
From above, both Borrik and Eve swooped down time and again, leaving none below without fear of being snatched off their feet and carried away into the sky. Body parts and organs rained down with blood and gore each time a neighbor vanished into the air above.
Seth hadn’t lost a single one of his werewolves or champions in over an hour. His line was holding. Yet this fact brought him no comfort. He alone realized that the war had no purpose. No one was winning; they were simply killing and dying to feed the greed of the gods. Seth had no time at present to explain his fears to his brother. He could not simply leave the battle. For as little as it mattered which side won or lost, he would rather Valdadore win for no other reason than it was his home and he was sworn to protect it.
For a while Seth simply let his mind wander of its own accord as he siphoned the life from a few hundred enemies, then returned the energy as a wave of fire, killing hundreds more. Over and over power washed into him, and over and over he expelled it just the same. The pleasure that came with the power did not overwhelm him as it once had. He had become stronger since then. Now the feeling was only great when dispatching a blessed champion of the gods.
Though Seth was not paying attention when the first changes began to transpire, Borrik above was, and he relayed a message to his master.
“My prince,” Jonas shouted above the melee, “Borrik warns that new troops are approaching from the rear and hiding themselves within the ranks of those we now fight.”
“What weapons do they carry?” Seth asked.
A moment passed as the question was communicated and Seth watched as Borrik swooped low to get a better look, his great leathery wings having become one of his biggest assets.
“None, my prince, they appear to be unarmed,” Jonas replied.
“Shit!” Seth yelled. “He has more mages!”
As if to verify Seth’s statement, within an instant the battle altered beyond measure.
Lightning, fire, blasts of ice, and gusts of wind raced across the battlefield, seemingly from everywhere at once. Though Seth was spared in the initial wave, something struck him none the less.
As the first barrage hit, Seth felt something snap as power rushed into him, filling him momentarily with pleasure. Then feeling the loss of the connection Seth mourned it, and turned his head in time to watch the burning form of Eve, his avian champion, fall from the skies in a smoldering heap.
In a moment of panic Seth’s eyes darted around the skies until he located Borrik’s massive form hovering well above the field of battle. Then Seth felt another rush of power as another connection broke. A moment later and a third champion fell. Seth reached out with his mind to locate the mages at the same time as he turned to face Jonas and give his orders.
“Have Borrik guide you and the men, and destroy the mages.”
Jonas bowed his head in understanding and within a second over a hundred giant werewolves were bounding through the invading troops, singling out those who were the greatest threat.
Magic blasted all around and Seth silenced one mage after another, but his troops were falling before the onslaught. Water began to seep up out of the soil as Seth turned another mage to ash. A moment later, something smashed into Seth that drove him backwards to the ground, several of his ribs either bruised or broken. Struggling to breathe, Seth rolled to see the giant ball of ice that had struck him in the chest. He had never seen it coming with his vision of the gods. Unlike magical fire or lightning, the ice was natural. It was created by actual elements, although by magical means, so once hurled, it retained no power and thus was invisible to his god-like vision. Staggering to his feet as Jonas took up position to better guard him, Seth threw up a magical wall of pure power, and went back to work snuffing out the life of his foes.
The water upon the ground was now more than a foot deep. Suddenly, as if coming to life, the water surged upwards into the air and, as it did, turned unbelievably cold as wind blasted the field. Giant spikes of ice, as tall as a man, formed all over the battlefield. Some of them encased Sigrant’s soldiers while others were stained and filled with blood and gore. Around them all was ice. Combatants from both sides of the fray began to slip and fall upon the ice between the immense spikes. However for those of average size it was just that, a fall. For those blessed with size, falling meant landing upon the spikes of ice, and within a minute Seth lost another dozen troops. Looking around Seth spotted something he never in his life would have expected.
The only father Seth had ever known was James. To his recollection, his father had never spoken of fighting in any battle, ever. Yet here, now, among the champions Seth had created, and among the few valiant Knights of Valdadore remaining, stood the man who had taken Seth in as an infant and raised him as his own child. Across the field, beside his brother the king, James swung a sword with practiced ease, cleaving men and spikes of ice with each blow. Seth, lost in thought a moment, was returned to brutal reality as the life of another of his troops rushed through his body. The tide was turning again.
Focusing on his task, Seth reached out to locate the nearest mage then winced as his ecstasy faded and he remembered his damaged ribs. Fireballs rained down from the heavens and lightning danced amongst pointy fingers of ice. Seth concentrated and grasped at the bloated life of the nearest mage and ripped both life and blessing away in one fell move. Instantly the mage crumbled to ash as the pleasure of life power coursed through Seth.
Without delay Seth unleashed a torrent of fire, aiming not at the troops around him, but at the deadly ice spikes designed to impede and kill his men. As death by ice became a reduced threat, Seth sought out his next target. Opposing magics began to diminish as his men closed in on the casters, yet his troop numbers began to fall as well. Seth needed to even the odds, lest Valdadore’s only hope fall here and now. Reaching out again to seek a foul mage blessed with wicked magics, Seth realized he would not turn the tide this time.
*****
Rose smoothed out her traveling cloak and turned to watch her two dearest friends walk off towards impending doom. They had known each other for practically their whole lives, each of them being consigned to service to the kingdom at the same Choosing ceremony so many years ago. Seven of them had decided together to retire from service after decades, and now only four remained. Three of them were here now back where their friendships began, and Rose prayed to her god that this would not be their last time together.
Watching as James and Jack drew their weapons, Rose turned to face those she had been left behind with.
“Who is in charge here?” she shouted.
Moments later a man, perhaps in his fifties yet appearing in his early thirties, extracted himself from the throng of more than a hundred battle mages.
“I am, though currently we take orders from Felonus, captain of the archers,” he proclaimed.
“Wrong answer, son,” Rose said, and spinning round to address all those gathered she continued, “I am now in charge of all battle mages. Form ranks, we march to help our king.”
Unsure as to what was taking place, none moved to follow Rose’s order.
“And who might you be to declare yourself our master?” the man asked defiantly.
“I am Rose Devante, former head of battle mages. I come to temporarily reclaim my post.”
The name alone demanded respect, and the man who stood to thwart her immediately looked to his feet, ashamed. He should have recognized his former headmistress. He had trained under her, as did all young mages, in his first year at the castle. Then she had retired, Vladmere taking her place. It made no matter; all here knew her name and her abilities. Some had tried to recreate the things she had mastered, and studied her writings and lessons. Vladmere had achieved the most success openly, but even so he was but a shadow before the sun. Bodies burst into action and within minutes Rose had four even ranks of mages ready to march to battle with her.
“Follow my lead. If you are on the outside of the formation, use fire shield. Those of you inside, target enemy mages first, common troops second,” Rose commanded.
Without giving any further explanation Rose strode off towards the ever-nearing battle. The formation of battle mages fell into step a few paces behind. Within seconds all those mages vulnerable to immediate attack cast the fire shield spell. A complete ring of fire blazed around the junior mages following Rose. So close were they that her very robes began to smolder as smoke billowed out of her cowl. Rose did not so much as cough; fire was an old friend. Most of her days she spent sitting in front of the fire. She enjoyed its warmth, but it had been years since she allowed herself to enjoy its touch.
Raising her palms to the heavens, Rose chanted an incantation and her robes immediately ignited in entirety. Seconds later they were consumed and Rose walked the remaining mile to the battlefield devoid of clothes, her nude body covered in dancing and swaying flames.
Every trace of hair had vanished, yet beneath the fire Rose walked uninjured. Together with her followers, Rose marched directly into the enemy and, with a wave of her hand, a tidal wave of fire sprang from her body engulfing all those ahead and to either side. Her fellow mages took that as their cue and fireballs of varying size and intensity lanced out in all directions as victims were chosen and felled. Screams of the burning sounded from all around the mages as giant werewolves made way for the walking inferno. Before long, Rose and those at her command became a primary target for King Sigrant’s mages, and though some fell beneath the onslaught of ice, lightning, and fire, Rose foiled most incoming attacks. All of Valdadore’s mages retaliated in kind each time an attack was thrown.
Rose watched as lightning was unleashed towards the giant flying beast in the air above them but saw that the beast blocked the blow with one armored arm. What should have killed him did not so much as slow him. Better than that, Rose located another target, but the flying beast was already upon the mage who dared cast lightning at him.
Werewolf, mage, knight, and flying beast all attacked the mages of the invading force, and within an hour they had been destroyed, along with several companies of infantry as well. Sigrant had taken another hard hit. Afternoon was growing late and none knew if the invading king would press his attack through the night, nor what else he might have in store for them.
*****
King Sigrant sat upon his stallion, near enough now to the front lines to see for himself what played out upon the field. His mages wreaked havoc upon the giant wolfmen; in moments half a dozen of the beasts fell. Seconds later one of the foul flying beasts came tumbling out of the sky, an inferno of blazing feathers. King Sigrant smiled. It was not that he was a malicious man. He was simply driven. He needed Valdadore so that he could continue expanding and he could afford to lose some men to acquire the valuable nation. Thus far he had been throwing pebbles at Valdadore. Sadly the small nation had been crumbling before the pebbles.
As his progress began to slow, Sigrant began to toss some small rocks at Valdadore and now those rocks were running amuck, devastating the large beasts that many thought to be demons raised from some abyss. Even a boulder will eventually relent to sand being thrown at it, and Sigrant had brought both to the battle, sand and boulders. Thus far he did not imagine needing the boulders, but just in case he preferred to give them time to catch up with the rest of his army. They were lumbering things that could destroy entire villages in a single breath, but by the gods they were slow.
Signaling a messenger, Sigrant gave the order to continue the fight from their current location, but to move no further. Just as the messenger dashed off, a great blaze of fire erupted some distance off and began moving towards the battle. The invading king did not have to wait long to see what this mobile inferno was. He knew a brigade of mages when he saw one in action. He gestured to one of his captains and arrows were loosed. Not a single of Valdadore’s mages fell before the volley, though several of his own men near to them did. The arrows meant for the mages burnt up completely before penetrating the barrier of fire surrounding them.
Within seconds Sigrant’s own mages began to hone in on the cluster of flaming Valdadorians but to little effect. Each time one of his mages cast a spell they were set upon from above by a flying beast or by one of the giant wolfmen. If they were not immediately dispatched in such a way, dozens of fireballs were hurled at them, burning them in magical fire. Sigrant’s small stones were failing to be effective. He took mental notes of the failure and began planning for the following day. He summoned another messenger.
“Have the men fall back a few hundred yards. See if Valdadore’s champions have it in them to press the attack.”
*****
Borrik soared above both forces, his giant leathery wings flapping furiously at times to keep him aloft. He watched below as the battleground turned into a frozen wasteland designed to destroy his men. As the first few fell to its designs, Borrik began to retaliate. Summoning fireballs he began to destroy the spires of pointed ice and, as mages turned their eyes skyward to face him, he either unleashed more fireballs or swept down from above to cut their lives short. With the many blessings his master had given him, Borrik was a force to be reckoned with. Like death himself, Borrik was both hideous and handsome, a creature born of warlords’ nightmares.
*****
Seth watched as a flaming contingent of battle mages marched onto the field of battle, led by a singular mage who herself was ablaze. Seth had never seen such a display among Valdadore’s mages. He was impressed. Watching their effect upon the battle Seth worked with them to even the odds. Over and over he located and snuffed out the life of an enemy magician. Each time he consumed and locked away the immense amount of power released. Seth needed time to speak with his brother, and now his father too. They all needed to realize that this battle was for nothing.
No sooner had Seth had the thought, as afternoon strayed into evening, than the enemy troops began to fall back and regroup. Seth ordered his men, through Jonas, to hold. It appeared the attackers would relent for the night. Such a thing was both good and bad. It was good that Valdadore could get some reprieve, regroup, and properly defend themselves. But it was bad in that the enemy lines stretched all the way to the horizon. They had fought but a small portion of the invading army this day and had lost over a thousand troops, including well over half of Seth’s champions. By daybreak tomorrow they would be facing a force at least three times as large.
This day, fighting as they fell back, they had lost ground at a slow, even pace, but then they had held the enemy for the last several hours. They had given up only a few miles. Seth watched as his brother and fellow knights extracted themselves from the slowly melting battlefield. James walked beside his son, the king, a hand on his shoulder. Behind them another familiar face appeared as Jack came into sight. Oddly, right behind Jack was another Jack. Then the second Jack began to blur and, with a flash, vanished altogether. Seth began to walk towards the impromptu reunion himself, keeping a wary eye on the enemy. Borrik winged down from above and, touching his bracer, he gritted his teeth as his wings and second pair of arms began to melt away, crawling beneath his skin once more.
Sara came skipping out of the melting spires of ice like a girl through a field of daisies. Though her demeanor hinted at playful glee, her wicked red eyes showed a different story entirely. Sara had been a great asset in battle. She had single-handedly killed hundreds of soldiers, and a pair of mages as well. Seth could not resist but to smile at the woman he loved as she pranced towards him looking like the fool come to the funeral. At least she had taken the time to clean the blood from her face somehow.
Now, for the first time his father and his wife would meet, and though it was an important event in anyone’s life, Seth thought the introduction was more or less just a formality as there were more important things to discuss at present. The decisions made in the next moments would change the course of the battle, perhaps the course of the human race. Seth needed to know what his role would be in the days to come.
Approaching the King of Valdadore, the death mage with his vampire wife and werewolf second-in-command came to stand before those whose lives relied upon them.
“Well Garret, we survived again,” Seth said sarcastically. “Dad, so glad you could make it; it seems we have some catching up to do,” he added with a sarcastic smirk.
“Yes, we do Seth,” James replied, matching his tone. He was glad that in light of the current situation both of his sons were still the young men who had left home so many months before. Minus, of course, the blessings by gods, marriages, mutated human servants and such.
“You must be Sara,” James said and reached out to shake the woman’s hand.
“Careful Dad, she bites,” Seth said trying not to laugh. Borrik too choked back a laugh. Garret simply shook his head.
“Now that we have that behind us, perhaps we should discuss a strategy,” suggested Garret.
All gathered nodded, their mood changing to one of a more serious nature.
“Forgive me if I am mistaken, but it appears we are grossly overpowered, outnumbered, and possibly outmatched,” James said.
“That about sums it up,” Garret replied. “However, considering that, we did quite well today.”
“You think so?” Seth asked. “It seems to me I lost more than half of my troops.”
“Yes, but the enemy lost more than we did,” Garret stated.
“He also has significantly more troops than us, Garret. At this rate we will not survive through tomorrow,” Seth responded, “not that it actually matters.”
“What do you mean?” Sara asked, a quizzical look upon her face.
Everyone surrounding Seth looked at him, and the longer they looked the more serious they each became. They could see the gravity upon his face. Moments passed and Seth thought about his reply. It was obvious and yet no one else realized it. It was a secret held by the gods, and there could be consequences to exposing it. But only if it changed the way the world operated.
“I realized something I think is very important today. Not only is it important, but it is a realization that could change the world. If we killed all of Sigrant’s troops tomorrow the kingdom of Valdadore would be the victor, but not the winner. The same is true, though the opposite, if we all die tomorrow. No matter who wins this war, humanity loses. We are all pieces in a game played by the gods. They want the life they have given us back, and the only way to get it is if we die. They create champions to kill en masse to speed the process. Every birth is an affront to their cause, yet every death makes them stronger. If we have to have a war, then the trick is not to obliterate our enemy, but break their will, or destroy their reason for attacking,” Seth explained.
Both Borrik and Sara nodded their understanding. They all knew Seth to be right, and appreciated that he had revealed the rules of the game, even though he was sworn to the cause of a goddess. Garret and James, however, seemed conflicted.
“So you suggest asking King Sigrant to retreat with his forces so that the gods don’t win?” Garret asked.
James stood thinking, as did Jack.
“No, obviously he did not bring this large a force to simply turn around, nor is it likely he can be persuaded. What I suggest is that we find a way to end the war which involves killing as few of his troops as possible.”
“So kill only his blessed troops, sparing the common soldiers?” James suggested.
“Perhaps, if we have to, but there is actually another course of action that would require just one death,” Seth said.
“Kill the king,” Garret nodded. “What if we fail though? We cannot just stand and take the blows for long, eventually we will have to fight back.”
“Perhaps you are right, but there are always options, are there not?” Seth asked.
“Killing the king sounds like our best one,” Borrik said, his feral mind understanding the importance of taking out the leader of the pack first.
“Killing him could be difficult,” James added. “There could be twenty thousand troops between us and him, how do we get to him?”
“If we knew where he was, Borrik could get to him easily enough, but we don’t. We need someone to infiltrate the enemy lines and locate and kill King Sigrant,” Seth declared.
“Do you have someone in mind?” Garret asked, looking first to Seth, then to Sara.
“I do indeed, although I would prefer two separate people for the job. I can make it easier for them too,” Seth responded.
“Who could you possibly have in mind?” Garret asked as all gathered looked to the death mage questioningly.
“Thousand Hole Tommy,” Seth replied with a grin. “Who better to send than a man who cannot die?”
“Tommy is here?” James asked, obviously recalling the name from his past. “By the gods, I cannot believe that man is still alive.
“And who else, Seth?” Garret asked.
“I don’t know. Someone fast, who can think on their feet, and is experienced with killing.”
“I’ll have the captains find us a volunteer who meets your criteria,” Garret responded.
“What of the rest of us then?” Borrik asked, his voice coming as a growl from his throat.
“We are the backup plan,” Seth began. “If our assassins fail, we still need to end the war. Our jobs are to kill only Sigrant’s blessed champions, those the gods themselves are depending upon.”
“How do we do that?” Sara asked.
“By creating even more champions for ourselves, and improving upon those already created. We draw them out. Toy with them, then destroy them. All the while we have to retreat to stay ahead of the main forces so that we are not killing those who don’t have to die,” Seth answered.
“What if we fail on both accounts?” James asked.
“We retreat to the city and hope that Sigrant runs out of supplies over the winter and is forced to withdraw,” Seth said.
Garret stood silently thinking upon his brother’s words. Ignoring the whole god involvement completely, the argument still held weight. If either force was weakened significantly following the battle, another army led by the ogres, trolls, goblins, or who knows what would invade soon enough to finish either or both sides off. It was a battle where both sides lost. The only other alternative was to surrender, but Garret had sworn to protect the kingdom, not surrender it. He would heed his brother’s warnings for now, but if all else failed, he would do what he could to decimate Sigrant and his troops.
“So it is true that you can create champions, Seth?” James asked.
“Borrik is one of my champions,” Seth replied, gesturing to the beast man at his side.
“What do you need in order to create them?” the twins’ father asked further.
“Power and volunteers, sometimes animals as well, but right now I have all I need stored within me – minus the volunteers.”
“Let us move then to join the remainder of the army.” Garret turned without another word and began to walk east towards his main forces. The others followed him, their minds filled with puzzling thoughts of gods and champions. The night would prove to be a long one indeed.



Chapter Four
For several hours King Sigrant sat at the desk in his makeshift command tent. Though the desk was basically useless, he found comfort in placing his feet upon it and leaning back precariously in his chair. He needed no maps to chart troop movements. He also did not need parchment, quills or ink to list troop totals, rations, and other supplies upon. In fact, the only reason King Robert Sigrant needed a tent at all was for enjoying his women, and sleeping. Usually in that order.
For the mundane details of the day to day operation of his forces all he needed was his head. Nearly everything about running an army came naturally to the king. At any given time he knew precisely where his units were and where they were going. He knew how many rations they needed and how many sick and injured they carried with them. King Sigrant knew, down to a grain of rice, precisely how much food he needed on a daily basis to keep the army alive. He also knew how much he needed to keep their bellies full and happy, but seldom were the two numbers even in the same realm of reality.
Instead of taking notes, Sigrant leaned in his chair as a steady stream of messengers poured into and out of his tent, spewing updates that Sigrant nonchalantly added to and subtracted from the totals in his head as needed, paying specific attention to the numbers of losses sustained. Though thousands had died, the number could not be accurate for several commanders reported troops missing altogether, probably sealed beneath the ice of the still frozen lake. More than a couple hundred were injured and were now being transported to healing tents set up deeper within friendly lines.
Those who had fallen were being treated with respect as well and currently mass graves were being dug for them. However, these were routine things that Sigrant mentally cataloged before being stunned by yet another messenger bringing news that Sigrant found most concerning.
“Carry on,” Sigrant ordered.
“Yes, your majesty,” the messenger replied. “It seems thirteen men survived being attacked by the wolfmen as bite marks show clearly upon their necks.”
“Why is this a health concern?” Sigrant questioned.
“Though only five have regained consciousness thus far, Sire, all of them appear disconnected, and confused.”
“Could that not be from blood loss or a head injury?” Sigrant asked, thinking his healers and the messenger might have sustained head injuries themselves.
“Yes, but the healers report that their blood is restored, yet they have still been blacking out and waking up disoriented. They also say that something within the men prevents them from diagnosing the problem. They fear it is some sort of infection,” the messenger answered.
“Then monitor them closely. If the symptoms persist by morning then we will put them to death and burn the bodies,” the king decided.
With a motion he dismissed the messenger, and for now, at least, it seemed the flow of messengers had stopped. Leaning back yet further in his chair he thought hard about the battle of the day. Valdadore had withstood much, yet not without losses. It was a small nation that he could easily crush, but little could be learned from crushed objects. No, Sigrant wanted to bring Valdadore to its knees. He wanted to kill the kingdom slowly, torturously. He wanted to watch the small nation twist beneath his heel. More than anything he wanted to see just how much the kingdom and its young king could take before they snapped. Settling upon a plan, King Sigrant went for a late night stroll.
First the king, known for his cunning and decisiveness, visited the mass graves that had already been dug, and looking in before they were covered once again he was sadly disappointed. Anger flashed across his narrow face momentarily as he looked around the great holes for someone to accuse. Spotting an officer he unleashed his tongue.
“Lieutenant, this is unacceptable!” the king shouted, pointing his finger at the junior officer.
“Your majesty, I was simply following orders,” the officer replied, shame upon his face.
“You think that this would be acceptable to me?” Sigrant asked mockingly, gesturing wildly at the giant grave with bodies and limbs tossed inside haphazardly.
“If you would prefer them organized, your majesty, I will see it done.” The lieutenant was already turning to bark the appropriate orders at those he commanded.
“Organized?” the king questioned. “You fool, look at all the weapons and armor in that grave. Such things have value. Dig it out!”
“Yes, your majesty!” the officer replied and spinning upon his heel he began to give orders.
Sigrant strode off to see what other mistakes his simple-minded soldiers were making. Along the way he visited several figures of worth, including the head of his mages, and Vulgan, the captain to the Gnashers. The bone-clad warriors were his most ferocious troops, and tomorrow he would put them to use among others of his favorites.
Near an hour into his stroll, the king paused briefly as a series of screams pierced the relative quiet of his encamped army. Turning in the direction of the cries he located the healers’ tents. The screams ended rather abruptly and, resuming his course, King Sigrant presumed that the particular surgery being performed had not gone well. Mentally he added another to the dead.
Though his information had been anything but accurate, Sigrant could not help himself but to walk near a mile deeper into his army to visit a newfound friend. Once there, the guards stepped away from the cart, allowing their king to be alone with the mage prisoner.
“Vladmere, I find your company quite enchanting, yet your inaccuracies… Well, to be honest they disgust me,” Sigrant said to the disrobed mage confined within the cell on wheels.
“What inaccuracies?” Vladmere questioned, assuming his condition would only persist until the king trusted him.
“You said Valdadore was lacking in champions; the army was naught but less than a dozen knights, a hundred mages of average talent, and the mage prince. Today my forces faced hundreds of giant wolfmen, flying beasts who threw fire, blessed knights, mages, and more. Tell me you knew not of such things.”
“I did not know, your majesty. The prince must have created more champions,” Vladmere replied.
“Created champions?” Sigrant asked, disgusted. “You compare him to the gods?”
“Of course not,” Vladmere sniveled, “he is but a pretender. Slay him and see how his champions fall around him.”
“I will, Vladmere. Do not worry, but if you are incorrect again, though, I will have you delivered to my torturers. They have means of deriving the truth.”
Without awaiting a response King Sigrant turned and strode off into the night. Returning to his tent, he sent a messenger to retrieve his royal harem, and within minutes his tent was filled with the scents of flowers and women of varying ages and experience. Tactically he put them to use, adding his seed, subtracting their clothes, and dividing their legs. From time to time he multiplied the pleasure by including several of his women at a time.
Hours later, exhausted, the king slept amongst the many nude woman who had spent the previous hours pleasing him. Morning would come soon, but none would feel better rested than King Sigrant.
*****
Seth sat next to a large fire as the night turned savagely cold. Sara had come to join him shortly after midnight, and together they leaned into one another. Each of them found comfort with the other, at least momentarily, before Seth’s volunteers began to arrive.
First to come was the famed Thousand Hole Tommy. He was a man appearing in his late seventies, but who was probably closer to two or three hundred years old. However, as a man blessed by Vikstol, he had aged slowly, and served his god well. It was said the man could not be killed. He had sustained every known injury over his lifetime, but every time he rose again to continue fighting. Tommy’s every organ had been pierced by a blade or arrow at one battle or another, and three of his four limbs had been reattached at least once.
Tommy would make the perfect assassin. Beyond his refusal to die, there was nothing special about the man. He was of average strength and size, and even his intellect was nothing impressive. Seth looked to change that. Sorting through the menagerie within him, Seth sought out those attributes he felt would make Tommy a more promising killer. Seemingly decided, Seth began piecing together the puzzle that would create for him an assassin unlike any other.
Again and again Tommy cried out in pleasure, his body wracked with spasms with each new torrent of power that entered him. Seth gave him no reprieve. After each attribute was given, Seth sought the next and snapped it into place, making the pieces work with one another.
Borrik, Garret, James, Jack, and Sara watched on as Seth created a harbinger of death out of a legendary hero. As the great fire lit the process, its growing and waning tones of red, yellow, and orange made the whole thing look surreal, casting odd shadows that crawled and sputtered over the entire scene. It was a memory each of them would carry until their final breath. Few could hardly blink as the man squirmed upon the ground as his body changed in new and horrible ways.
When the process was done the man stood. He moved awkwardly at first, as if his memory refused to conform to action within his new form. Yet turning to face the fire, his nude body completely exposed, Tommy stood for all those gathered to appraise him.
Seth could not smile at the man’s appearance, but he was happy with the result. He had tried things that he had only theorized about before and each had worked, if not with at least a little manipulation. Instead of replacing entire appendages Seth had gone deeper, making alterations from within the bones themselves. Tommy was no longer recognizable as human at all anymore. His visage was so gruesome that hardened battle veterans briefly turned their gaze away, only to return to look upon him again in awe.
 
Tommy’s head had expanded slightly as Seth thought it important to thicken the skull to prevent injury. Beyond that his forehead pushed out and his neck was made more stout. Over the top of his head all traces of hair had been removed and in its place were rows upon rows of short knobby spikes. Seth had made his head a weapon, something he could use to bash an opponent.
His face had changed immensely. Nearly all definition had been lost as his sunken eyes had grown and smoothed out with the rest of his face, each of them turning a dark purple color. His nose had completely vanished beneath his flesh leaving behind only a pair of slit-like nostrils. His lower jaw bone had thickened slightly, and opening his mouth a forked tongue flicked out between rows of small, razor sharp teeth.
Each of the man’s arms had grown longer and thicker, the muscles barely contained beneath the flesh. At the end of each was an attribute never seen before among man or animal. Here Seth had taken particular care for the man’s hands had been altered beyond recognition.
Where once had been four stubby fingers and a thumb, now there was an appendage that could only be described as a claw. Seth had stretched the bones beyond what would be viewed as normal, and had melded them with those of other beasts. The skin of the hands was hard like the shell of an insect, and instead of four fingers the man had three. Each of them was easily doubly as long as would be acceptable for a human, and each of them ended in a long, sharp, hooked talon. The thumb upon each hand was much the same, but only stretched to about half the length of the fingers. Beneath the flesh, with every twitch and flex of the fingers the tendons and ligaments could easily be seen moving as if something alive crawled beneath his skin.
Tommy’s chest had become oddly disproportionate to his body. His shoulders were overly wide and his waist was narrow beyond belief. Every muscle in his upper body bulged over the huge tapered ribcage he had been given. Each rib that showed through his flesh was as wide as one of Sara’s arms. There the bones had been altered to not only be incredibly strong, but to nearly completely fill the gaps between them. Any blade would find it difficult to slide between Tommy’s ribs.
Below his waist, Tommy had oddly angled hips that forced his legs to remain in a strange crouched position. He could stand like the rest of them, but it appeared wholly unnatural. The angles just did not make sense. His legs were too long, and even in the crouched position he retained, he was nearly as tall as he had been before the alteration. Below his elongated legs were two wide feet. Each foot consisted of three incredibly long toes that appeared to be the foot of an amphibian although the webbing between the toes had been removed.
Turning, Tommy revealed a long slender tail like that of a lizard. Currently it flicked back and forth seemingly having its own mind. His body was covered almost completely in thin, leathery, bumpy skin that was an odd shade somewhere between his original skin tone and a new sickly green hue. Into the body Seth had poured the lifetimes of twenty men.
“I feel amazzzing,” Tommy said to all those who stared at him in shock.
He flexed his muscles, swinging his arms this way and that, and then, lowering himself further, he leapt into the air. For a moment Tommy was lost from sight as all looked up into the night sky. Then plummeting like a rock, down Tommy came again to land more lightly than any could have imagined him doing.
“Tommy, take a deep breath and hold it, then, using your abdominal muscles, I want you to strain to exhale, but hold the air in,” Seth ordered.
Tommy did as Seth commanded and watched as everyone around him gasped in shock. Looking down, Tommy coughed out the air, realizing his skin had changed from the sickly pale green to a deep brown.
“Now Tommy, inhale and exhale quickly,” Seth instructed again.
As Tommy did so, his flesh began to lighten. First the brown paled and then turned to a deep red then orange. Faster and faster Tommy breathed as his flesh turned yellow and then near to white. All around him stood smiling. It was an amazing ability.
“The faster you breathe, the lighter your skin becomes, and the slower, the darker. For your darkest tones you have to hold your breath and strain a little,” Seth said. “Garret, Dad, and Jack, you need to spar with Tommy for a short while so he can quickly learn his limitations and strength,” he added.
Understanding the need and nodding or voicing their approval, they each turned and walked off with the man who was now part amphibian and part reptile. Seth smiled knowing that his brother, father, and Jack were in for some surprises. Even so, Seth had more work to do and gesturing to Borrik, his second-in-command, he relayed orders to send the next volunteer to meet him. The man was said to be a hunter and tracker blessed by the god of the druids. He was a small and wiry thing with taut muscles and a long nose.
Seth spent an hour perfecting this second assassin, a man by the name of Chad. Already he was gifted, and Seth worked to enhance his talents. Seth gave him a more sensitive nose and keener eyes. To that he added strength and agility. Though he actually made the man physically shorter, he gave him stronger instincts and beyond that he made him ferocious. Chad had already adapted to his new body as he stalked off into the night with his orders.
He had been a loner much of his life before, preferring the forest and nature as companions. Now he needed to be alone; his instincts and temperament demanded it. Seth had even promised it to him, but first he had a job to do. Chad prowled off, away from the fire that hurt his eyes, and dropping to all fours he rushed off into the darkness.
Seth called for another volunteer and then another. Hour after hour for the majority of the night he would alter those who wished it into his own champions. Others he blessed with size and strength, like that of his father and brother. Mostly he hoped his assassins would succeed and spare the lives of thousands. Seth toiled, sharing his power with those he chose, until finished at last he sat back to watch as the first flakes of snow began to descend from the sky.
*****
Garret drew his sword as did his father and Jack. Tommy pulled a pair of short swords from the clothing he had discarded before being altered into the creature he was now. He squeezed them in his new hands and swung his arms testing the weight. Garret watched him intently.
“Are you ready Tommy?” the king asked.
The mutated man turned and nodded to him, and before he could react, Tommy leapt across more than thirty feet, driving his knobby head into Garret’s gut with unbelievable force. Garret lost his breath as the wind was knocked from him and he was driven back more than ten yards by the blow. Tommy twisted as they rolled and, springing into the air, he came down a few steps in front of James. Garret, still struggling to breathe, watched as Tommy was rushed by his father, but thwarted the attack by grabbing the man’s arm and leaping with all his might, dislocating the appendage at the shoulder. Only Jack was left in the fight, and moving slowly he tried to anticipate what Tommy would do. Not one of them expected what did come.
Tommy feigned an attack. As Jack raised his sword to block it, Tommy leapt to the man’s chest. Landing like a frog upon a vertical surface and using Jack’s body for leverage, Tommy leapt off the man with all his might. The force of his unnatural legs was so strong that Jack flew backwards in one direction as Tommy flew in the other but somewhere in the action, Jack had managed to draw blood.
The King of Valdadore watched as the newly altered Tommy landed and lifted his foot to appraise the wound he had sustained. The tip of one of his long toes had been severed completely. Garret thought to call a cleric to heal him, but realized that they would probably be of little use to the man now that his anatomy was foreign. However, just as soon as Garret had the thought, Tommy revealed yet another blessing given to him through the alteration of his body. Though it was an inherent gift for both amphibians and reptiles, Seth had increased the ability by giving Tommy such an abundance of life. So as Garret looked upon the newly created assassin, he was amazed when in the span of no more than three seconds the toe that had been severed regenerated as if it had never been injured at all.
All three of his opponents watched, silently amazed. Tommy too was overcome and smiled like a fool at the discovery. If he had thought himself invincible before, he truly did now with this new body. Wanting to know exactly what else he was capable of, Tommy turned, his smile remaining, and spoke to the king.
“Care to go again, your majesssssty?” Tommy asked, his tongue flicking out between his teeth.
Garret nodded and for the next hour the four combatants trained with one another in mock battle after mock battle. Many hours before daylight, Thousand Hole Tommy bowed low to his king and shook hands with his old friends Giant James and Jack. Then he crouched, picking up a bundle provided for him, and turning, he leapt into the darkness. A few bounds later Tommy was lost from view into the night. Within minutes the man would be in the enemy’s camp covering as much ground as he was able. Garret and Tommy’s old comrades silently wished him luck into the cold night air.



Chapter Five
For more than two hours now those tended by the healers had been silent. Most had fully recovered after treatment and left but thirteen remained in the care of the white-robed clerics. King Sigrant had ordered that these men remain in their care until dawn. Occasionally one of them would wake, sweating and fearful. At such times they would speak of unnatural things. They were confused.
After periods of consciousness, they would then have a fit. Wracked by pain and convulsions, again the men would black out. They had been brought to the healers throughout the day. The first arrived within an hour of the battle’s beginning. From then they came regularly right up until the battle had ceased. The first to arrive had now awoken for the fourth time.
More than forty healers remained in the tent, each seated near the outer wall, surveying all the patients within. Most noticed that the man had awoken, though none moved to tend to him. Each of them had tried and failed several times to diagnose the illness that had overcome these soldiers. Something within them blocked their best efforts. Even the head master of the order had come. He too had failed. Now it was simply a waiting game.
Patient one, as the clerics were calling him, had been awake for more than a quarter of an hour. This time he did not speak nor did he thrash about. For the time being he simply lay on his back staring at the tent ceiling. He had tried to move once, but finding himself restrained he relaxed. The healers waited for him to do what he had done on each prior occasion.
While they did so, patient two also awoke. He too tried to move, and realizing he was also restrained, he asked for assistance but received none. Within another hour, all thirteen men were awake and Peter, one of the healers, found it odd that they had now each awoken four times. Even more odd was that none of them spoke, yelled, thrashed, vomited, or did anything else they had done before.
Peter was far from the most experienced healer in the tent, but he was climbing the ranks fast. He supposed it was due to his ability to keep track of details. He liked details. Peter also liked organization. The two together worked very well and Peter was a master at both. He supposed that there were no others in the room who realized that all thirteen of these men had awoken exactly four times.
This time Peter noted that none of the men were covered in sweat, their fevers seemingly subsided. They did not cry out in agony either, showing that yet another symptom had abated. None muttered crazy disconnected things which implied that whatever infection had overcome them had run its course and now the men were fine.
Still, no one moved to diagnose a patient. Peter grew anxious. Sitting up in his chair, he brushed his dark bangs from his eyes. He looked from one man upon a table to the next, and by all appearances they were each fine. Their color seemed normal, none perspired over actively, all seemed well.
Peter stood. He was taller than any of his peers by more than a head. Tall and slender, like a stick with legs as his mom would say, Peter took a step towards the nearest patient. Patient nine. Steven grabbed his wrist. Turning back, Peter looked upon his friend and peer questioningly.
“Just because signs of their ailments are gone does not mean they are not infectious,” Steven whispered.
“All of them were bitten. Since no others came with the same symptoms without being bitten, I think it safe to say you can only be infected in that manner, Steven,” Peter replied.
Several healers stood then, and each of them moved dutifully about the room. Steven approached patient nine.
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
Swiveling his head to meet the gaze of the man above him, patient nine smiled, appearing normal by all accounts.
“I feel better than ever,” the patient replied. “I don’t suppose you could unbind me so that I might go relieve myself?”
Peter thought it over before responding to the question.
“Perhaps in a moment,” Peter answered. “My name is Peter, and I have a couple of questions for you first.”
“I am Edward, and I happily oblige,” said the patient.
“OK Edward, throughout the day you awoke screaming and yelling of unholy things. Do you remember?”
Edward closed his eyes a moment, and keeping them closed he began his reply. “I had visions of war, with blood and gore, beasts and monsters. Most I am sure would have considered them nightmares.”
“You called out to someone. Do you remember who?” Peter questioned further.
“Yes,” Edward smiled. “Amongst the nightmares, I momentarily had a dream. I was in my home village and I had fallen in love with a young woman who had just moved there. Though for as much as I desired her, I could not be myself with her. Also she was friends with one of the wolfmen we fought today,” Edward replied with a smirk.
“So was it her name you cried out?” Peter asked.
“Yes.”
“Why is it that in this dream you were not able to be yourself with her?” Peter continued his questions.
“Because I sparkled in the sun, and secretly I wanted to make a sandwich of her,” Edward answered, grinning.
“That is absurd,” Peter replied and began untying Edward’s restraints.
Looking around the room, he saw that all the men were being unrestrained. The healers had each risen from their chairs to help untie their patients. None saw the attack coming.
One second the tent was a place of calm serenity as caregivers tended to those they cared for; the next it was a bloodbath.
Overcome by uncontrollable urges thirteen patients grasped the nearest person to them, and clinging to them, bit into their flesh. Some pulled the clerics down upon them on the tables, others leapt upon the healers, driving them to the ground. Only one exit existed in the tent; all the other sides of the thick canvas were staked deep into the earth.
None of the clerics reacted immediately, so completely overcome by the attack. For a second an unnatural hush fell over the tent as the first wave of victims were bled, completing the transformation of the re-risen soldiers. The silence did not last long. A moment later one of the clerics shrieked as others began to yell and run for the exit. Discarding their current victims the newly revived soldiers moved with inhuman speed and agility to cut off those who attempted to retreat.
Bashing heads and backhanding those clerics who remained, within seconds the screams ceased. Each of the thirteen fed upon one victim after another, tasting each new flesh for a moment before moving on. So new and wondrous was the world with their new bodies and senses, that less than two minutes after the attack had started the infected soldiers fled the tent, leaving all but one cleric alive. Spreading out in all directions the infected searched for new sources of blood within Sigrant’s giant encampment. Every feeding made them stronger. Every experience made them crave the next that much more.
Just five hours later, still a full two hours before daybreak, the clerics began to awake for the fourth time, as did random others throughout the camp.
*****
Edward reveled in the changes that had overcome his body. It was as if each experience was a new one, a better one. He moved from tent to tent with astonishing speed, silencing quickly any who thought to raise an alarm. He fed time and time again, each time growing stronger, each time luxuriating in the pleasure it brought him.
Occasionally he heard a scream and knew that one of his brethren had found another victim. Still no alarm had been raised. He was secure in the fact as he followed the scent he had picked up only moments ago. It hinted of women and girls, flowers and honey. To Edward it was almost as if someone had designed a meal just for him. He could not resist it.
Circuitously he followed the scent, imagining he would come to the encampment of whores the king brought to reward his men after a victorious battle. Here would be near half a thousand women of varying age and proportions to choose from. An endless supply of pleasure. Edward smiled a wicked grin and rounded the corner. The scent of perfume hit him like a brick wall, only there were not lines of guarded whores. A single crimson tent stood before Edward reeking of sex and perfume. He could hear the hearts beating within and lustily his mouth began to water.
Looking around to be sure none would notice, Edward scaled the outside wall of the tent, bunching the thick canvas in his fists to get hand holds. Reaching the seam where the top of the tent met the wall he forced his fingers between the stitching and began to pull slowly. Quietly He opened a hole large enough to pass through and carefully he pulled himself the remaining distance up to it. Using his arms to open the gap he had created, Edward dropped through the hole to land upon a padded cushion.
More than two dozen women lay randomly about the room, each and every one of them nude. Garments lay about the floor seemingly discarded without a care. Edward had found that which he sought. Naught but a single male inhabited the room, though just outside the canvas walls were several more. He would have to be exceedingly careful not to wake anyone.
Carefully Edward positioned himself over his first victim. Looking upon her small body he imagined her barely old enough to wed. She was developed enough physically to be called a woman he supposed, not that it mattered. Clamping her small mouth shut with one hand, her eyes popped open the same second he wrenched back her head. Edward pushed himself inside her at the same time that he bit into her flesh. Ecstasy.
*****
Sara paced just outside the firelight that Seth worked from. Something was inherently wrong, though she was as yet unsure as to what exactly that was. Only moments before she had felt it, the same as she had felt it each time she fed. It was to a much smaller degree, of course, but none the less it had been there. In the darkness, alone, Sara felt something new grow within her. With it came a surge of pleasure of the likes she experienced when feeding. She felt herself grow stronger by a miniscule amount. Over the ensuing hour it happened well over two hundred more times but it was only now that she was able to make sense of it. This time Sara began to understand, and for the first time realized that she had to do what Seth wanted. She needed her change to be reversed. She needed to become human again – if it was not too late.
Sara paced as the soldiers she had fed upon changed into monsters like her, just as the young woman in Traiven, her first victim, had done. Just as Fera, Jud’s cook in the mages’ tower had done after that. Now, though, Sara recognized what it was that was happening.
Somehow she was connected to those she had fed upon. Those who had survived. Those who had changed. Now they too were feeding, and through that connection Sara was receiving some of the power they gained. Nearly every minute that passed came a puny surge of power, sometimes singly, sometimes two or more together.
How many men had she bitten? How many would they feed upon? Would those people also change into what she was? So many questions raced through her mind and yet she knew not the answers and dared not bother Seth now. He was not only busy, but struggling with his own mistakes and lack of understanding of the consequences that came with his power.
Feeling alone Sara sat upon the ground in the darkness counting the small surges of power that washed through her every moment that the night progressed.
Sara began to weep as morning neared, and a second wave of power rushed into her, coming faster and faster with each passing moment. Even those that her victims fed upon had changed and were now feeding her with their power. Not even the constant influx of pleasure was enough to overcome the grief Sara felt. Crying softly into the darkness she wondered if Seth too felt this way when his troops died. If so he was obviously the stronger of the two, for though she had seen him wince as they fell in battle, never had a tear escaped him. Then, just like her tears, snow began to fall.
*****
Thousand Hole Tommy was really enjoying his new body. In fact, he felt like a new man. Just hours ago he had been worn and weary from an existence stretched too thin over the expanse of time. Not now though. Seth had given him new vigor and strength. Sure he was ugly as all sin, but with the scars already upon his old body it really wasn’t a change for the worse.
Using his powerful legs, Tommy leaped fifty yards at a time. He could see much better in darkness with his new body than he had ever been able to with his old one. It truly was a miracle.
Covering huge expanses of earth with each leap, it was only a quarter of an hour before Tommy reached the edge of Sigrant’s encamped army. They had a watch set, not that it mattered. One moment Tommy was forty yards out, completely shrouded by darkness, the next he was inside the camp.
Stopping momentarily he untied the bundle he had brought with him and donned the mage robe it contained. It was a blue robe, unlike any worn in Valdadore, and Tommy assumed it had been scavenged from the battlefield earlier in the day. It had blood upon it and reeked of sweat and smoke, but other than that it sufficed in hiding his features from anyone he might run into. Pulling the cowl low, Tommy began searching the enemy camp for the quarters of the king himself.
Hour after slow trudging hour, Tommy roamed the camp looking and listening for clues as to the enemy king’s whereabouts. On numerous occasions he heard a loud gasp or a short yell or scream. He imagined with a force this big, discipline must be an issue and fights were bound to be a problem.
About two hours before dawn, Tommy rounded a corner and found a soldier with a neck wound upon the ground. Though the soldier was still alive, a body in such a state as this could be cause to sound an alarm. He quickly dragged it back around the corner and stashed it beneath a cart containing supplies. Tommy smiled; Valdadore’s enemies were trying to kill each other, and hopefully they would succeed. Done with doing someone else’s dirty work, he rounded the corner once again as snow began to fall from the sky. Ahead he saw a large tent with four huge men and two smaller ones standing guard outside. It was crimson, accented in gold. Tommy would bet anything but his new body that inside that tent was the king. He changed direction, planning to circle the tent from behind. Two seconds was all he would need. Just two seconds alone with King Sigrant and the war would be over.
Pulling his cowl low again he began to walk out into the open, trying to look like he belonged.
*****
Darting from shadow to shadow, another assassin from Valdadore moved among the enemy camp. Sharp were his teeth and claws, and thick was his hide. Moving along on all fours, to anyone else Chad would appear nothing more than an animal. Though it had taken him much longer to make it this far into camp, he was surprised to see that both he and Seth’s other assassin had arrived at the tent belonging to King Sigrant at the same time. He could not see beneath the man’s cloak, but he could certainly smell it. He had followed that scent across the entire expanse between the two armies. Unfortunately for the assassin in that particular cloak, his decision to walk out in the open had caught the attention of the guards who now spoke amongst themselves.
Just a few words were passed before the guards rushed to meet the man in the blue robe. Chad saw his opportunity. Leaving the security of the shadows he sprinted on all four limbs straight through the front flaps of the tent. Though the outside had been well lit by torches, the inside was pitch dark. Hearing no sounds Chad waited a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness as his nostrils were assailed by the scents of blood and perfume. Something across the tent moved in the darkness.
Chad’s eyes had not yet focused but he thought that someone stood. Without the ability to bring weapons with him, he looked to his surroundings for a weapon of opportunity and, spotting one, he took a step to the side. Reaching down, with a wiggle and a tug he extracted a wooden stake from the ground that had been hammered into the soil to pin down the edge of the tent. Uncertain if his foe had even seen him, Chad leapt through the air brandishing the foot long piece of sharpened wood.
*****
Tommy crossed the path between the two rows of tents, not daring to look in the direction of the guards whose eyes he could feel upon him. Even from this distance he could hear them exchange hushed words but he kept walking. Then the guards gave chase, all six of them leaving their post, each of them sprinting full ahead to intercept him. Fools. He needed not go through them, he could just as easily go over them. Smiling, Tommy tore away his disguise as the guards neared. Crouching low to the ground, as the first was almost upon him, he drew his twin short swords and leapt with all his might. In a fraction of a second he plummeted down towards the roof of the tent belonging to King Sigrant, his swords held out to shear through the fabric as he descended.
*****
Edward could not believe his luck. He had lain his seed within beautiful woman after beautiful woman for over an hour. Had they not each filled him with amazing energy and power he would have been exhausted. Each of them now lay unconscious upon the ground, their hearts slowly pumping a drizzle of blood out of the two puncture wounds in their necks. He doubted any of them would die. Soon daylight would come, and with it the camp would be all hustle and bustle and then healers would see to the girls. It wasn’t the slightest burden upon Edward’s conscience.
Rising from his latest conquest, wiping the blood from his chin upon her golden hair, Edward had a thought he simply could not ignore. He could not help but to wonder if the blood of a king tasted any different than that of a common person.
Spinning upon his heel he peered back to the slumbering king, amazed the man had not stirred each time Edward had disentangled another lover from him. Edward simply could not resist. Feeling sure of himself, he would simply do the same with the king as he had done with each of the girls. Pin him down, clamp his mouth shut, then feed upon him until he was unconscious again.
Without wasting a moment Edward crept to the slumbering king and lowered himself atop the man. Unlike the fear that each of the women had showed in their eyes upon waking so brutally, the king’s eyes blazed with the fire of hatred. Such an angry man, Edward thought, as he sank his teeth into the flesh of royalty.
Disappointed, Edward realized that the blood was no different after all. No sooner had he made the realization, however, than someone burst through the flap of the tent. Thinking the guards were upon him, Edward rose, still holding the king and using him as a human shield. So tight was his hand over the king’s face that Sigrant actually passed out due to lack of air.
Then Edward saw his attacker, except it wasn’t an attacker; it was some small animal that had found its way into the tent. Now the animal scurried back the way it had come to the edge of the tent. He dropped the king back down upon the mattress, thus restoring his air. If the guards had not seen the animal enter, they certainly would see it exit. Edward needed to be leaving.
Stepping away from the mattress, Edward looked up and noticed two things at precisely the same time. What happened next made him wish for an instant he had stayed in his home village of Sporks.



Chapter Six
Ishanya grinned a wicked grin in the heavens, watching as the strands of possibility stretched across time. Here they crossed and there they bundled as a great tapestry was being woven. Thus far everything was looking favorable. Her puppet danced along nearly perfectly to the tune she played. Even his failures had begun to work in her favor. It was fate’s way of giving the goddess that which she desired. Ishanya had not pulled the strings that had brought King Sigrant to Valdadore, but that wasn’t to say she did not have a hand in it. Though she did not directly watch the happenings on the world she helped create, she viewed it through the ethereal bindings of time, and watched into the future as possibilities were woven together to create events.
Her power was growing. Already she was becoming a threat to her peers. Soon she would be their equal and then she would surpass them and destroy them. Ishanya reached into the flow of time and plucked away a possibility. Time flowed on, ever weaving the tapestry out of possibilities. If you watched closely enough, you could pull here and push there and guide forward the future you wished. Especially if no one else was watching, too enthralled with the events taking place elsewhere.
It was a risky game she played, but without risks there could be no rewards.
*****
James and Jack, after seeing Garret to his other duties, returned to the fire that Seth attended alone in the predawn hours. They had spoken together earlier and dually decided, had come to a decision.
“The only thing we truly leave behind are our children, Jack,” James said. “Everything else is of no consequence.”
“Are money and a home of no consequence?” Jack asked.
“If you have raised your children right, they can build their own homes and make their own money; that’s what I am saying,” James retorted.
“I’m not disagreeing, I’m only saying you can leave behind more than just your children; you can leave a home, memories, a future for them and their families, even a legacy,” Jack stated.
“You are right, old friend,” conceded James. “I belong in battle. That is my legacy, and I have always known it, but it is not a legacy I wish my boys to continue.”
“Of course not,” Jack replied. “What choice do we have, though? We cannot stop future wars from happening.”
“No we can’t. Especially if what Seth says is true and the gods need war here to win battles in the heavens.”
“Then what do you suggest?” Jack asked.
“No more than we’ve already agreed upon. All we can do is spare our children as much pain as possible. In this case that means becoming better warriors and shouldering more of the burden,” James shrugged.
“Do you think he will agree to it?” Jack asked, doubt clearly in his voice.
“I don’t know, and there is only one way we will find out.”
Another quarter of an hour passed and not a word was spoken between the two warriors who had been friends for longer than most had been alive. Together James and Jack walked to the fire, and approaching the boy who used to close his eyes while hunting, they asked him to make them better killers.
“I can’t, Dad. Garret would never forgive me!” Seth cried.
“What would there be to forgive? We are volunteering,” James said, his voice remaining calm.
Seth thought on his words for a few moments, and after a time found the truth in them. As such, he began to think aloud.
“There is not time for anything elaborate. All we can afford now are some simple alterations. If I change you there is no going back,” Seth replied. “It won’t be like Borrik sprouting wings then absorbing them again. Those changes take much more time. We have two hours tops.”
James knew his son. Seth was no longer refusing. Now he was stating facts. This meant the answer wasn’t ‘no’ any longer, but it wasn’t ‘yes’ yet either.
“Seth, as we are we can save many men with our blessings. If what you say is true, than the gods will do everything they can to make us kill each other. Let us help you thwart the gods. Make us better warriors so that with our sacrifice we can save countless others,” James pleaded.
Those were the words needed to convince Seth. Thus far, since the day he had made a deal with a goddess, it had been Seth alone who worked to thwart a god. Now it was all the gods he was trying to work against. A single mortal simply was not enough to ebb the flow of souls returning to the gods. Seth needed help. His brother might hate him for the rest of their lives but in that moment Seth gave in to his father’s rational argument. In order to save many, a few would need to be sacrificed. Seth was willing to make the sacrifice, but alone it was a losing battle. Seth sighed in defeat.
“OK Father, I have just the thing for you. I had been saving it to reward someone else, but know that none will never, ever look upon you as human again,” Seth said, a single tear slipping down his face.
Seth was willing to sacrifice, even if it meant sacrificing those he loved. Telling his father to disrobe, and Jack likewise, Seth pulled up his sleeves and began working on the pair of veteran warriors. Their history, much like his own, was a mystery to Seth. He imagined that once upon a time they had vowed to never fight again. Yet here they were, giving up their humanity and that oath to battle once again to save mankind from the greed of the gods.
*****
Tommy ripped through the roof of the royal tent to land atop what could only be described as a pile of naked women. Had he been a few hundred years younger, and somewhere other than the middle of an enemy army, he might have taken advantage of the situation. Unfortunately, current circumstances did not permit it. Looking around inside the dark tent, as cries of alarm sounded outside, Tommy was surprised to witness what happened next.
As he gathered his bearings, a small man covered in fur sailed across the room onto the chest of a soldier twice his size. Snarling and clawing, the small beast of a man rode his bigger enemy all the way to the ground. As the two hit the floor, a fountain of blood erupted from the bigger man’s lips. Tommy thought his job already finished for he saw that the fallen man had a short shaft of wood protruding from his heart. Preparing to leap out of the same hole he had entered through, he was just as surprised as the small furry man when another person in the room abruptly sat up gasping. Though it was dark, both men moved to fell this new foe. Tommy lunged across the room, slashing with his twin blades at the same time as the small furry man struck out with his clawed fingers. Both assassins landed their blows. Falling back, the larger man had lost an entire arm, and his belly had been sliced to ribbons, his entrails spilling out around him upon the bed. That did not even include the wound in his neck that leaked blood as well. In mere seconds he would be dead.
As the guards charged into the tent, Tommy leapt up and out again, landing far enough away to make a clean escape. Chad was not so lucky.
*****
King Sigrant awoke to a man clamping a hand over his mouth but, angered beyond measure, he made no attempt to scream. At least until the man had bitten him. However, struggling with all his might afforded him little. His attacker could not be budged. Then, just as the king had given up, hope was restored.
With someone suddenly bursting through the flap in the tent, Sigrant’s attacker rose, bearing the king with him. King Sigrant calculated the man had less than half a percent chance of surviving his guards. However, the king might never know for sure, since when his attacker had dragged him to his feet, his grip upon his mouth had slipped and now Sigrant’s nostrils were blocked as well.
Struggling for breath, he passed out.
Coming to, an unknown amount of time later, Sigrant discovered that indeed his attacker had been slain. He knew not whether to reward his guards for killing the attacker, or punish them for allowing him to enter. All too soon he realized the decision mattered not at all. Sigrant stood to survey his surroundings.
Two creatures were in the room with him, and both rushed him simultaneously. Weak from blood loss and recovering from his recent blackout there was little Sigrant could do. Being nude without so much as a knife did not help either.
As his opponents struck, the invading king stood defiantly at the end of his bed. Unable to defend himself, he simply raised his arms to ward off the attack. An instant later he lost one of them as, at the same time, his entrails began to spill from his gut. The monsters had killed him.
Bleeding to death Sigrant watched one of the beasts leap clear through the roof of his tent as the other scrambled to cut his way through the canvas of the wall. Too late, Sigrant’s guards came in. At least he would get to watch one of his killers find the same fate as he.
His vision becoming hazy, Sigrant fell back upon the bed as his four massive guards tore the small, hair-covered attacker to pieces. Meanwhile, the healer that always stood with his guards began to tend to his wounds. Before Sigrant blacked out, all he heard was, “Dammit, the infection is spreading. I have to work to seal the wounds before it is too late.”
 
King Sigrant awoke an unknown amount of time later. He remained in his tent. Raising his arms he was glad to find he had both of them again. He clutched his neck and the wound there was gone too. His abdomen was perfect. His wives had been removed, the tent cleaned. It appeared as if nothing had transpired at all. Sun shone through the thinner material that formed the top of his tent. It had not been a dream as there upon the fabric was the evidence. Where once had been a tear, new stitching closed the gap in a hasty repair.
Sigrant rose from his bed. He wanted answers.
Already wearing trousers, Sigrant strode outside to find his camp coated in snow. The guards outside his tent snapped to attention, their faces grim, worried. The head of his healers was there as well, so he knew it was she who had saved him.
“Your majesty,” the head mistress bowed. “We caught one!” she added excitedly.
“One of my attackers? Yes I saw, they tore him to pieces and the other got away I presume,” Sigrant replied.
“No, my king, one of the other creatures that attacked you and your wives,” she said, hoping to trigger his memory.
“The beast who bit me?” Sigrant asked.
“No, he died my king, and lucky for you too,” she replied. “We have much to discuss. I am already beginning to understand how this epidemic is spreading.”
*****
Sara sat looking down upon the previous day’s battlefield and the huge sprawling encampment beyond it. The air was cold and snow still fell; the ground and everything else was blanketed in the stuff. Large ominous clouds were in the sky, but no longer directly overhead. In fact, for the most part, the sky was clear. Sara awaited the sun.
In mere moments it would rise and Sara hoped that those she’d created would be caught out in its rays and perish more quickly than they had been spawned. Three generations had arisen during the night, the third just barely so. Good thing too, for there were more than a thousand of them. Near a dozen had turned to over two hundred, then those had already spawned many hundreds more. Sara expected the number to double in the next hour or two. She hoped Sigrant would call his troops to muster before that time. The more that were caught out in the sun, the better. They were monsters, like her.
Sara waited as the horizon grew brighter and brighter but a moment before the sun rose she found herself no longer alone.
“Princess, you would do well to don your helm before the sun rises,” Jonas said from behind her.
The large beast of a man had managed to walk right up on her without her noticing. She needed to focus. Seth needed her to focus.
“I no longer have a helm Jonas, but thank you for your concern,” Sara replied.
Rising to her feet and deciding she had better find a cloak or cape with a cowl, Sara turned to find Jonas closing the gap between them. His large fur-covered body stood in stark contrast to the blanket of snow around him. In his hand he held her helm. One of the troops must have recovered it after she discarded the thing. From now on she would not fight without it. She could not risk biting anyone else.
Thanking the beast of a man, Sara accepted the helm that had obviously been cleaned and polished. She placed it over her head, snapping the visor shut just as the sun broke the horizon.
Hundreds of miniscule connections were instantly ripped away. Sara wept silently within her armor. It was the exact opposite of feeding upon someone. Dark, cold, devoid of life and pleasure, the absence of emotion flowed through Sara making her feel empty and less than worthless. She suffered it in silence as she and Jonas regarded each other through crimson lenses. More upsetting still, over a third had survived. They would continue to spread. With nothing more to look forward to, she placed her hand upon Jonas’ fur covered shoulder in thanks, and stepped past him to see about her husband.
*****
It was not a long or difficult process that Seth chose for his surrogate father and family friend. In fact, one of the auras he used to alter them he had been reserving since magically transporting himself halfway across the world. The other had been brought to him.
When calling upon his blessing in the past, James would grow from six and a half feet to over forty. Seth wondered how big he would get now that he was near double his original height in his unblessed form. Stepping back out of his dad’s immense shadow, Seth craned his neck back to appraise his work.
James was almost twelve feet tall with four massive arms and a chest as wide as two ox carts. His skin was thick and leathery, with creases and cracks. Where his nose had been stood a large horn, and below it his nostrils. From his forehead sprouted yet another horn and his fingers and toes had become thicker and stronger as well. Though he was not as invincible as his son the king, James’s new attributes made him nearly as immune to physical harm.
Jack was altered identically. Although naturally smaller than James, and smaller too in blessed form, the fact that he could split into a pair of warriors made his transformation dually impressive. Seth, satisfied with his work, allowed the pair to go about the business of trying to find weapons suitable to their new size. Seth doubted they would find anything but wished them both luck.
Sitting down, Seth watched the world grow brighter around him, and cautious with his eyes, he pulled his cowl down low as the sun broke the horizon. With the freshly fallen snow he could not look in the sun’s direction at all. Without another option, Seth closed his eyes, switching to his vision of the gods just in time to see Sara approaching from behind.
“How went your night, my love?” Seth asked without so much as turning to see who approached.
“It was terrible, but I pray for a better today,” Sara replied.
“So you pray now, do you?” Seth asked jokingly. “Which god has your devotion?”
“You Seth, you and only you,” Sara told him, sitting down beside her husband. “Do you think we can defeat the gods and Sigrant in a single battle?”
“I don’t know, but I doubt it,” Seth answered earnestly.
“What will it take?” Sara asked.
“Every leader of every nation to get along. All wars have to stop. That’s the only way to show the gods that we are in charge of our own destinies,” Seth said, his shoulders sagging.
Many minutes of silence passed as Sara leaned into her husband, cuddling as best as she was able with him. Before long Borrik winged in overhead and settled to the ground as Jonas came trotting up as well.
“My prince,” Borrik began, “your brother is returning with the army of Valdadore. He is going to try a new tactic and see if we can hold the enemy at bay. He is as yet unaware of your father’s alteration.”
“Very well Borrik, shall we head to the front lines then?” Seth asked.
“If you wish, master.”
Seth nodded slowly, tired yet without the need or desire to sleep. It was his soul that was weary. Standing, Seth pulled Sara to her feet, though she obviously needed no help, and together the four walked back to the field of battle. Many of Seth’s troops awaited his arrival. Others showed up each minute. Beyond his troops all of his created champions where there as well, minus his father and Jack. Each of them had been told that their purpose was to hold back the common troops of Sigrant, and slay only the champions. Seth hoped they all stuck to the plan. He also hoped his brother had not changed it. 
The enemy approached from the opposite side. Only moments remained.
*****
King Sigrant listened as his head cleric explained her theories. He was intent, like her, to discover exactly what was going on, and further, how he could use it to his advantage.
“As far as we can tell, your majesty, it works much like a disease,” the woman named Salidaran explained. “Think of it as a magical virus.”
“Very well,” nodded the king.
“When a person is bitten they contract the disease, and a short period later our healers can do nothing for them. The disease itself does not kill those infected though. We have made a discovery, and as it turns out, those infected cannot withstand the sun. It kills them in about a minute,” the cleric said, so giddy with excitement that she nearly clapped.
“So they get bitten, get infected and, like a rabid dog, bite others. Then, they all walk into the sun and poof, they are all dead?” Sigrant asked, skeptical.
“Yes, but we have discovered even more amazing things about the disease,” she responded, then carried on without awaiting the king’s approval. “Your majesty, the disease also has benefits. It makes those infected heal more quickly; it makes them stronger, faster, and more agile too. It is like creating your own champions simply by having the infected ones bite others!”
“So let me get this straight. The virus makes normal people into magnificent warriors, but also makes it so the sun kills them and they feed upon everyone else uncontrollably?” Sigrant asked mockingly.
“Yes, your majesty, but it can be stopped without killing all those infected,” she added to entice him to listen further.
“How so?”
“When you were bitten, the disease began to spread through your body just as it had already through your wives. Had I arrived seconds later you would have died as the disease would have blocked my healing abilities. Except the disease vanished. When the infected man in your tent succumbed to the wound in his heart, all those he had infected, such as yourself and your wives, were cured. I managed to heal you all with little effort. All your wives are alive and well, your majesty,” Salidaran exclaimed.
“So we hunt down the original thirteen infected to spare the rest,” Sigrant summarized, assuming that was the cleric’s plan.
“We could, my king, but at present we are doing some experiments with the one we captured,” she stated.
“What kind of experiments?” the king asked but before the head cleric could reply a junior mage rushed around the corner shouting, “You were right, head mistress! You were right! Feeding and transmitting the disease does make them stronger!”
King Sigrant glared at the young mage, seriously considering having the man put to death for his interruption. Then, realizing what it was the boy had said, pieces of a great puzzle slid into place in his calculating mind.
“Explain yourself, whelp!” the king demanded.
“Apologies, my king. We have been feeding him, and with each person he infects he grows stronger,” the boy explained.
“Where is he now?” Sigrant asked.
“He has escaped, my king. He grew so strong he bent the bars to his cage, but we still have the ones he infected,” the young cleric responded.
“Leave me. I need to think and I have a battle to oversee.”



Chapter Seven
Linaya and Zorbin both awoke refreshed. Over the last weeks they had become accustomed to sleeping upon the ground so the beds were a welcome change. Rising, both of them dressed, and with nothing better to do they waited for Gumbi to return and take them to meet the king.
Linaya found the dwarven hierarchy interesting and, in the absence of other matters to discuss that they had not already spoken of, she voiced her questions.
“Zorbin, how are the dwarves ruled?” Linaya asked and then continued as if to clarify, “I mean, without a royal council, how are the duties of the kingdom divided?”
“A good question, m’lady,” Zorbin replied. “It is simple really. Many, many generations ago when dwarves first came to these mountains, there were twelve different clans. Each clan had a chief. Today each of those clans is a warren, and each warren is overseen by a thane. The king rules the thanes.”
“And the king is chosen in a fight to the death?” Linaya questioned.
“Long story short, yes,” Zorbin replied with a smirk.
“So, all the candidates get locked in a room and a few hours later the last man standing is crowned the king,” Linaya stated more than asked.
“Short version not enough for ye, huh?” Zorbin joked. “Thought the purdy ones wasn’t sposed to think none?”
Linaya laughed so hard she snorted. “I thought I was so ugly it might be contagious?”
This time it was Zorbin’s turn to laugh.
“To be honest, it is infinitely more complex than a simple fight to the death. Imagine a giant chamber filled with everything two people need to survive. Now imagine you put twelve people in the room. There are supplies in the room to do just about anything, but not enough for everyone. Some might gather the food and horde it, while others find a place they can defend easily. Others yet might begin by seeking weapons and armor. Some may share and barter, while some might fight for what they want. It takes every skill each of them has to survive the trial, and actually two come out alive. One has to accede to the other’s leadership. This part, in the past, has taken weeks. Supplies in the chamber are limited, but two have to survive. Once out of supplies it is a battle of attrition. The weaker will eventually give in and the stronger will assume the throne. It is not a ritual that happens frequently as we dwarves live longer than you humans, but it has been known to take a month or more when the warrens have chosen their candidates well.”
“By the gods, what is the shortest amount of time it has taken?” Linaya asked, concerned.
“Nine seconds,” Zorbin replied smiling. “My great-great-grandfather was the first into the chamber. First thing he grabbed was a pick axe. Killed ten men in about seven seconds, as soon as they climbed through the portal. Only took two more to convince his last opponent to give up.”
“Oh my,” Linaya exclaimed.
“Never missed a meal to home neither!” Zorbin announced proudly.
“That’s not the way I heard it!” Gumbi said, striding into the room. “I seem to recall it was eleven seconds, maybe fourteen.” The dwarf smiled through his immense beard.
“T’was it not for my great-great-grandfather being so convincing, Ol’ Gumbi here might not’ve been around today,” Zorbin proclaimed.
“Truly Gumbi? Your great-great-grandfather was the last survivor to stand before Zorbin’s and he acceded to his rule?” Linaya asked, enthralled.
“Tis true, but how could he not with the man standin’ in the way with an ole pickaxe?” Gumbi questioned.
“What was your great-great-grandfather’s name, Gumbi?” Linaya asked.
“T’was Gumbi as well, the seventeenth methinks,” Gumbi replied.
“If you don’t mind my asking, what does your name mean in the human tongue?” Linaya queried. She found dwarven culture exhilarating.
“Roughly it be meanin' man who walks with a swollen chest,” Gumbi answered.
Linaya could not stifle a giggle.
“Hey now there, lady, ‘tis a proud name among my people,” Gumbi said, almost sternly. “If ye wants a laugh, ask ole Zorbin what his name be meanin’ in your tongue.”
“Zorbin?” Linaya asked.
“I ain’t sayin,” Zorbin replied.
“Oh come now, Zorbin, ole swollen chest told me his,” she giggled again.
“Fine,” Zorbin relented. “It means, he with bearded nipples and a bald bottom.”
Linaya was overcome again and began laughing. Within seconds all three laughed, but even so Gumbi had one last tidbit to add.
“Funny thing is, ole bearded nipples here is named after his mother!” Gumbi cried before he rocked back on his heels laughing so hard his beard and belly bounced with the action.
Linaya, moments later, had to pull herself up from the floor. She had laughed so hard her legs began to tremble and she barely avoided peeing herself.
*****
King Robert Sigrant stood looking out upon his army. He watched as the opposing force moved into position and suddenly had a change of heart. It had been his intention to destroy the champions of Valdadore, for they were really the only thing standing in his way. Now, however, seeing how it appeared the young king of Valdadore was trying to protect the bulk of his army behind the front lines, Sigrant decided to change tactics.
Raising his hand the king signaled a messenger.
“Tell the generals to ignore Valdadore’s champions, and better yet, avoid them altogether. Strike the main force of the Valdadorian army.”
The messenger bowed, and turned to dash off between soldiers, racing as fast as his legs would carry him to the front lines.
By now the young fool king would believe him dead. Sigrant smiled.
*****
Tommy raced right past the champions of Valdadore, looking to report to King Garret himself. Leaping high into the air he looked around and spotted the young king not but a few hundred yards to the west. Changing direction, just a few bounds later and Tommy stood before the king.
“The deed is done, your majesty!” Tommy nearly yelled.
“You are certain?” Garret asked, believing the war would now end as the opposing army would fall apart.
“Yes, your majesty, I saw it with my own two eyes. Sigrant fell. He was missing an arm, and bleeding from the throat as his entrails were spilled out around him.”
“How far from his healers?” Garret asked.
“Too far for them to make a difference once summoned,” Tommy grinned, showing his stubby, pointed teeth.
“Well done, Tommy. Join the troops. Let’s see how long it takes for Sigrant’s army to disintegrate,” Garret grinned wickedly.
Thousand Hole Tommy bowed low, and turning, he sprang into the air to cover an impossible distance before leaping again. Two jumps and Tommy was among the other created champions who served Valdadore.
Garret liked the new plan. Not because he thought his brother was right in his thinking about the gods; perhaps he was, perhaps he wasn’t. Garret liked the plan because once the invader’s champions were destroyed, the rest would turn and flee. The battle could be ended this very day. Garret liked the idea of returning to the city a victor, and summoning Linaya to return and reclaim her place by his side. Today the chosen champions of the gods led by the fallen King Sigrant would follow him to the grave. Garret smiled and strode towards the front lines.
His troops had their orders; everything was in place. Valdadore stood waiting, looking out across the field at the enemies who simply stood looking back.
Garret waited. Seconds turned to minutes and minutes seemed to take eternities. Garret paced back and forth, wearing a rut into the grass beneath him. Those around him simply observed the enemy who either did nothing, or milled about seemingly just as anxious as the defenders.
More minutes passed and Garret realized what the problem was. The invaders had no one to call the attack. Simple enough, Garret thought, he would just attack the attackers and draw them out.
Calling upon his blessing Garret exploded in size, sending a concussive wave of air out in all directions. Taking this as their cue, the rest of Valdadore’s blessed called upon their abilities as well and in seconds an imposing wall of giant warriors and beasts stood before the common troops of Valdadore, blocking any enemies from moving upon the infantry and archers. Seeing no reaction from the enemy, Garret did the only thing he could do. He ordered the attack.
A wall of giant soldiers rushed across the field to meet their enemies, each of them fully expecting the blessed champions of their enemy to retaliate in kind. Nothing happened. With orders not to kill the enemy’s common troops, the Valdadorian champions, having closed the gap, simply stopped when they met the enemy unsure as to what they should do. Garret was too late to realize what he had done.
From the middle of the enemy army a surge of troops rushed forward between the giant Valdadorians. These appeared to be common troops, and as such the champions ignored them. Having passed the Valdadorians, however, the enemy troops called upon their blessings as well. With nothing standing between them and Valdadore’s common soldiers, Sigrant’s champions hurled themselves at the wall of shield and spear-wielding infantry.
Garret turned in time to see the first couple of blows as several troops of the likes he had never seen before exploded in size, wearing nothing but armor carved from skulls and bones. These troops, though only twelve to fifteen feet in size, were devastating. There were at least two hundred of the bone-clad warriors, each twice to three times as tall as a man. They hit the wall of spears and shields in a single blow, driving the defenders back all along the line. Spears bristled, but to little effect against the large opponents. The warriors clad in bone were a breed of berserker and cared little for their wounds.
Blow after crazed blow the bone-clad warriors landed, sending men flying in twos and threes. In seconds hundreds were dead as the champions of Valdadore rushed to protect their common troops. Borrik was the first to retaliate and Garret watched as the beast man swooped down among the enemy, hacking and stabbing whilst throwing fireballs as well. It would take a full minute to make it back to the rear lines, and by then thousands would be dead, maybe all of them. Fireballs began to lance from Valdadore’s mages, but it was merely a feeble attempt to scare the enemy away. Neither the mages nor the archers dared shoot into their own troops. As Garret and the other blessed soldiers of Valdadore raced back to their rear lines, they all watched in dismay as thousands were slaughtered upon the weapons of their foes.
One instant two armies faced each other across a field of battle as Garret and his primary force raced to save their weaker allies. The next moment an explosion sounded unlike anything ever heard before as two entire armies were thrown from their feet by the wall of air blasted out in all directions.
So strong was the blast, shields were ripped from the hands of soldiers and were caught up upon the blast and thrown hundreds of yards away. Those closest the blast were dead, and the next nearest who survived bled from their pores. Nearly all bled from their ears.
Picking themselves up off the ground, both attacker and defender alike looked for the source of the blast. None could miss him. Standing near the center of the battlefield was an enormous man that none had even heard tell of in legend. Standing close to ninety feet tall the gray-skinned man raised his four massive arms in defiance, and screamed in rage. Just yards away from the immense giant lay another four-armed man, identical to the first but smaller. This one lay face down, several bones bent at odd angles. Enraged the enormous beast began striding towards the beleaguered Valdadorian line. With each step the ground trembled, and those already fighting to regain their feet were tossed to the ground again.
Reaching the line the enormous four-armed beast began plucking Sigrant’s troops from Valdadore’s line and hurling them back at their own army. The bone-clad warriors began to panic and flee in all directions but the giant beast would have none of it. Some he scooped and hurled, others he squashed beneath his feet as they sought to elude him.
Garret watched as the giant beast singlehandedly destroyed the bone-clad warriors to a man. He knew his brother’s work when he saw it, and was impressed by the massive creation. The giant warrior had saved thousands if not tens of thousands of lives.
Hearing cries from the lines of Sigrant’s troops, Garret spun anew to face the enemy, and again he was too late. Fireballs, lightning, ice, and water flew across the field. Every mage the enemy could muster had singled out the same target. Garret turned again.
More magical blasts than a man of any size could take struck the immense man over every portion of his body. Lightning blasted a hole through his flesh in over a dozen locations as fire blistered and peeled his skin. Giant balls of ice smashed against his skull and face but the enormous man remained upright. Though pain showed clearly upon his contorted face, he glared defiantly across the field at the enemy and began to sing a song of battle that echoed across the land, shaking the very earth beneath them. It was a song Garret had heard the day before and returning his gaze to the great warrior he recognized his father just as the second volley of magical attacks hit. Something inside Garret snapped and his vision turned red.
*****
Seth and Sara stood side by side upon the front lines of Valdadore’s army. Borrik and Jonas were with the pair and together the four of them watched the enemy across the battlefield. The enemy watched back. Seth smiled. He bet the gods were seething right now. If no one was fighting, no one was dying. This was even better than his plan.
For an hour they watched and nothing happened. Looking down the line he could see his brother pacing, even from here, and knew that being patient was not one of his brother’s strengths. Nor was it his own, but Seth was loving this. More time passed and still nothing. Seth, growing amused, thought it might be nice to sit in the grass and enjoy the view from another perspective for a while when he heard his brother’s booming voice echo across the field of battle.
Seth could not believe his brother was calling a charge. Who would they charge? The troops all had orders to leave the unblessed soldiers of the enemy alone, yet the enemy’s champions had not revealed themselves. Sadly, Seth watched as his brother and all of those blessed for melee battle charged into the fight. Turning, Seth nodded to Jonas and Borrik. The latter sprang into the air as the former placed his hand to his chest and muttered a simple prayer as he darted off across the open expanse. Boom after thunderous boom sounded as over a hundred men and woman blessed by Seth expanded in size faster than eyes could witness. The charge fanned out across the entire field of battle, but as expected it was wholly one-sided.
As Valdadore’s champions reached the opposing army, Seth watched as nothing happened. The defenders stared at the attackers and vice versa. Seth was embarrassed. Some of Sigrant’s troops began to spill between the larger opposition, but overall the battlefield remained calm and virtually empty.
As if sensing something was amiss, Sara began to stalk off slowly like a cat who had just located its prey. Seth, looking out from his deep cowl, saw naught but a line of odd looking soldiers slowly detaching themselves from the enemy troops. One moment these men were slowly wandering away, using the Valdadorians’ confusion to their advantage, the next they were openly sprinting as one by one they began doubling in size. Some of Seth’s troops began to notice, as their heads swiveled around, but without orders they simply stood their ground. Not Borrik; he realized the threat and began circling lower before tucking his wings and diving.
Seth was already at work and plucking the life from the strangely armored troops. Two vanished, then four more; a few seconds later nine turned to ash. Again and again Seth reached out, but the odd soldiers were already upon Valdadore’s common soldiers. They didn’t stand a chance. Hundreds were dying as their screams echoed across the battlefield.
Valdadore’s champions raced to save them and then the unthinkable happened.
Seth reached out and grasped two dozen of the odd auras belonging to the soldiers clad in bone. Then the world sped below him as a great explosion rocked the battleground. Feeling the impact like he had been smacked in the chest by a castle wall, Seth flew more than a dozen yards straight back through the air. Landing in a twisted heap, he disentangled his robes only enough to see what it was that had taken place. His heart stopped beating. Air fled his lungs. Seth choked.
Upon the battlefield James, the only father Seth had ever known, had called upon his blessing. So great was his size now that Seth had changed him, the explosion he produced when shifting was more than a hundred times stronger than it had been near his entire life. Standing beside James had been his life-long friend Jack. Like Seth, Jack had always looked up to James both literally and figuratively. Now Jack lay at James’s feet, a mangled mess of broken bones. Blood spewed from his ears, mouth, and nose. Even from here Seth knew he was dead.
From across the battlefield Seth watched as his father realized the same thing. Raising his four immense arms, the giant unlike any other upon the world screamed out in rage in a voice that shook the earth and echoed across the world for a hundred miles in all directions. Everywhere eardrums lay wasted from the initial explosion, yet all heard the mournful cry of the giant man. More or less he had just killed his own brother. It was Seth’s fault.
Tears streamed from Seth’s eyes as his heart broke time and again. He had just watched a man that helped raise him die. He had watched his father’s heart break, having killed his own best friend. None of it would have happened were it not for Seth’s meddling. Seth’s life meant nothing in that moment. He would have willingly given it to bring back Jack.
With strength to do nothing but watch the battle unfold before his eyes, Seth lay crying upon the ground, believing himself thoroughly broken. There he lay as James rushed across the field, his footfalls throwing all those who had risen back to the ground once again. Roaring in fury he flung the enemy like dolls across the field at the army who spawned them. Bodies rained down upon Sigrant’s forces killing those below in a symphony of crunches and screams.
James, having removed the threat to a man, turned and roared across the battlefield, unhinged by his rage, daring them to send another assault. The enemy responded.
Seth sobbed as a magical attack that would destroy battalions of men lanced through the cold air where it crashed into this father. Mere seconds later James cried out in pain, but even with his body ruined, he stood defiant. Ignoring his own suffering James opened his mouth again and from it came the unimaginable.
No scream split the air, no howl of defiance. Instead a deep, rumbling, mournful battle hymn issued out of his father’s mouth singing of the glory of Valdadore.
Another wave of magical blasts split the air roaring, snapping, and crackling. The battle hymn ended abruptly. James staggered, his body obliterated. Blood ran from him like water from a bucket without a bottom. Bones were visible where flesh had been blasted away. Organs smoldered within the giant where the attack had penetrated him. James opened and closed his mouth and eyes, lost to the world. He staggered again and began to lean backwards, his shadow falling upon the very troops of Valdadore he had just saved. His toes began to rise off the ground.
From above, Borrik swooped out of the air and struck the giant between the shoulder blades. James rocked forward. His eyes focused a moment and he staggered forward. Snagging a rut in the ground with his toe his center of gravity changed, and over the giant toppled.
Seth watched his father’s massive body crash down upon the ground as if in slow motion. His body seemed to bounce once before settling. For an instant James was lost from sight as a cloud of dust filled the air where he fell. The dust clearing, Seth watched as his father’s mouth moved and came open. Copious amounts of blood spilled from it, drenching the ground. His father worked his four arms as if to rise, but only managed to lift one shoulder off the ground. Both armies stood enthralled.
With his chest off the ground, twisting to one side, James turned his face towards the heavens.
There upon the field of battle, James spoke his last words. So loud were they and with such force, they echoed off the Rancor Mountains over three hundred miles away to be heard again four hours later. James made sure the gods would hear him.
“Gorandor, spare my sons this burden; let them live in peace.”
Slumping to the ground again, his body gave out. The man who had raised the two most powerful men in Valdadore had fallen.
Seth fought for breath. The world closed in upon him. Suffocating, he blacked out.
The army led by King Sigrant charged. Champions, mages, and common men clashed. Valdadore replied in kind, singing the battle hymn James had begun. They would honor him by finishing it for him.



Chapter Eight
Ishanya had felt the shift, and looking into the future she could see how things had changed. Her plan had veered off track. Worse than that, whatever the event had been that altered the collective possibilities of the future, if she did not correct it soon, it could take ages to set right again. If that were not enough already, the shift was not going to go unnoticed in the plane of the immortals. If her brethren had not yet realized she walked among them again, they surely would now.
Ishanya, an immortal being living beyond the confines of flesh and bone, would have trembled were it possible. She was not yet ready to face her peers. The thought of returning to her miserable existence frightened her. The others, together, could silence her once and for all. Her plan would have to change. Ishanya decided to take a risk.
*****
For three long hours Zorbin followed his lifelong friend down the stone corridors leading to Boulder Gate. Though he knew the passages just as well as Gumbi, it was required that he was escorted. He was now considered an outsider to his race. In an event that was virtually unheard of, Zorbin Ironfist, a dwarf born of a family with high station, had left his home and sworn his life and his honor to a human king. More or less he was considered a traitor. Not to his king, but to his race.
Even so, Zorbin was here as an emissary from the human kingdom, and as such had been allowed entry. Dwarves were a race with honor engraved in their bones, and as such he knew he would be treated with the respect due his station. He doubted seriously, however, that this trip would be successful. The king was old and weary of ruling. He was not a man who would be gathering up the citizens of his realm and marching them out to a war they had no business in.
Rounding a turn in the corridor Gumbi stopped abruptly, and waiting for Linaya and Zorbin to join him, he turned and spread his arms.
“Welcome, Lady Linaya, to Boulder Gate, our humble home,” Gumbi smiled.
*****
Linaya stared ahead, her jaw falling slack. She had not known what to expect, but it certainly was not this. Where they stood could only be described as a balcony. Before them a vast chamber, miles in circumference, had been carved out of the mountain’s core. Together Linaya stood with her two dwarven companions looking down upon a huge city of pillars and spires. It was magnificent, a view unrivaled anywhere else in the world.
Carved entirely of the very stone they stood upon, the whole city appeared as an artist’s masterpiece. The giant chamber that contained the city alone was a feat that Linaya imagined had to have been generations in the making. Great ribs of stone started at the base of the outer wall of the city, and, narrowing as they rose, they connected at the pinnacle of the chamber in a large circle. Inside the circle a flawless vein of quartz was cut into millions of facets. Light shone out of the quartz in every color of the rainbow, sending millions of rays of colored light to dance among the thousands of masterpieces below.
Every façade of every building and spire was a carved scene of past dwarven glories. Buttresses and bridges were held upon the shoulders of massive statues, and fountains made of carved creatures foreign to Linaya were a frequent spectacle between and even atop the buildings. How a city could exist below the ground was a marvel to Linaya. She knew the dwarves had lived here for as long as human histories were told, but she imagined them living in caves, in the dark. Here there was neither dark nor cave, and without even a momentary pause to make comparison she knew that Boulder Gate put Valdadore to shame.
The city of Valdadore was built out of military need for defensibility. Boulder Gate had been born of love. The very buildings spoke of dwarven pride. Linaya was ashamed. In her home she was the most beautiful feature, but here she was but another blemish. Dwarves, it seemed, had learned how to become a part of their home, whereas humans simply took from theirs.
No wonder the dwarves did not care to mingle with humans.
*****
Screams of dismay mixed with grunts of exertion as blood-curdling howls and shouts attempted to drown out the ancient battle hymn of Valdadore. The two armies clashed, sparing neither champion nor common soldier. Both were out for blood, though only one was defending its home.
Garret’s world had altered in a moment, growing smaller, insubstantial, and dark. Though moving, and striking, and dodging blows, his mind had shut itself down and was blank. There was nothing but killing and moving on to kill some more. Action fed reaction and thought was not an option. Garret mindlessly killed anything that entered his path.
Sweeping low with his blade, Garret separated seven torsos from their legs and chuckled as blood was slung through the air off the trailing edge of his sword. Moving forward, as if to keep up his momentum, he smashed the men he had just killed beneath his feet, their blood and entrails squeezing up between his great metallic toes. He located his next target.
Rolling in the gore before Garret, a champion of Sigrant sprang to his feet before the King of Valdadore. He was large, though a full head shorter than Garret, and his skin glowed from an inner light. The corpses beneath his body steamed as he trod upon them. Stepping closer to Garret, closing the distance between them, the man raised his fists. Upon his hands and wrists were what appeared to be polished copper gloves. Each of them hummed unnaturally, and Garret could not suppress yet another chuckle. Garret raised his huge sword to attack the man who came to war wearing gauntlets. Fool. Garret, letting his rage lead him, swung his massive blade in an overhead arc intending to cleave his opponent in two. Nothing could have prepared him for his blessed foe’s reaction.
Reaching up to deflect the blow with one of his armored hands, the blessed man caught it in his grasp. As the metal of Garret’s blade touched the gauntlet of his opponent, a loud ringing sang down the length of his blade as an electric charge raced down the metal. Garret, in his blessed form, was helpless against the magic. His steel flesh was instantly overcome by the jolting power. Twitching uncontrollably, Garret was rendered immobile.
Inwardly panicking, Garret watched as his blade flared to life, becoming engulfed in magical fire. Even his brother’s enchantment seemed to have no effect against his enemy. Ignoring the fire, the electrically charged warrior closed the distance between himself and the King of Valdadore, careful not to release his sword.
Unable to turn his head, Garret hoped someone would see his predicament and come to his aid. From his vantage point, however, only common troops surrounded the two giants. His body locked into position by the electricity passing through him, Garret was sure that his predicament could not get any worse. Sadly he realized quickly that he was mistaken.
As his opponent closed in on him, the man pulled back his free, copper-gloved hand as if to punch Garret. Hesitating a moment, the electrical warrior seemed to focus his power as his hand began to pulse and his natural humming increased in volume. Then he attacked. Swinging with all his might, the warrior drove his fist into Garret’s ribcage. Though his flesh was that of steel, as fist met flesh and the enemy released his charge, Garret’s flesh became molten at the same instant he was thrown backwards by the blow.
His muscles relaxing as he careened backwards, Garret knew without even seeing the wound that he needed a healer. The air itself caused immeasurable pain, and when he landed upon his back amongst the screams of those he crushed beneath him, he could smell the burnt flesh of the wound. Reality claimed the king once again, awakening his mind from the rage.
Twisting to see the extent of the damage, Garret was immediately appalled by what he saw. His flesh, like heated steel, had become molten and run down off his ribs to cool again further down his torso. His entire ribcage now lay exposed beneath one arm, and between the ribs the muscle and flesh was charred or burned away altogether. From the gaps between his ribs small plumes of smoke escaped the void within his body with each breath. His organs themselves had become burned and still smoldered. Garret retched. If he did not retreat back to the healers quickly, he would die upon the field as his injured organs began to shut down. The sound of humming began to grow and Garret turned and raised his head to see his opponent making his way towards him.
Garret climbed to his feet as the copper-clad brawler neared once again. The closer the enemy came, the louder his inner humming sounded as the pitch of the sound rose incrementally. Getting his bearings, the King of Valdadore realized he was now surrounded by common enemy troops. Grinning wickedly, Garret raised his large broadsword in one hand and gripped the shield Seth had enchanted for him tightly. The injured king began chuckling as he began to stride towards his foe. Sigrant’s troops cleared a wide path for him. They were wise, for even injured as he was, Garret was a formidable foe who still had a surprise in his arsenal.
Watching his opponent come into range Garret swung his blade in a wide arc, expecting at the very least to remove his arm. Instead, before the blow landed the brawler reached out again and grasped at the blade with his copper hand. The steel bit deep into the copper and blood sprayed out from around the conductive glove, and Garret was sure the brawler’s hand had shattered within its metallic cocoon. Unfortunately for Garret, the injury to his enemy mattered little, for the King of Valdadore would forever be changed after the brawler’s next assault.
*****
Seth watched as his remaining creations did their best to take the brunt of the battle to spare Valdadore’s common troops. His champions were the only reason Valdadore was even still in the fight. Time and again Seth wiped out hundreds of human beings, feeling the guilt of each death. It could not be helped. Seth needed the power to feed into his champions. He needed it to use his abilities. He needed it to know the world was real and he was still alive. With the tremendous strain upon his soul of the burdens he had chosen or been chosen to bear, the magic inside him was all that kept him afloat. The thrill of stolen life within his veins kept him alert when his mind would have otherwise been numb. Seth had no choice but to stay sharp; everyone he loved was upon the battlefield. Some had already fallen. It was his fault they had, and Seth could not withstand the thought of losing another.
Focusing himself upon his surroundings he watched as his werewolf troops bounded through the enemy, their blessed sizes making them readily visible. Hacking and clawing they worked with precision, killing as a pack, driven by one consciousness. From above Borrik commanded the werewolves, swooping low again and again to cleave men in two by the dozens. Rising he would throw fireballs into the massive armies controlled by the fallen King Sigrant.
Seth saw Sara leap above the enemy troops, her twin blades spraying fountains of blood with each bound. Again and again she fell amongst the enemy to rise into the air once more bearing blood or parts of enemy troops with her. From her blades death was administered to all that stood before her. Seth wondered if Sara would ever want to go back to what she had been once, seeing the warrior she had become. He knew she had worries of her own as of late but so filled with his own burdens, he had not bothered to ask her what it was that was causing her pain. He promised himself to ask her as soon as they had the chance to speak, if they would find that chance again. Seth closed his eyes for a moment and exhaled loudly.
Focusing with his vision of the gods he watched as a change crept over the battlefield. None but Seth could see what was happening; none could prepare for what was about to take place. Seth saw no way to protect his fellow Valdadorians as hundreds of blessed troops filtered in from behind the enemy’s force. Seth tasted their auras and knew at once they were mages. He also knew immediately that the battle would be over soon if something were not done. He turned to the giant, mottled colored werewolf at his side and shouted above the battle.
“Jonas, tell Borrik to recall the troops back to our lines and get Sara out of there!”
Jonas nodded and within seconds it was obvious Seth’s orders had been received amongst his werewolves as they all began to turn and bite and claw their way back in the direction they had come. All over the battlefield auras began to swell as the blessed mages of Sigrant’s army began to pray to their chosen gods. Borrik dove from the heavens and landed among the enemy, growling and barking as he tore soldiers to pieces within his four giant, clawed hands. Though Seth could not hear Borrik’s words to Sara, he saw his wife turn and begin bounding back towards him, droplets of blood raining off her armor and weapons with each leap. If Seth had seen the danger sooner it might have made a difference, but as it was, his fate had already been sealed.
*****
Ishanya stood within the heavens feeling the changes to her plan. It was a plan she had been preparing for eons, and set into motion after a great deal of thought and preparation. Ishanya was not willing to let her plan fail, and as such decided to act directly to influence the flow of time. It was a move born by desperation, and one her peers would not miss. It would take them time to feel the change, though, and more time still to thwart her. In that time she would become strong enough to face them if she needed to. Ishanya decided to risk it all. Focusing her immense mind she pushed her consciousness across time and space, to the very world of Thurr itself. She ventured then into the kingdom of Valdadore and further still to the battle raging on its western border. Ishanya pushed still and, unnoticed by all mortals but one upon the field of battle, she shoved the soul of a man she helped to create aside and took control of his body.
Ignoring her surroundings Ishanya heaved the large war implement before her. Turning first one crank and then another she adjusted the angle of the machine then drew back the great cable upon it. From beside the machine she hefted a large iron-tipped bolt and fitted it to the machine. With the mind of an immortal being she calculated the precise time, taking into consideration not only every moving being upon the field of battle, but also the forces of nature and magic at play. Pausing momentarily Ishanya waited. Each fraction of a second stretched out to an eternity as the precise moment neared. When it finally arrived Ishanya yanked a pin from the giant mechanism of war and with a whoosh and a twang the machine sent the giant bolt flying in an even arc over the heads of those upon the field. She watched the three seconds the bolt sailed through the air and smiled as it found its target. Lancing through the silly mortal as if he were rotten fruit, Ishanya saw the bolt penetrate down through his body, causing him to lean backwards from the blow. The bolt entered his chest, and exited his back and drove down into the soil below him, propping him up for all to see.
Ishanya felt again the threads of fate and time and, assured she could now correct the damage done to her plan, she fled back to the plane of immortals. The human vessel she had inhabited for a few moments was returned to its owner, none the worse for wear. Likely, he would be considered a hero among his people. After all, everyone thought the man who was now impaled upon a giant bolt was untouchable. Yet now he was dead.



Chapter Nine
Garret could feel himself weakening. Even so, he refused to panic. A foul taste rose again and again in his throat and he knew his organs had already began to shut down. His foe, the copper-clad brawler still held his blade, the king’s last attempt at a strike having failed. The humming of the brawler’s power increased with every fraction of a second and Garret knew he was finished. With only one trick left in reserve, both he and his opponent unleashed their power in the same instant.
One moment Garret and the brawler struggled, locked in combat, each trying to overpower the other. In the next, having given the command to his enchanted shield, both blessed men flew backwards from one another from the power of the two combined blasts. As an electrical explosion raced down Garret’s sword, he unleashed the power stored within his shield. Sadly it was already too late to save him.
Such was the powerful charge the electrical warrior unleashed, that in an instant, before Garret even hit the ground, the static charge raced down the blade and climbed his arm from hand to shoulder. Everything melted away. Not only was the sword obliterated, but so too was Garret’s entire arm and a portion of his shoulder. The explosive amputation left a jagged hole where once had been an appendage and from it smoke rose into the air. Garret choked; he had lost a lung as well. His vision began to fade as a thrumming began to sound in his ears. At least his heart still beat.
*****
Borrik soared above the battlefield lending himself where needed. The advantage of an aerial view was tremendous. Not only could he see the happenings from above, but also through the eyes of each and all of his men. Flapping his giant wings when necessary, the alpha wolfman rode the air currents throwing fireballs into the enemy and flying low to cleave men into pieces by the dozens. His master had blessed him well. There was no other warrior upon the world like Borrik; at least not on this battlefield.
Seeing a tight grouping of Sigrant’s men below, Borrik began to dive when his thoughts were interrupted. Jonas, Borrik’s next-in-command, stood with their master below and had relayed a message. The men were to fall back. Beyond that Sara needed to be found and told as well. Borrik passed on the message to his men below and pulled up from his dive to begin looking for the master’s wife. It took only seconds to spot the young beauty dancing among the carnage below. So graceful was the princess that Borrik doubted she had an equal upon Thurr either. He grinned a wicked grin and began his dive anew.
Dropping in amongst a clutch of enemy troops, Borrik slashed out with his enchanted blades at the same time that he summoned fireballs with his spare arms given to him by his master. Those who came near him he tore to pieces with blade and teeth. Those who dared to flee caught magical fire from behind. In seconds over forty troops were dispatched. Spinning upon his heel he located Sara and shouted to her across the loud battlefield.
“Princess Sara, my master bids you return to him!”
Sara nodded once in response and without hesitation began to move back the way she had come, bounding and twirling all the while. Borrik crouched low to the ground. Shoving with all his might he leapt into the air once more and began to flap his immense wings. Slowly he climbed, until he could see the entire battle clearly. Valdadore was so vastly outnumbered he could perceive no chance of a victory. Even now the huge invading force had flowed around both flanks of the Valdadorian army, closing them in on three sides. Within hours they would be entirely surrounded. Borrik thought it wise to advise the king, and so turned his attention to the battle below once more.
The king was a giant metallic warrior who shone in the sun and as such Borrik spotted him in only moments. Though the king was some distance away, Borrik turned and settled into a slow dive, using the natural currents of the air to propel him in his chosen direction. He watched from afar as his master’s brother clashed with a sizeable opponent. Looking on still, Borrik’s gaze turned to one of worry as the enemy struck the king with a flash of light and the king crumpled, smoke issuing from his ribs.
Borrik began flapping to speed his descent. Again the king moved to strike his foe, but the enemy simply reached up and grabbed the king’s massive blade. Borrik neared.
With a flash of brilliant light an explosion erupted and common men were thrown back from the blast. Both the king and his foe were hurled back as well and already Sigrant’s champion began to rise. Garret remained unmoving for a moment. When he did move, Borrik realized the fight was already over. The king, his master’s brother, had been defeated. Though he lived, the blast had torn an entire limb from him. With naught but a shield, the king would be finished in a second, but not if Borrik could get there first.
Without time to slow his descent Borrik plummeted from the sky like a wayward rock thrown to the heavens. Bending his knees to absorb his impact, he crashed to the bloodied soil between the king and his foe, skidding to a halt. Dirt and debris scattered by Borrik’s landing rained down upon all who were near though none appeared to notice. Borrik rose to his full height and turned to face his foe, a deep growl escaping his throat. Snapping his teeth like a rabid animal, Borrik watched as realization came to his enemy’s face. The brawler was caught off guard, a smile that had stood upon his face melted, and hatred gleamed in his eyes. Borrik flexed his muscles and lifted his swords for the attack with his upper arms, summoning a pair of twin fireballs with the lower, daring the brawler to approach. But approach he did.
Twin fireballs lanced at the brawler, one right after the other. Faster and more agile than he appeared to be, the warrior dropped and rolled aside, thus escaping the magical fire. Borrik growled again, and sprang towards his foe, spreading his wings slightly to glide nearer. Coming face to face, Borrik began to hack and slash at the copper-clad man to no avail. Each blow met a metal-clad hand. The brawler began to hum unnaturally, and having witnessed the blast only moments before Borrik knew his time was limited. Again the great werewolf summoned fire and without hesitation he launched yet another assault. Both fireballs unleashed, he charged in again with his twin magical blades. Once more Borrik saw no sign that the brawler had been injured even though one fireball had met its mark. The humming increased in intensity. Like a man without worry the foe closed the gap once again and raised his fists. Small sparks jumped between his hands and Borrik knew his time was very short. He did not know, however, that his time was up.
The brawler attacked like a mad berserker with a flurry of blows in rapid succession. Again and again he struck Borrik in the ribs and chest, each time releasing an explosion of pure magical power. He did not realize that Borrik was allowing him to land the blows. Each strike was absorbed again and again by Borrik’s enchanted breastplate, draining the power the brawler had stored to increase his charge. When the champion sworn to Sigrant did finally realize that his attacks availed him nothing, Borrik was already on the move.
Leaping into the air Borrik flapped his giant wings twice, throwing up a cloud of dust and gaining a little altitude. Then, like a bird of prey, he folded his wings and dove at his opponent. As he fell he brought all of his limbs to bear, knowing that if this attack were unsuccessful the king would die before they could reach the healers. Borrik hit the brawler like a boulder thrown from a siege engine.
Impacting the warrior with his clawed wing tips, Borrik drove the champion down to the soil where his wings pierced the man’s shoulders, thus effectively pinning him to the soil. Using his lower hands, Borrik grasped the brawler’s wrists and forced them to the ground. Again the humming came. With no time to waste, Borrik reacted as any feral animal might, and following his instincts he grasped the man’s head with one free hand and wrenched it back. Without thought Borrik tore into the blessed champion’s throat with his razor sharp teeth and ripped a large chunk of bleeding flesh from it. Blood sprayed like a fountain from the neck, yet Borrik was still not satisfied. Digging his claws in at the many major joints in the brawler’s body, Borrik brought his inhuman strength to task and pulled with all his might in all directions. A moment later, Borrik rose from his foe allowing all to witness his savagery and power. For upon the ground lay a man completely dismembered in a pool of his own fluids, yet even now the mouth moved as if to scream or speak. No sound came. For more than a minute the brawler blinked and mouthed silently before finally his blessing released him and with a pop his giant carcass shrank and life faded from his eyes. Borrik turned and strode to the king.
*****
It had been several hours since Linaya had gotten her first glimpse of Boulder Gate. Still following the winding tunnels downwards, it was as if the city had been etched in her mind. Such was its beauty that Linaya almost felt ashamed asking the dwarves to leave such perfection behind.
Rounding what must have been the millionth bend, the cavern they followed widened and straightened out and before them stood the ground level of the dwarves’ capital city. Again Linaya was awestruck. From this vantage point the city appeared limitless. Each building climbed high into the heavens and she could not see the far side of the city. Carved façades beckoned her attention and she found herself staring at the intricacies of every detail as they walked. She smiled often, like a child might when presented with a treat, for the wonder of the foreign city held her enthralled. Statues of dwarves stood, twice as tall as she, wearing oddly fashioned armor and clothing, and bearing with them immense objects, weapons, or even others of their own race. Battles were depicted upon many a façade and Linaya would pause from time to time to try and get a better scope of what the artwork encompassed. Fortunately for her, Zorbin and Gumbi walked slowly, talking about times past, allowing her to catch up. Bridges filled the voids between buildings on many levels above Linaya and even upon the ground. Eventually Linaya realized that the bridges upon the ground level were not just for decoration for in the city of the dwarves an ice cold river flowed lazily, providing not only refreshment, but also a natural climate control for the dwarves. Everything about the city seemed flawless.
For more than two hours Linaya trailed behind the pair of dwarves, staring with a slack jaw at the immeasurable beauty of the city. Other dwarves rushed to and fro yet most seemed not to notice the human in their midst. Eventually Linaya began to believe that those who inhabited the city avoided gazing upon her purposely. It made her nervous and anxious at the same time. Why was it the dwarves feared to look upon her? Did she appear so ghastly to them that it sickened them to look upon her? Was it forbidden to look upon a human in the home of the dwarves? Perhaps they were trying to spare her any embarrassment but had taken the action to extremes. Linaya had no way of knowing. Generally most in a room would stare at her. The men would look upon her with lust in their eyes, and the women would scrutinize her and give her mean or distrustful looks. She had become so accustomed to such attention that the sudden lack thereof in a populated place felt wholly unnatural.
Before long, Linaya found herself looking at the inhabitants of the city instead of the city itself. What she found was just as wondrous as the home the stocky race of men had built. Dwarves, it seemed, came in as many shapes and colors as humans did.
Some were taller like Zorbin with broad shoulders and thick arms. Others were shorter, more bow-legged and with barrel chests and thickly muscled backs. More were smaller still, with less muscle mass and narrower frames. Yet all were easily recognizable as dwarves.
Just like the race of humans the dwarves came with a wide variety of attributes. Linaya witnessed every shade of hair from bright copper, to the brown of clay, to the black of deep rich soil. What caught her fascination was the fact that though all the dwarves she had seen had a hair color that occurred naturally underground, their skin was much the same as a human’s. If anything, Linaya would have suspected that dwarves would have been pale and pasty due to living below ground. The truth was that most of them had what Linaya could only describe as a natural tan.
Linaya noticed almost immediately that dwarven women were not at all like the stories she had heard as a child. They did not have beards like their men did, nor did they have sideburns or big bushy eyebrows. Linaya was presently surprised to find that dwarven women were not that dissimilar to human women. Like them, they were generally smaller than their male counterparts. Though short and stocky, what the women lacked in bulging muscles they made up for in bosom and bottom. Dwarven women might be short, but they were as curvy as a spring in a gnomish machine.
It was not until Linaya saw some young dwarven children playing in a fountain that she saw a notable difference between the dwarven race and her own. Whereas human children appeared much the same, regardless of sex until they hit puberty, dwarves’ gender was easily discernible at any age. Seeing the children playing, Linaya could not help herself but to pause in her trek behind those that led her, to stare once again at something wondrous to her. For here, playing in an exquisitely carved fountain, were two young boys and a girl. She imagined them all to be under ten years of age and yet both boys had a full, albeit short, beard and well-toned muscles. The small girl had breasts equal to that in size of Linaya’s own. She could not imagine what such a thing meant for the children. Were they sexually mature? Could they reproduce at such a tender age? Seeing the children left Linaya with a lot of questions, but she quickly reminded herself that an education on dwarven culture was not her priority here. The man she loved was in trouble. The land she called home was being invaded. Likely both were fighting this very moment, and here she stopped to watch children play. Linaya began walking anew and quickly caught up to Zorbin and Gumbi.
It was at this time, with Linaya’s focus renewed, that she and her companions turned between two giant buildings onto a wide road that appeared to run straight through the city to an enormous building at its center. Dwarves here moved in droves in all directions. To either side of the road Linaya noticed that the buildings were stores and shops and through open doors and windows she could see wares of every size and purpose. Though some items she recognized, there were yet many more that she did not.
Together they walked quickly through the market towards the center of the city. There Linaya knew would be the king of the dwarves and hopefully a meeting that could make her journey worthwhile. Though the streets were crowded, the trio made decent time and were halfway to the massive building at the center of the dwarven city when their voyage hit its first snag.
Though at first the encounter looked to be nothing of import, Linaya watched as a large brown-haired dwarf extracted himself from the milling crowd and stood directly in the three companions’ path with a smile. Linaya imagined him a friend of Gumbi, or even perhaps an old friend of Zorbin. Sadly she realized all too soon she was mistaken.
As her companions approached the dwarf who blocked their path, they slowed and instinctively Linaya fell back a pace. Something about Zorbin, directly in front of her, had changed. Something in the way he carried his weight, his natural demeanor, altered from one second to the next. The dwarf that opposed them scowled, spewing something in the dwarven tongue before jutting a finger towards Zorbin. Zorbin began a response, but the dwarf before them cut him short, shouting unintelligible words, though his meaning was clear. When the brown-bearded opposition stopped shouting, he looked first to Linaya, then back to Zorbin, and then proceeded to do the unthinkable. For reasons unknown to Linaya, the dwarf that stood in their path thrust back his shoulders and spat in Zorbin’s face. The ensuing moments Linaya would recall for all her days, as a city of pride and peace suddenly became a battleground of pain and prejudice.
*****
Zorbin knew there were many in the city who would not look upon him kindly. Fact was, it was expected. Most who knew him, or even of him, considered him a traitor to their race. Honor was a part of dwarven culture, however, and as such Zorbin did not think he would find any major moments of contention within Boulder Gate. So it was that as he and Gumbi discussed current happenings within the city that he was surprised when Drummit stepped out from the crowd directly in front of him. He had anticipated seeing his cousin at some point, but not this early in their stay within the city. He had foreseen his cousin’s anger, but what he actually received was something out of the scope of Zorbin’s imagination.
“You do not belong here!” Drummit shouted in the dwarven tongue.
“I am here on business my…” Zorbin began before his cousin cut him off.
“You bring your human whore and parade about the city like a returning king, yet you are a traitor to us all!”
If his words were not enough, Drummit Ironfist, Zorbin’s own kin, spat upon him out of disgust. Such were the ways of dwarves that it was ingrained into each member of the society to respect all others, especially your elders. So honorable was the society that windows and doors had no locks, yet here Drummit ignored all he had been taught and everyone who witnessed his action was offended. As his relative, it was Zorbin who was accountable for Drummit’s behavior, even if he was also the recipient of the assault. A crowd gathered within seconds waiting to see just how the outcast dwarf would discipline his younger kin.
Zorbin did not hesitate. Stepping forward to close the distance between himself and his angered cousin, he raised his hand and backhanded the younger dwarf. Drummit did not so much as flinch. Though Zorbin’s strike landed true, and split Drummit’s bulbous nose sending blood to cascade down the dwarf’s brown beard and spray into his face, he showed no sign of realizing he was injured.
Instead Drummit did the unexpected again, and tilting back his head he closed his eyes and began to speak in a low monotone. Everyone in the crowd realized what he was doing, and before any could react, Drummit raised his hands to the heavens and a massive black hammer formed within them out of strands of rainbow-hued light. Before the hammer had even solidified completely Drummit brought it to bear, swinging it down over his head to strike Zorbin in a single blow. Fortunately for Zorbin, he had been trained to fight by the best Valdadore had to offer, and without thought he reacted by diving to the side and rolling back to his feet. Drummit’s hammer met the stone of the road with a crushing sound just as Zorbin exploded in size, calling upon his own blessing.
All of those among the dwarven race who prayed to Ximlin were awarded a blessing. All of those blessings had to do with their culture. Some were blessed with the ability to carve stone to perfection. Others were blessed with unbelievable strength in order to hammer and chisel through the mountains that made their homes. Every blessing given by Ximlin lent itself in some way to dwarven society, yet even so, some blessings could be used in battle as well. Drummit, it appeared, had received such a blessing. Though at the time that Zorbin was exiled his young cousin was yet unblessed, now he had been bestowed with not only strength, but also the ability to summon a magical hammer of some sort. Zorbin knew not his cousin’s limitations. However, neither did his cousin know Zorbin’s.
Zorbin found himself in a predicament as he dodged Drummit’s first blow and rolled to his feet again. For every offense his young cousin committed it was Zorbin’s duty to punish him, as his elder, to a further extent than was his crime. It was the only fault to dwarven culture really. For now that the fight had begun, the only way it could end was if the younger opponent took his punishment and relented, or the two traded blows until one was destroyed. The Ironfist family was not known for relenting to anything. Zorbin knew immediately that in order to complete his mission, he would have to kill his own cousin. The thought saddened him, but it was his duty, both to his king, and to his people. Zorbin steeled his resolve and called upon Gorandor. Pulling his battle hammer from his back the giant of a dwarf sworn to a human kingdom charged a blessed opponent not only of his own race, but of his own bloodline.
Though Drummit appeared the underdog in the fight, being incredibly smaller than his blessed foe, the fact was that for the most part the two dwarven opponents were near equal. Where Zorbin had experience swinging his axe in battle, Drummit had experience swinging his hammer in the mines. Where Zorbin had increased strength and size, Drummit had a magically summoned hammer that served two amazing purposes. The flat face of the hammer was made to smash and it also amplified its wielder’s force by tenfold, allowing the head to leave an impression a foot square in solid granite. The tapered end was designed to split stone in a single blow. Likely the first blow of the battle that landed would also be the last.
Charging his opponent, Zorbin was careful not to trample any innocent bystanders for fear of retribution. Unfortunately the caution cost him speed and when he finally came within striking range Drummit was ready for him. Both dwarven warriors squared off and swung their weapons. With his superior range, due to his blessing, Zorbin knew he had the upper hand and watched as his hammer arced through the air to crush his young cousin. Drummit swung his luminescent gossamer hammer as well, but not at Zorbin as those watching would expect. Instead he swung to deflect the giant dwarf’s blow.
The heads of both hammers met with unnatural force, causing an outcome that none had foreseen. Zorbin’s hands immediately went numb from the reverberations that climbed the handle of his weapon. Beyond that, nearly all gathered grasped at their ears, overcome by immense pain from the sound that resounded from the blow. The sound was like metal shattering, and many of those that were the closest now bled from their ears. Those however were only the minor results from the impact.
Upon impact, Drummit’s magical hammer had shattered Zorbin’s giant metal battle hammer sending large metal shards and shrapnel in all directions, the most immediately apparent piece of which found itself buried in Drummit’s own face. Just below the dwarf’s left eye protruded a wide piece of metal that tapered near its point of entry into his face. The eyeball above the wound had rolled backwards and now moved lazily, staring blankly towards the ceiling. Blood dripped freely from the corner of Drummit’s mouth as well as his nose.
Drummit remained standing for an unnaturally long time before finally his jaw muscles relaxed and released a deluge of blood. Then, as if finally overcome, his muscles seemed to spasm and Drummit collapsed to the stone road with the accompanying sound of the crowd’s combined sigh of disbelief. Others watching the battle had sustained minor injuries, the worst of which was a dismembered ear. Zorbin knew not what the consequences might be for killing Drummit, though he felt no shame in the act.
Not only had he been provoked, but he had been attacked. It had not been his wish to kill his fellow dwarf, but his duty. However, it was yet unclear if Zorbin would be treated as a dwarf in this matter, under the direction of dwarven culture and beliefs, or as an outsider who had murdered a dwarf in good standing within the kingdom. By killing Drummit it was likely that Zorbin had ruined any hopes of obtaining the dwarven kingdom’s aid.
Unable to contain his emotions, Zorbin stomped about the scene of the brief battle mumbling angrily and shaking his head. For many long moments the gathered crowd simply watched him, and made way for him if he came near. Apparently no one in the crowd knew how to treat the situation either. Zorbin stopped.
Looking around the crowd, he realized there were several present who were his senior yet none had stepped forward to verbally berate him let alone pass any other judgment upon him. Perhaps none here recognized him. Zorbin, not knowing what else to do, looked to his old friend Gumbi for the answers.
“I know what yer thinkin,” Gumbi said before Zorbin could even formulate his question. “Should yer actions become questionable I will defend them.”
“What do you suppose we do now?” Zorbin asked.
Both men looked to the horror-stricken Linaya whom they had temporarily forgotten about, and seeing her obvious disapproval Gumbi turned and pointed to a young dwarf in the crowd.
“Go and fetch a priest,” Gumbi ordered the boy, before gesturing to another young dwarf. “You go to the office of the council and tell them that Drummit Ironfist disrespected and attacked Zorbin Ironfist, the outcast of the same house, and was killed.” Then turning as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred at all, Gumbi began to stroll down the road once more. Zorbin, taking his cue, motioned for Linaya to follow before striding off after Gumbi. Again the three walked down the busy street but now none of them spoke, each dealing with their own inner turmoil.
For more than an hour they walked on in silence as the center of the dwarven city grew nearer and nearer. Though Zorbin had many fond memories here in the home of his ancestors, they felt further and further away with every step he took. He was already an outcast to his kind, having shunned their traditions and beliefs. He wondered if he was even considered a dwarf any longer by those of his race. If not, then he was not only a traitor, but now a murderer as well. Whichever the case, he would know for certain in the hours to come.
Looming before the trio stood the central building in the vast dwarven city. Here was not only the residence of the king, but also the nerve center of the entire dwarven nation. Life-size statues of past kings surrounded the building and upon the outer wall the history of each and every dwarven ruler was depicted by a series of engraved scenes that read much like a child’s story book. Both Zorbin and Gumbi paused out of respect outside the main entry. Though the wide-arched doorway stood open, the pair of dwarves each dropped to a knee in front of the portal before rising to their feet once more. Linaya, as was becoming her custom, stared intently at the carvings trying to make sense of them all. Dwarves all knew the histories of each monarch. The carvings simply stood as a reminder that here the dwarven nation was ruled, in the same place it was once created.



Chapter Ten
Seth had been slaughtering common troops by the multitude now for what felt like hours. He dared not hazard a guess as to how many lives he alone had ended this very morning. Each life was precious, yet at present, sparing them was not much of an option if he wanted his home, and those he loved, to survive.
In the days past, and this very morning, Seth had lost innumerable soldiers. Both his blessed and unblessed troops had fallen in battle, filling him with their power and expanding both his mind and abilities. Seth felt vast power coursing through him, so much so that now when siphoning the lives of hundreds at a time he felt no pleasure from it. It was as if he had built a tolerance to the euphoric effect the power had within him, yet he still longed to feel it anew. Like an addict, Seth realized he simply needed a higher dose, but dared not reach too far and consume too many lives at once. He alone was aware of the consequences of straining his abilities. Instead he sought out a stronger drug. Those blessed by the gods still brought him pleasure, and presently there appeared to be an abundance to be had.
Seth steeled his resolve, tearing his focus away from the form of his retreating wife and troops. Exhaling loudly, Seth sought those who concentrated their powers in an attempt to destroy Valdadore. Reaching out with his vast consciousness Seth could locate them all quite easily. Over four hundred mages sworn to Sigrant had worked their way into the battle without detection. Now, however, as they began to pray and call upon their blessings, Seth found them. With his mouth watering, and heart hammering in anticipation, Seth reached out to the mages nearest him. Just weeks ago a single blessed opponent had been a challenge to strip of his power. Now he had grown and Seth felt comfortable grasping at the swelling lives of near a dozen blessed mages, and latching onto their magical umbilicals.
Bracing himself both mentally and physically he tore away all twelve auras, pulling them into himself and luxuriated in the bliss that followed. For a moment the umbilicals remained attached and Seth’s reserve became bloated with the power of foreign gods. His body spasmed in ecstasy. Shaking his head to clear it, Seth located his next targets and unleashed thirty unnatural blue-green fireballs incinerating even more would-be wizards.
Thrilled to yet again be infused with power and pleasure, Seth sought those he would next siphon from. He decided to up the ante slightly and test his increased abilities. A fraction of a second later another fifteen mages vanished into piles of ash, trampled upon by their own comrades. Naught but their belongings remained. Seth fought the urge to moan as again his body was momentarily wracked by pleasurable fits. A smile dared creep across his lips, and for it he felt guilty. All life was precious and valuable.
Trying to focus himself again Seth used his vision of the gods and immediately threw up a protective barrier of pure energy. Magical attacks by the hundreds were being flung from all corners of the battlefield. Lightning, fire, ice, magically summoned stone and wind lanced at him, and even things Seth could not recognize. Seth braced himself, unsure of his ever changing limitations. One on one Seth knew he could stand before any mage upon the field and be his better. Yet even Seth was unsure if he could withstand the onslaught of over three hundred mages at once.
Already filled with stolen power, Seth hid behind his magical shield for the first round of attacks. The entire battleground seemed to take on an eerie silence as magical fire roared and lightning snapped and crackled and then the attacks hit. Like a tidal wave crashing upon a shore, the attacks pummeled Seth’s shield. As they struck, great blasts of power exploded as pieces of Seth’s protective wall began to disintegrate beneath the assault. Everyone remotely near to Seth retreated for fear of being caught in the crossfire, for all knew that the death mage would not stand idly by and let these lesser mages harass him. Little did they realize, however, that Seth was tiring beneath the assault.
Though the onslaught came as a raging river of magical attacks washing over him, Seth prepared to do the unthinkable. With so many standing in opposition to him, his shield could not hold. It was thinning and tearing, and repair it as he could, Seth could not keep up. Though mightier than his foes man to man, together they could defeat him. Seth knew that if he did not even the odds, he and Valdadore would fall in the moments to come.
Seth dropped the magical shield for an instant and sought to absorb the maelstrom of attacks thrown at him. He took and contained hundreds without harm. Within moments the power within him began to fight him, seeking an escape. Seth continued to collect the power.
He was taking a risk since he knew full well that the outcome of such a gamble was unpredictable. History was proof enough of that. Even so, Seth absorbed the power until he felt as if he were bulging at the seams, ready to split from the strain. Instead of restoring his magical shield, bigger and better than before, Seth went on the offence.
Gathering all of the stolen power he had acquired, and was still acquiring, Seth focused himself inwards as he had learned how to do months before. Raising his hands before him, palms out, he unleashed all of the power simultaneously.
In that instant, many upon the field of battle thought the world had ended. Such was the force of the magic Seth unleashed that it could not have been described as anything aside from unholy. Like the world itself was splitting in two a great splintering sound rent the air as the ground began to crack at Seth’s feet and widen as it exploded ahead towards the frozen lake a thousand yards away. Above the shattered ground a great whistling wind lent itself to the fray. So great was its force that men were torn from their feet and cast upon its currents, its tendrils stripping flesh from bones and bark from trees. Bodies rained down upon the ground like hail as those who fell into the great chasm in the ground screamed for what seemed an eternity before their sounds snuffed out.
The ground buckled and rolled and thousands were tossed from their feet and still Seth was not done. Just when everyone thought the end had come, a great blast of wicked green fire, a wall of evil inferno, blasted forth from Seth’s palms, roaring out in an expanding wave before him. Those who had somehow been spared by the great chasm or the deathly wind were now set ablaze by magical fire. Smoke and the scent of burnt flesh and hair filled the air as those set afire screamed their agonizing screams and wandered about blind until the flames consumed them.
The assault upon Seth had stopped momentarily. Sigrant’s remaining mages must have begun to second guess themselves. With the sudden expulsion of power Seth felt nauseated but otherwise unharmed. The forces of Sigrant were not so lucky. The direct attack from Seth had killed near fifteen thousand troops. Now, however, the newly formed lake that Garret and the wolfmen had created was draining into the great chasm caused by Seth’s spell. The sudden drop in the lake’s water level caused the ice upon the surface to begin breaking and pieces were beginning to buckle and heave, sending yet more of the invading forces to their graves.
Those swept beneath the ice either drowned or were crushed by the great sheets of frozen water. Those who managed to survive that, were swept over a great waterfall that plummeted into unknown depths beneath the world’s surface, never to be heard from again. Sigrant’s ice mages began working immediately to repair the damage lest the entire army be lost. A moment later, against their better judgment, the remaining battle mages under order of the invading king began their assault on Seth anew. This time Seth let the attacks come. He watched with his vision of the gods and estimated that in his retaliation he had managed to destroy more than sixty of the opposing mages. Minute after minute the barrage of magical attacks came and Seth consumed each and every one.
Though the opposing sides continued to fight on some fronts, the vast majority stood immobile, waiting to see the outcome of this epic battle of magic. Valdadore’s mages replied by hurling fire at the attacking magicians but so few were the former’s numbers now that they had little effect. Seth waited as his power reserves grew and, once again, as he felt the power becoming too much to contain, he focused himself.
Spreading his arms above his head, the black-robed death mage raised his palms to the heavens. He was so consumed by the power within him, and concentrating with his vision of the gods on targeting those who opposed him, that Seth never even saw it coming. Though awash in magical ballista of every shape and form, Seth had mastered the art of absorbing the power without harm. Through the magic, however, came a physical attack that he had not anticipated. Not once upon this field of battle had a war machine been seen. Nor had there been any evidence that King Sigrant’s rear lines had finally caught up with the rest of his force. Yet through the magical onslaught a single ballista bolt near eight feet in length arced down out of the sky catching Seth full in the chest.
The moment seemed to slow to a lurch as Seth was driven over backwards slightly before suddenly stopping. He was completely off balance and yet something held him up from behind. Looking down, a full foot of shaft still penetrated his chest and Seth realized that the bolt had gone clean through him. Leaning him over backwards precariously, the bolt had become lodged in the ground, effectively propping the death mage upon his feet for all to see. The whole of the battlefield sighed. A great howling sound arose as if the world cried. As Seth’s vision began to blur, Sara leapt from those nearest him, stripping off her helm in the full light of day. Everything went dark.
*****
Sara landed between two of Sigrant’s troops whom she thought to be officers. They both wore full armor and carried the emblem of the skull upon their chests. Each of them shouted orders even now as Sara dropped from the heavens between them. Twisting as she landed she reached out to each side with an enchanted blade designed to siphon life, and twirling she rose from her crouched position.
Both officers had registered her now and fear showed plainly in their eyes. Their hearts began to race and Sara smiled wickedly beneath her helm. Her entire suit of armor dripped with blood, both inside and out, and the princess could not have been more comfortable.
Sara leapt at the officer to her left without warning and wrapping her legs about his face she drove the large man to the ground. Then, without a second’s hesitation, she thrust not one but both blades down through the top of his skull. Wrenching them apart to either side she destroyed her foe as a trickle of life joined with her own.
Without so much as looking for the other officer, Sara leapt backwards, somersaulting through the air. Before landing she twisted with the grace of a feline and landed lightly in a crouch not a pace in front of her foe. He raised his sword to strike her, thinking he had the upper hand.
Sara shot to a standing position faster than the human could blink and drove the pommel of one small sword under the man’s chin with devastating effect. So forceful was the blow that both her hand and pommel tore through the flesh under his chin and neck up into the cavity of his skull. With a jerk Sara removed the man’s head as his body still stumbled a step before falling twitching to the ground. She leapt into the air once more.
Twisting and leaping, striking and dodging, Sara spent the morning bringing death to one feeble human after another. Though she related to them on many levels, Sara had begun to realize that they were no longer her people. She had become more, or perhaps less, and now there were a growing number of others like her. She could feel them. She knew when they fed. She knew each time a new member of her race was created. She had started a process that she might never end, and because of it she had brought a plague to the world. From such an action there was no redemption and though princess to Valdadore, Sara felt more like the queen of the damned.
It was odd, the vast mix of emotions within Sara. For as unnatural and inhuman as she felt, she could never remember feeling so alive. Perhaps her alteration was both a blessing and a curse. One thing was for certain: Sara needed to find a way to stop the spread of her condition. She needed a plan.
Passing the day killing like a graceful predator, Sara thought mostly about how she might stop those she had created. It was not until near midday when Borrik landed nearby that Sara was broken from her anguished thoughts of self-redemption. Seth it seemed had called a regrouping of his troops. Sara knew better than to ignore his warning and immediately turned and began working her way back to her loving husband. She wondered how she could continue helping him with the struggles and burdens he had, when her own threatened to drown her. If nothing more, she would at least do her best to assist him here upon the field of battle.
It was not long after receiving the order to fall back that Sara approached Seth. Growing ever nearer, she was within a hundred yards of him when the enemy’s mages unleashed a magical storm of attacks unlike anything she had ever seen. So relentless and furious were the attacks that Seth was completely lost from view for many minutes. Not daring venture any nearer, Sara simply stopped to watch how things unfolded. Nearly the entire battlefield came to a screeching halt. None had witnessed a display quite like this. Even James, Seth’s own father, had faced less than a third of this power.
Sara watched as suddenly the barrage appeared to break through an unseen barrier and then Seth became visible. Sara smiled. Her husband was a man of immense power. Some thought him invulnerable to any attack. Some thought him a god. Literally thousands of magical projectiles were snuffed out at having come into contact with the death mage. After a moment of him just standing under the assault, obviously focused, he raised his arms, his hands becoming visible from his sleeves.
Sara realized he planned to direct whatever attack he had prepared, and being directly in front of her husband, she decided to move before he obliterated her. Crouching low, Sara sprang to the side at the same time invoked her enchanted boots.
“Jump,” she shouted and rocketed into the air over the heads of thousands of men. Landing, Sara watched as her husband unleashed more death than he had ever done before. With an immense tearing sound the ground was rent apart and thousands fell instantly into a giant chasm created in the earth. While the chasm swallowed those who stood where once there had been land, a great howling magical wind sprang forth, tearing thousands more off their feet. The currents within the wind were so violent that those caught upon its currents were torn limb from limb as flesh was stripped from bones and body parts were thrown to rain down upon those who survived.
Next, from even further away, screams arose as more crushing and cracking sounds tore through the air and the giant frozen lake began to break up, the water beneath the ice spilling into the chasm Seth had opened. Sara thought that it was over, her husband having obliterated over ten thousand men, but she was mistaken as a tidal wave of fire was unleashed to quench the life of those who remained near to her husband. Those were the victims that had the worst of the situation. None of them died immediately, their screams turning to clouds of smoke as they wandered about like living torches until their lives snuffed out.
For a moment, after Seth had single-handedly dropped near fifteen thousand men, the battlefield appeared calm as almost no one moved. Then the mages loyal to Sigrant unleashed their will upon Seth once again. With lower numbers of opposing mages, Seth remained visible under the onslaught this time and Sara could not believe the enemy mages were naive enough to repeat the same mistake twice.
The attack lasted only a minute or two before Sara watched her hopes and dreams, as well as those of her nation, crumble beneath a single bolt fired by an invading siege engine. Sara saw the bolt before it penetrated the magical blasts of all the enemy mages, though it vanished for an instant before the magical attacks slowed and then ceased.
There stood Seth, impaled upon the ballista bolt that had hit him square in the heart and pinned him in a near standing position to the ground. Sara’s heart skipped a beat. Her husband’s troops saw their god, injured as he was, and it appeared they went insane. Roaring and howling like mad beasts the werewolves began tearing anything that moved to pieces in an effort to get to their fallen master. Sara, though in disbelief, needed to be at her husband’s side. She crouched and again summoned the power of her enchanted boots. In less than a second she stood before Seth, watching his life blood trickle down the wooden shaft.
Not knowing what to do, Sara ripped her helm off her head. As the sunlight began to burn her flesh, for just an instant her eyes and the eyes of her husband locked before his became unfocused and rolled back, lifeless. Sara strained her senses. Seth’s heart had ceased beating; his breathing had stopped as well. Her husband, the most powerful man upon Thurr, was dead. She shrieked in both anger and pain, tears streaming from her eyes as her flesh burned away from her face.
*****
Borrik stomped a path through gore and bodies to the fallen king. Heaving Garret off the ground, Borrik wrapped his two left arms around the king and together they slowly moved towards the rear lines. Borrik could feel the king failing and made a suggestion.
“Your majesty, if you will release your blessing I can fly us to the healers and get you treatment,” Borrik half growled loudly over the battle.
“I…can’t,” Garret replied. “My blessing is all that is keeping me alive.”
Borrik damned his luck, and unfortunately he did it prematurely. No sooner had the king replied, than he collapsed. Not even the strength of two of Borrik’s inhuman arms, even in his blessed form, could keep the huge man upright. Like a sack of boulders the king fell, and so heavy was his body in its blessed form that when he hit the ground he left an impression almost a foot deep in the already trampled soil. The king lived, but was unconscious.
Borrik did the only thing he could do. Reaching down he grabbed the king by his ankles and began dragging his near lifeless body across the battlefield. The inhuman leader of Seth’s inhuman army could never have imagined how hard his task was going to be. The beast of a man had dragged the king less than fifty yards, and already he was forced to pause to catch his breath and relieve his cramping muscles. The giant steel king weighed more than he had thought possible, but even so Borrik did not have much time to rest.
Just moments after he stopped, the battlefield changed tremendously as mages by the hundreds began flinging spells from everywhere. It was at times like these where being taller than everyone else upon the battlefield was a disadvantage. Grabbing the king again Borrik pressed on and began dragging him anew. Only a second passed and Borrik knew telepathically that his master was the focus of the fury of the mages. For now, however, Borrik could be of little help to his master and as such he continued to drag the king.
Time and again Borrik was forced to stop and dodge magical ballista before continuing. After each incident he hurled dual fireballs back at the attacker out of spite before grabbing the king again and moving on. After several minutes of pulling and jerking the king by his legs it became quickly apparent that his true master, Seth, had finally put up with Sigrant’s mages long enough.
With an earth shattering sound like thunder a hundred times over, the ground began to shake and heave and Borrik witnessed through his soldiers’ eyes a great chasm opening up in the ground. Following that was yet another unnatural sound as an unworldly wind blasted across the plain ripping soldiers from their feet and shredding their bodies, sending them to rain both into the chasm and upon the remaining troops across the land.
Moving as fast as he could, Borrik dragged the fallen king as far as he was able before his master unleashed a giant tidal wave of fire decimating even more of the enemy. From then on pandemonium broke lose over the field of battle. Enemy mages began casting again, and even a few brave soldiers picked up the fight where moments ago they had paused for fear that they too would be destroyed by the death mage’s wrath. Once again Borrik was forced to dodge magical attacks whilst dragging the king. Seeing his predicament, a common soldier, perhaps an officer of some sort, took up the call for a healer as Borrik passed. The call was echoed throughout the battlefield and a clear path was opened for Borrik and Garret.
No sooner had Borrik felt he might actually reach a healer before the king died than an image flashed across his conscious. A mournful howling erupted over the battlefield to which Borrik lent his voice. Anger and hatred filled Borrik as he dropped the king and leapt into the air.
Though the right thing to have done might have been to locate some healers and fly them to both Garret and Seth, Borrik was overcome by his feral instincts. Pack mentality dictated that he had to see his dead master for himself, and immediately. Already the surviving troops under Borrik’s command began to gather around their fallen deity.
Only a minute and a half after the bolt impaled his master, Borrik plummeted from the sky. Spreading his wings at the last moment, he landed within a great cloud of dust. There before him, after the dust settled, were his master’s corpse and the body of his master’s wife which was smoldering as her flesh burned away beneath the sun. Borrik raised his wings casting the area in shadow, protecting the princess. Falling to his knees Borrik growled in anguish, a mournful, sorrowful call that was taken up by his men who then began to kill anything that moved. Naught but Borrik and Sara remained at Seth’s side, both willing to die beside the man who had made them the monsters they were.
*****
The call for a healer had come through the lines of soldiers like a battle hymn that had picked up volume each time it was repeated. The king had fallen somewhere upon the field, and the call was as yet unanswered as nearly every healer in the Valdadorian arsenal had fled far behind the lines. Rising from his current patient, Ashton reached down and helped the soldier back to his feet. The man had been lucky. Had he not found Ashton he likely would have bled to death upon the field after sustaining a slash wound through the artery in his armpit. Now the man clasped wrists with the healer who had saved his life, and grabbing his spear and shield he rushed back through the lines to the fight.
Ashton looked around the field to determine where the king might have fallen. Climbing a slight rise in the terrain he could see sunlight gleaming off a large mass a few hundred yards away. With no time to waste Ashton began running full tilt through the crowd, ducking and dodging any obstacle that stood in his path. Against his oath, Ashton forced himself to pass two other injured soldiers in his attempt to reach the king. With his bloodstained robes flapping as he ran, Ashton sprinted the last several yards as the king came into view and he was finally certain of his destination.
The scene was a mess. The king lay unconscious upon the ground in a massive twisted heap. A great smoldering hole lay upon his ribcage, and on his opposite side his entire arm was missing, shoulder and all. In its place was a gaping hole from which copious amounts of blood had been lost, but now barely trickled. Ashton did not even know where to begin.
Unsure what else he could do, Ashton dropped to his knees beside the giant of a king and began to pray to his goddess. Within an instant Ashton exploded in white light, his entire body becoming enveloped in power. In the past few months Ashton had grown immensely as a healer. He had surpassed all of his instructors’ expectations, and now had outstripped many of their abilities as well. Even Ashton had limitations, however, even if he didn’t know them all. But first things first, Ashton needed to assess the king’s injuries.
Placing his hands upon the king Ashton felt more than looked for many moments within the fallen body of his friend. So great were Garret’s injuries, Ashton wondered how he had survived at all. Besides the fact that Garret had lost an arm, shattered a collar bone, and had a gaping hole where that arm should have attached to his body, the lung upon that side of his body had been torn as well and had filled with blood and other fluid. His opposite lung had been charred, as had been his heart and several major blood vessels. Another hole had been blasted in the king’s side; the only thing holding his insides within him were the charred bones of his ribcage upon that side.
Ashton began work on the blood vessels. If they remained damaged, no matter how much power and time Ashton expended, the king would die from blood loss. After a few moments all the blood vessels, both minor and major, had been repaired allowing Ashton to move on to organs. Next Ashton repaired Garret’s heart, reconnecting the destroyed fibers of the muscle in each chamber and repairing the valves until the heart again was whole. Then Ashton moved onto the lungs, first forcing the king’s body to reabsorb the fluids within them and then mending the damage and charred tissue.
Nearly half an hour had passed since Ashton first got the call that the king was down. Now he repaired the muscle tissue between the king’s ribs, wrapping them all in a protective layer of sinew but otherwise leaving the wound open. Double checking his progress he moved to the king’s shattered collar bone and carefully pieced the bone back together before interlacing the fragments once again with new calcium. The majority of the life-threatening damage repaired, Ashton sat back a moment, assured the king’s vitals were normal, and wiped the sweat from his brow. Around him the battle waged on, but Ashton and the king were relatively safe, being some distance from the front lines.
Now the real work started. There were but a handful of healers throughout the history of Valdadore that could completely restore a lost limb on their own. Generally such large undertakings were done by a group of healers working together as it was a rather complex process. Ashton had a natural knack for it, however, and as such he maneuvered around the immense king before placing his hands to either side of the gaping wound where an arm should have been.
Over the next hour Ashton stood locked in concentration, straining himself and his abilities to reproduce a perfect arm for the king and his friend. He began by forcing the king’s body to produce new bones, muscles, ligaments, tendons, nerves, and blood vessels. As the small arm formed, Ashton helped Garret to produce the required hormones and chemicals to speed the growing and aging process of the newly formed, infantile limb. He did not bother at this point to restore skin to the limb, as it was easier to monitor the proper growth of each component with them exposed.
Further and further Ashton pushed the growth of the limb until it reached the proper length. Then Ashton forced more and more lean muscle tissue to grow on the limb to match the king’s other massive arm. Finally satisfied with his work, Ashton began to cover the arm and ribcage in new skin to ward off infection and protect the raw nerves from painful overstimulation. Soon, the mending of the king would be complete.



Chapter Eleven
He stood overlooking the tests going on in the vast tent erected upon the shore of the frozen lake. Moments before a messenger had relayed that the death mage had been killed. Sigrant smiled and waved the young man away. The death mage had cost him nearly a quarter of his common troops.
Before him, the beasts his healers were calling vampires were being experimented upon. They were stronger than humans, faster, more agile, and for each person they fed upon they grew yet even more superior. Already, in mere hours, Sigrant and his healers had learned much about the infected species.
It became evident quite quickly that the species had one major weakness. Once exposed to the sun they lit up like a candle and burned away until literally nothing but ash remained. Once dead, all those infected by the deceased became human once more with no lingering side effects. Sigrant calculated the risks and benefits of such an infection. Calculations were a part of any campaign. At present he saw no reason such a species could not be used for his own purposes. He had never been a strong man, but cunning had more uses than strength. Sigrant ordered the vampires to be killed and exited the tent to prepare his next attack.
All hope for the defending army had been broken. The vast majority of their champions had fallen, and now their most valuable weapon had been destroyed too. Finally Sigrant could move forward with his latest plans. Strolling across the bloodstained field with his personal guards surrounding him, the invading king called for a pair of messengers. Waiting just moments until they appeared, King Sigrant gave his orders.
“Destroy Valdadore,” he ordered. “Hit them with all we have available.”
The first messenger bowed low and sprinted off to relay the orders. Sigrant turned to the remaining messenger and relayed his next order. He and his healers had spent hours studying the vampires. He understood their strengths and weaknesses. He knew how they moved and what drove them. He understood how their species spread, and he realized that there had to be a source. Smiling menacingly, King Sigrant made a decision on his next move. He would need something to complete his plans, and he knew just who to send for it.
*****
Without invitation, and without further delay, both Drummit and Zorbin strolled through the massive arched doorway into the capital building of the dwarven nation. Linaya followed behind them, trying her best not to look like a fool even though the immense building, and the carvings upon it, caught her attention, and could keep her busy for months. She forced herself to concentrate on the task at hand, reminding herself that the man she hoped to one day marry, and the kingdom she called home, were both in terrible danger.
Following the dwarves into the building she glanced around briefly and noted that though the entry chamber was vast, it was not quite as ornate as the exterior. Like a giant hallway the room had doors down either side at regular intervals. Beyond those, a singular massive door stood in the far wall, and to either side of it a staircase spiraled up into the floor above. Dwarves bustled about the building attending to business of one sort or another and each and every one of them was elegantly dressed either in bright shining armor or silken garments laden with gems. The amount of wealth the nation of dwarves held was vast, almost to a point of disgust.
As they crossed the chamber many a dwarf nodded to, or greeted, Gumbi and he in turn replied to them. Linaya wondered what exactly his role within the kingdom was to be so well known. The city had to house a few hundred thousand souls, yet this man, who appeared but a guard, seemed to be a common sight in the capital building. There was more going on here than she was being led to believe. Oh how Linaya wished she had studied dwarven as a child! Resigned to follow and listen, however, the most beautiful woman Valdadore had to offer kept both her eyes and her ears sharp.
As the trio approached the opposite end of the building from which they had entered, her dwarven companions slowed. As if they had both had the same thought, they each turned to look over their shoulders at her.
“M’lady Linaya, it would be best if you did not speak unless asked a question. There is much more at stake here than you might believe, and though we have a mission, at present it is secondary to the fight in the street this very day,” Gumbi stated while Zorbin nodded his approval.
Linaya slowly indicated her understanding as they reached the massive wooden door standing between the twin spiral staircases. She watched as Gumbi approached and tapped its surface lightly, and observed as a small portal upon the door slid open and a face appeared through it. Gumbi and the face exchanged some words, the small portal closed, and with a deep moaning sound the giant wooden door swung open, straining upon its hinges, to permit the pair of dwarves and their human companion to enter.
Past the door was an odd vaulted room that had a ceiling so high and arched that the actual peak of it was imperceptible from the floor. There were many cushioned seats within the room, and though they were told the wait might be a lengthy one, none as of yet had decided to sit. Instead, they stood quietly, no one certain what to say to disrupt the semi-solemn mood.
In contradiction to the warning, only a handful of minutes passed before they were gathered by a dwarf so richly dressed Linaya imagined his clothes alone would be enough to finance the building of a small city. Following the dwarf, they were led through yet another passageway, and further still through a small but lavish chamber before finally entering a room that Linaya could only describe as unexpected.
Within this room not a single decoration clung to any of the stone walls. No overstuffed cushions adorned richly carved furniture. Not even a rug had been laid out upon the floor. Instead, within the room only a circle of the most basic stone stools sat in a ring around a hole carved into the floor. Though the hole was an unexpected sight itself, it was the vast chamber that existed below it that caught Linaya’s attention. Immediately she knew that this was where dwarven kings were chosen. Where they clashed with both steel and wit, their strength and resolve were the only things they could use to lead themselves to victory.
It was here, upon one of the plain stone stools, that Linaya first saw the king of the dwarven nation. She had very much expected to see an old dwarf, but the man was beyond her wildest dreams in reality. Though old dwarves were commonly referred to as old grey beards, this man had not a single shot of grey anywhere within his hair. Instead, it was white, if even it could be called that. So lacking of color was the hair of his head and beard that even the white seemed to be fading and entire bunches of strands now appeared semi-transparent, as if it were made of crystals or glass.
His skin was so wrinkled and craggy that he appeared less a man and more the stump of an oak tree with a beard. His bushy eyebrows were so great they brushed against one another as the ancient dwarf looked upon those who had entered the chamber.
Belaying his age and surmised antiquity, the king stood abruptly to greet his guests, his armor sparkling in the sparse lighting of the room. In one of the fashions common in the capital, the king was dressed in an armor created of scales, only instead of metal like most wore, the king’s armor was made entirely of diamonds. Each scale had been cut and carved from the most revered of gemstones to create for him a nearly impenetrable armor of the hardest substance known to man. Like his beard and hair, the armor had a ghostly, almost transparent appearance to it that made the dwarf look as if he stood between the realms of the living and the dead.
His lips parting, the king’s gaze swept to meet all the eyes in the room before he began speaking.
“Zorbin of the house Ironfist, it has come to my attention that you have killed a dwarf in the good standing of this nation who lived by the name Drummit of your same house.” The king turned his gaze to meet Zorbin’s eyes. “Do you deny it?”
“No,” Zorbin replied simply.
“It has also come to my attention that he attacked you without provocation, and that you did your duty to teach him the error of his ways. However, it has come to me to decide whether your current standing with the nation supersedes your birthrights as a dwarf within my kingdom.”
The king looked again to each of them, half expecting someone to come to Zorbin’s defense. None did. Linaya felt the air in the room thicken, as if something beyond her understanding was transpiring. She watched as again the king began to speak.
“This is a difficult decision even for one as old as I to make. What I decide will be written in my history and will serve as precedent for any similar decisions in the future of the kingdom. Do I wish to be remembered as a king that was merciless and lacked compassion for my fellow dwarves? Would I wish to be remembered as a king who saw it fit not to serve justice to those who abandoned their heritage only to return and murder another of their own kind? You see, my decision on this matter is one that usually would require months of thought. At present, however, I do not wish to ponder such things for months. I am old, I am tired, and I am wearing thin, and for this reason I am going to put the decision within your own hands, Zorbin of the Ironfist clan.”
Zorbin bowed his head, his thick bushy eyebrows knotting above his bulbous nose. Linaya wondered what battle waged within him, to be torn between two nations, sworn to one by blood, the other by destiny.
The king, it seemed, was not yet finished.
“Do you, Zorbin of the Ironfist clan, admit to killing Drummit of your own house?”
“I do.”
“Were you, by your recollection, attacked by aforementioned Drummit?”
“I was.”
“Did you, as is custom by our people, attempt to show Drummit the error of his ways before laying to rest his body?”
“I did.”
“Then, Zorbin of the clan Ironfist, I must ask you as the man who killed him, if you will live in his behalf, keep the promises he made, pay the debts he owed to the kingdom, and support and care for his family to assure they may maintain their standing and position in the kingdom.”
“I will,” Zorbin grumbled honestly, the concern about what debt his cousin might have had that his family’s wealth could not have covered showing plainly upon his face.
“So be it then,” stated the king. “I shall absolve you of any crime, and adhere you to the promises you have made before me and these witnesses.” The king raised his arms beckoning to Linaya and Gumbi. “Sadly, time is of the essence, and your debt to the kingdom must be paid now, Zorbin. As you promised, please take Drummit’s place in the coliseum.”
Without another word, two dwarves appeared from the shadows carrying with them a ladder nearly twenty feet in length. Lowering the ladder into the hole in the center of the room they held its legs to support it for the dwarf who would be climbing down it.
 
Linaya watched in confusion, unsure exactly what had just transpired. Zorbin simply nodded to the king of the dwarves before walking to the edge of the precipice. Looking down through the hole, he then turned his gaze back to Linaya who stood, unsure of what she should do.
“Gumbi will see to it that you are given a room and your needs are met over the days to come. It is time for me to heed the call of my people, and repay a debt I have stolen from them. I hope to see you again.”
Without another word Zorbin turned and, grasping the ladder, he swung over the edge of the hole and quickly climbed below the surface of the room. Seconds later the dwarves yanked the ladder back up and out of the hole only to return it to the shadows. Linaya, still not realizing what had happened, spun upon her heel to face Gumbi, a million questions fighting to form upon her lips.
Her confusion evident, before she could even formulate a proper question, the king turned to her with the information she so desperately needed.
“Lady Linaya, it is my pleasure to meet you and hear your request for aide. At this time however, it saddens me to tell you that I will not be marching out my armies on any more campaigns.”
Linaya’s heart fell into her stomach. He knew why she had come. Already he had denied a request she had not even had the chance to voice. Silently she wondered, as the king began to speak again, if pleading her case or perhaps begging would avail her anything.
“You see, Lady Linaya, I am too old for such things, and it is a king’s duty to lead his troops into battle. That is why, as in the days to come, you will be able to observe below us; a new king is being chosen to lead the dwarven nation.”
Realization began to dawn upon Linaya. The debt Drummit had owed had not been money. He had been sworn into the coliseum to compete to lead the dwarven nation, but before he could arrive he had died. Now it was Zorbin who was representing Clan Ironfist in the battle to rule the dwarves. Linaya gasped. Her hopes and dreams for success had literally just been tossed down a hole in the floor to fight their way back out. Linaya remembered Zorbin’s explanation. Twelve entered the chamber, and only two would come out. One would rule, and the other would submit to rulership. That was the way of the dwarves.
Linaya was momentarily distraught. Their plans were in ruins! It wasn’t until her gaze met Gumbi’s that she saw the dwarf wink with a wry grin. He had known. If Gumbi had known then surely Zorbin had as well, but when had they realized? How long had they known?
There were a great deal of questions swirling in Linaya’s head, and it became apparent that the only real answers lay below. Zorbin was now her only hope. Only he could reverse the king’s ruling not to help the human kingdom, but only if he won the submission of a peer after defeating the rest. Only time would reveal the outcome of this battle. All Linaya could do now was wait and watch what transpired below. Zorbin had told her that this could take minutes or months. Valdadore didn’t have months.
*****
Ashton struggled with his power, bending it to his will. No matter how hard he focused, the skilled healer could not achieve that which his patient required. His friend, the king, though on the mend, was still far from being healed. A great hole lay upon his ribcage, exposing the muscle, flesh, and bone beneath. Beyond that, upon the opposite side of his body, an entirely new arm had been created, but as of yet had not been covered in flesh. Ashton could not make the flesh grow, try as he might.
In Garret’s blessed form his skin was metal, or at least metallic, and Ashton could not force it to grow and expand to cover the exposed muscle and sinew. If the king awoke now, he would likely go into shock from the pain, or perhaps simply pass out again with so many exposed nerves.
If Ashton could get him to wake, and make him relinquish his blessing, at least for an hour, he could then complete what he had started, but now it was unlikely. Something upon the battlefield had changed abruptly. Whatever it was, it had lent courage to the attackers for now they pushed forward driving the Valdadorians back. The great wolf troops that Seth had created barked and growled, snarling in the distance like a pack of mad dogs. Sigrant’s mages pressed the attack on all fronts, throwing magic at anything that stood to oppose their forces. Ashton reached into the king with his blessing. He needed the king to wake.
Already the soldiers around Ashton were falling back. It was a slow process, but even so it was inevitable. Speeding the recovery of his one time traveling companion, Ashton pressed on until he felt Garret begin to stir. As he released his blessing momentarily his white glow subsided as pleasure and joy washed through him, sending a shudder up his spine. He spasmed for a second, a grin on his lips, as he refocused on his patient.
If Ashton had thought himself prepared for Garret, he had been mistaken, for as the king’s eyes flashed open he snarled in rage and sprang to his feet looking for his sword. Then the pain hit him. Like a man run through the gut, the king uttered a blood-curdling, painful roar as the nerves in his side and arm awoke, sending unbearable pain to wrack his body.
Screaming, Ashton got Garret’s attention, and just as the king’s pained face turned to meet his own, he spotted something across the battlefield and indescribable anger consumed his features, as shock and unconsciousness tried to take him.
“Fix my arm, Ashton!” the king yelled, the agony and rage evident in his booming voice. “Now!”
“I can’t while you are blessed!”
The king became unsubstantial for a second and with a pop he shrank considerably.
“How long?” Garret asked.
“An hour, maybe less,” Ashton answered, already calling upon his blessing.
*****
Springing to his feet Garret had spun upon his heel in an attempt to gain his bearings. Somehow he had lost consciousness. Somehow he had made it behind the front lines. Somehow the battle had changed.
Turning again, nausea overtook him as pain exploded in his arm and side and, glancing to them, it was obvious why. He fought the urge to retch. Hearing a familiar cry, Garret turned to find Ashton upon the ground near where he stood, but in the process, he caught a glimpse of a vision he could have never imagined. Across the field of battle, under a canopy of Borrik’s wings, his brother stood impaled upon a great shaft.
Though rage, pain, and sorrow threatened to overtake him, Garret knew he would be of no use in his current situation. He turned and addressed Ashton and seconds later stood before his friend, a normal-sized man.
“I don’t have an hour, Ashton, Seth is hurt!”
“If they were smaller injuries it would take less time, or if I had help,” Ashton was saying while working to close the hole in Garret’s side.
Garret thought it over. Time could be running out for his brother; he knew not how many minutes or seconds they had. Though struggling to remain coherent through the pain, Garret pulled away from his friend and did the unthinkable. Reaching down to retrieve a sword from the ground, Garret plunged it into his own shoulder between the ball of his arm and the socket. Twisting the blade he dislocated the arm as blood again poured from the wound. Then with a shove he pushed the blade further through the joint before pulling to one side, nearly severing the arm anew. With another quick hack the deed was finished and the king stood panting, sweat upon his brow, with one less appendage.
Without explanation Ashton took the meaning. Working fast and dirty he summoned his blessing and closed the wound as quickly as was possible. Garret again exploded in size, a one-armed champion, and took off across the battlefield in a dead run, soldiers from both sides leaping aside in an attempt to avoid being trampled. Garret sought to reach his brother, feeling in his gut as he ran that he was already too late.
As he neared, with fireballs crashing into his back, Garret watched as Borrik yanked the lifeless Seth off the shaft and bore his limp body to the ground gently. Unlike the last occasion they had fought a battle together, this time Seth’s body remained. Even over the din of the battle, with yells and screams of defiance and pain, Garret heard the anguished scream of his brother’s widow. So mournful was the sound it seemed inhuman, as if a soul fled her body through her throat, its tortured voice joining her own. Garret need not run further; Sara had already told him all he needed to know. Seth had fallen. He was gone. This time he would not return. Garret had lost everyone from his childhood he had ever loved, and even with tears streaming from his giant eyes, as his soul broke from the emotional pain that was too much for anyone to bear, so too did his vision turn red and a menacing chuckle escape from his throat.
*****
Borrik stood like a twisted tree over his master’s body, his wings spread above the scene like a canopy above a funeral. Below, within his shadow, a single soul approached the walking god. Her flesh still smoking, yet regenerating rapidly, Sara gazed at the only man she had ever loved. She stood before him and placed her hand upon his cheek. She wished to hug him, but his unnatural posture, leaning back at such an angle, made it impossible. His head having fallen back, mouth agape, it appeared for any who saw that he screamed silently towards the heavens as if in defiance.
Sara sobbed uncontrollably, her tears washing away a small portion of the blood that covered her.
“Take him off that damned thing!” Sara shouted.
She knew Borrik would heed her, though he belonged to her husband. As he was ordered he stepped forward, careful to keep Sara in shadow, and pulled Seth’s limp body up and off the shaft before laying him upon the ground in front of his wife. He did it gently. Slowly. As if they were the only three upon the battlefield. Sara laid her head upon her husband’s chest, unbelieving that he of all people could die so prematurely. She listened intently yet no sound came. Broken, alone, and devastated she took her turn raising her face to the heavens and let go that which sought to escape her. Her anguish freed, she did the only thing she thought possible to bring him back. Pulling back his cowl further to expose his throat, Sara bit deeply into the flesh of the man she loved and drank heavily from his blood. Naturally, through her defect, her own blood would intermingle with his own. Sara thought that perhaps more of her own blood would increase the potential of saving him and bit hard through her own lips before pressing them back to the wound in his neck.
With nothing left to try she kissed him one last time before returning her head to his chest to listen. A moment passed. She waited. Many more moments, ones that seemed entirely too long and too empty, passed. Still no change. She punched him in the chest, angry that he could leave her, then pulled him close in an embrace, sorry she had struck him.
“Kill them all, Borrik!” she screamed and above her he leapt into the air, a roaring growl tearing from his throat, happy to do as she had ordered.
The light returned, and her flesh began to smolder. There was nothing she could do for him now. With tears continuing to stream from her eyes, Sara pulled her helm back over her head. If nothing else she would have vengeance. She cautiously lowered Seth to the ground, daring anyone to touch his body. Standing, she spun to face the enemy who even now dared not venture too near the fallen death mage. Like an animal she hissed at those who opposed her as the shadow appeared over her and the world began to spin.
*****
Zorbin climbed down the stout ladder knowing that death awaited him below at the hands of members of his own race. Here was the one place where dwarven honor was forfeit. Here there were no rules except survival of the fittest. Here you were not judged by what you said or did, or by how you responded. Here, all you had to do was survive.
He stepped off the ladder onto the stone platform and looked around to gain a better understanding of what it was that he faced. Eleven opponents already stood around the giant round platform. Each of them stood upon the symbol of their house. The platform was nearly the size of the capital building above, and the room it stood within was almost the size of the city. This vast chamber was created with the same giant support ribs up the sides of the room. Within it a multitude of terrains, a river, and even a few buildings and cliffs were visible. Zorbin climbed down to the level of his adversaries, taking up his place upon the symbol for the clan Ironfist. These men were the best of their houses, and it was likely each was blessed with something they could use to their advantage. Zorbin had been outcast for many years; his knowledge of each of the houses was outdated. He knew not what he faced, only that time was of the essence.
Beyond this platform, within the vast chamber that surrounded them, several caches of weapons and supplies were visible from this vantage point. Even here, upon the platform, a handful of items were strewn about the floor to entice the combatants to remain and fight over them.
From the platform four paths led down to the giant chamber below, one in each direction of the compass. He needed to choose a plan of action before the ceremony started. Looking around he noted that many of his opponents openly scowled at him. None of them thought him their equal, each considering him a traitor to their race. Zorbin ignored the looks and focused upon the weapons and supplies that lay scattered about, calculating who would go for an item of worth, and who would turn and flee down the ramps.
 
From above, a trumpet sounded the beginning and each of the dwarves sprang into action. Decided, Zorbin, instead of rushing out to grab a pick he had been eyeballing, turned and ran straight towards his nearest foe, calling upon his blessing as he ran. With a concussive boom Zorbin exploded in size at the same time as he dove bodily into his smaller opponent.
Though most had fled the platform immediately, some of these perished on the way down the paths they were forced to share with others, and upon the platform only three remained.
Zorbin collided with his foe and such was the force of the impact of their bodies that the dwarf he hit flew backwards with a crunch and vanished over the side to plummet to his death.
The remaining dwarf snatched up a battle hammer with a huge metal head. Seeing Zorbin distracted the dwarf decided to attack. Rushing Zorbin the dwarf leapt into the air to bring his full weight to bear with the hammer. As Zorbin righted himself from the collision, in his blessed size, he listened as he rose. Hearing no steps upon the stone platform he stepped aside as he stood. The other dwarf slammed what would normally be a crushing blow into Zorbin’s shoulder, missing his head by mere inches. The blow, though painful, was nearly ineffective. Shaking it off, Zorbin backhanded the dwarf who sprawled away in an attempt to stay upright, blood pouring from his nose.
Zorbin wondered why he had not summoned a blessing; perhaps he was as yet unblessed. There were only two reasons a clan would send an unblessed man into the coliseum that Zorbin could think of. One, they had no one else willing to risk their life for the position. Or two, they wanted him dead for whatever reason. Otherwise, the only explanation was that the dwarf was indeed blessed, but perhaps in something that did not help in a fight. Perhaps he was a stone carver. No matter.
Afraid for his life, the dwarf who had dared attack Zorbin whilst his back was turned, now tried to flee the platform by running down one of its ramps to the vast floor below. Zorbin watched him run, and searching about him, picked up a standard pickaxe. Hurling it end over end after his attacker, the pick stuck into the back of the fleeing dwarf’s head. The dwarf staggered forward from the impact, and twisting slowly took three more steps before jerking suddenly and falling off the side of the ramp.
In the first three minutes, eight of the twelve dwarves were dispatched, most of them falling to their deaths. Zorbin walked about the platform and accounted for the foes that remained. Each of them now rushed towards the stashed weapons, armor, or other supplies. He debated, simply waiting them out atop the platform. From here he could see any approach from an adversary from any direction. None were likely to come up after him until they were the last two, and even then he could not be killed by his final foe. Two had to walk out alive.
Sadly time was a luxury Zorbin did not have. He could not simply wait and hope they killed each other quickly. If more than one of them decided to dig in and take a defensive stance it could be weeks or even months before one of them finally died due to starvation. Walking about the platform Zorbin collected a piece of chain, a shovel, and a chisel. Looking below, he chose his next adversary from what the dwarf had collected. Only one of the three dwarves carried more weapons than supplies. This would be the most aggressive dwarf. The most competent. The most assured of his ability to kill the others. He would be the biggest challenge, probably with a sizable blessing to boot. Zorbin began to jog down the ramp towards him. He only needed to kill two more, and he would rather not have an aggressive adversary stalking him whilst he stalked another.
*****
Though Garret was led by his rage, so empty was his soul that it had nothing to take over. It guided him, spurred him on for kill after kill, but it was not the blind rage he had been lost to on previous occasions. Instead it was a hollow rage, uncaring if he died, that led him into enemy lines, hacking and stomping a path of gore. Though he chuckled, a sound coming deep from his chest, the one-armed king felt no emotion. He simply wanted everything that stood before him dead.
Neither champion, mage, nor common troop could withstand the King of Valdadore as he carved a path through the enemy lines, and though attacks were flung at him on a regular basis, he failed to notice that they were simply to keep him distracted. Keep him at bay.
*****
Borrik could not fight the feral rage that seeped from his every pore. Anger from each one of his troops filtered into his mind too and like the savage warriors they were created to be, what few of them were left unleashed a terror unlike anything else Valdadore could currently muster. Without care for their personal safety, and without fear of harm, the werewolves in their gargantuan blessed bodies fought savagely, biting and clawing their way through the enemy.
Plummeting from the sky to land upon his foes, Borrik unleashed a pair of fireballs to strike down an enemy mage before setting upon the troops nearest him with blades and teeth. As those around him took to their heels to flee, he again lanced fireballs at their backs before leaping into the sky anew to land elsewhere.
Images of death and killing filled him all the while and with them came a sense of calm.



Chapter Twelve
Sara had never even seen him coming. How could she have? She did not have the vision of the gods that Seth had, nor could she have anticipated Sigrant having such a warrior, if he was even a warrior. All Sara knew was that one moment she stood beside her fallen husband, the next, a man clad in black leather armor appeared, seemingly out of thin air. He grabbed her then, and immediately she felt ill, as if the world had been set to spin rapidly.
Just a fraction of a second later the world came to a halt again and, opening her eyes, Sara found herself now within enemy lines. The dizziness returned and vanished again. They were further within Sigrant’s lines than before. The man was teleporting them. Sara, when next they appeared, leaned backwards, heavily dragging him with her before shouting “Jump!” to her enchanted boots.
Caught up in the man’s grasp, the two rocketed backwards in the direction they had come, but before they even crashed back to the ground the world again spun awkwardly. They appeared once more exactly where they had jumped from. Sara tried to break free and found that she was obviously the stronger, but the minute she struck out they teleported again.
When they landed this final time, the man who had dragged her thus far across dimensions unknown, leapt away from her, and quickly sprinted off in an attempt to avoid her revenge. Thinking to chase him, knowing that with her superior abilities she could easily make up the distance within seconds, Sara bent her knees and shook her head to clear the haze that his many teleportations had left within her mind. Just as she prepared to spring into the air, something immense snatched her up and slammed her bodily into the ground over and over again. The attack did not relent for many long moments, until within her armor her bones broke and joints became dislocated. Sara cried, not because of the pain, though she felt it from each and every fiber of her body, but because she needed to have vengeance.
They needed to pay for what they had taken from her. Now she felt helpless, broken, and unable to do the only thing that could make her feel better. She needed to kill them, all of them. Sara cried out, a sound that gurgled from her throat, her ribs having punctured her lungs in more than one location. From atop her the weight was removed, though so utterly destroyed was her body she could not turn even a single degree to see what it was that had fallen atop her. Her bones began to knit back together.
Suddenly, as if she weighed nothing at all, something roughly hefted Sara from the ground and as she was whipped about through the air she saw that now she was within a camp full of tents. She was far behind enemy lines. Abruptly the swinging motion stopped and then, without warning, Sara fell, having been dropped by whatever it was that had carried her. With a sound that was a mix between a splat and a thud, Sara hit a cold surface as metal squeaked upon metal above her. A great slamming sound followed and, peering ahead, Sara looked upon something she had never before even imagined.
Iron bars as thick as her arms stood before her in a tight row. Between them bright sunlight lanced into the cage she had been dropped into, and beyond the bars a tall, narrow man with black hair and eyes stood looking upon her. A crown sat atop his head. King Sigrant lived.
“Good afternoon, Princess,” King Robert Sigrant greeted her. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”
Sara did not reply. Could not reply. Not yet at least. She could feel her bones mending, her tendons and ligaments stretching to reattach themselves. She groaned, though not of her own accord. Her shoulder popped back into the socket. Using her one viable arm she pressed down to raise her head off the floor. Pain exploded in her back.
Flipping back her helm to expose her terrible visage, Sara shrieked at the enemy king, letting her hatred flow from her lips like death to his ears.
Undeterred, the enemy king slid his hand through the bars, jerking it towards her mouth.
“We need to speak,” he said simply. “You need to heal and my blood will speed the process. I’ve studied your kind.”
Sara knew him to be right, but with the power already flowing through her, the small amount of blood he offered would make little difference. Already she was mending at an incredible rate from injuries that should have killed her instantly. Though she realized all this, she reached up with that same good arm and grasped at his wrist, squeezing with all her might. He cried out in agony. Planning to suck him dry, Sara sunk her teeth into his wrist and began to pull hard, creating a perfect seal with her lips.
Nearly mended, Sara drank heavily for several moments. A few more and he would lose consciousness. Sara sucked hard again drawing more of his life into her mouth. Thinking she would have her vengeance she did not expect what happened next.
Without so much as an attempt to pull his arm from the cage, Sigrant quickly wrapped a cord around his arm, staunching the flow of blood.
“Now Kibalt!” King Sigrant screamed, and before his command was even comprehended by Sara, the man who had teleported her here reappeared. With a single blow he severed the king’s arm below the cord. Just then, a group of men rushed out from a nearby tent and gathering about their king they each began to glow. Sara had been duped, and now she realized her mistake.
He had told her that her kind had been studied, and now, the enemy king had found a way to make himself immortal. In less than an hour King Sigrant returned to the side of her cage to thank her, showing her his restored arm, sweat upon his brow. She screamed at him in rage, pounding upon the bars of her cell but he simply smiled at her, understanding and adoration in his eyes. Already the change was beginning to take him.
The men with Sigrant rushed him off into another nearby tent. As the flaps were pulled back Sara could see hundreds of naked women within the tent. Their bodies were pressed so tightly together within the building, it was already apparent to Sara their intended purpose. King Sigrant had a feast waiting.
Rising to a sitting position, now that her body was mended, Sara looked about her cage. Sadly it was very well built with thick iron bars and a massive locking mechanism of the likes Sara had never seen before. Even without trying the bars she knew she would not escape the cage unassisted. There was simply not enough room in the cage to get decent leverage.
Though Sara could hear the sounds of battle, she was far enough from it that she could not see any portion of the fight. Occasionally, upon the breeze, she could smell death and taste the blood of those upon the battlefield, but she knew that Valdadore was being pressed back. Their champions had dwindled. Seth was gone. His troops had thinned to alarming levels. Though Sara’s heart was broken and her anger destroyed, having been used against her, she showed no sign of emotion. There was nothing left now but pain and allowing it to show would be of no use.
She was trapped without a chance of escape. The only person who could possibly rescue her was Borrik, and he had no way of knowing where she was. She knew none would come to her aid.
Sara felt she at least had to try to escape so she could tell herself that she had made an effort, even if there wasn’t anything to go back to. Crouching, she sprang upwards and invoked the blessing upon her boots.
Rocketing up to the all-too-near ceiling of her cage, Sara’s head glanced off the steel top at an unnatural angle as her neck and both shoulders were crushed by the impact. Without so much as a dent, Sara fell back to the floor in a twisted heap, waiting patiently for the ability to control and feel her body once again. Her situation was helpless, and if her inability to escape were not bad enough alone, a man appeared from between the tents and came directly to her cage. He quickly harnessed a pair of oxen he had led to it and began to lead the beasts further away from the battle.
*****
Linaya stood at the edge of the portal cut through the floor at her feet. Below her, Zorbin had just killed a man by throwing a pickaxe at him. Though she was disgusted by the murder, she silently cheered the dwarf on. If he managed to win, they would have the army they needed to march back to Valdadore and bring aid to their kingdom. Linaya watched anxiously, imagining what the future might hold in the days to come. Below her, Zorbin jogged down the ramp opposite the one he had killed the dwarf on. She watched him go, praying that Gorandor would protect him.
*****
Zorbin made the base of the ramp without opposition and, glancing around warily, he turned left, in the last direction he had seen the dwarf he sought. Walking half a mile he climbed a rise to look around and located the dwarf off in the distance. At first Zorbin did not realize how his adversary was making such good time across the landscape. After studying what it was he was looking at for several minutes, he then realized what had made him analyze the sight in the first place.
Though his opponent was some way off in the distance, he appeared much closer than he should. Zorbin became worried. He expected the man to have strength, or perhaps a magical hammer as did Drummit; hell, maybe even the ability to walk through stone. Instead his opponent shared a similar blessing to himself. The dwarf had expanded to three or four times his normal size. Zorbin picked up the pace, for even the underground colony of dwarves relied heavily upon the sun for light, and already the day was getting late. He wished Xanth was with him. The dire wolf would be a great asset in such a situation as this.
For two hours Zorbin moved to intercept his opponent and nearing to within a few hundred yards he finally came fully into sight. His opponent was intelligent. The dwarf had gone to a location that gave him a strategic advantage. Not only was the unnamed dwarf uphill from Zorbin, but also there was only one narrow path to gain access to him. All over the landscape in this area, stalagmites climbed from the ground creating sharp spikes on the ground in varying sizes.
The russet-haired, giant dwarf stood within a small clearing inside the stalagmite forest, a long poleaxe balanced over his shoulder. Zorbin eyed him carefully as he grew nearer, looking for a clear way to approach his foe but was unable to find one.
The brown-haired dwarf had a vast advantage over him. He had the upper ground, only one clear approach, and a weapon that gave him an extended reach. Zorbin had a shovel which he discarded. Useless. He also had a chain and a chisel. These he kept, tucking the chisel into his belt, and holding the long chain with both of his hands. He saw no way to draw the dwarf out to him, and as such had no choice but do exactly what his foe wanted.
Swinging the chain around his head, Zorbin charged his enemy up the only clear path available to him. He hoped, if the opposition tried to attack, his chain would tangle around the poleaxe thus allowing him to yank it out of his hands. As he neared, however, one thing he anticipated and another that he didn’t happened with unexpected result.
Twirling his chain, he ran full tilt towards his foe, who lashed out with his poleaxe as expected. Instead of tangling around its long shaft as Zorbin had hoped, his chain instead bounced off the lowered shaft to twist around a stalagmite that rose from the ground just a few feet ahead. As the chain twirled back in Zorbin’s direction, it became slack and, bouncing off the ground, the jumbled links tripped Zorbin, sending him sprawling forward totally off balance.
Seeing his opening, the other dwarf struck out again with his weapon, but Zorbin reacted with yet another unexpected response. Closing off his blessing momentarily, Zorbin shrank instantly as his enemy’s weapon sailed overhead. Still flailing as he stumbled through the tangles of his own chain, Zorbin again summoned his blessing. Now exploding in size he dove head first towards his enemy. They connected in a wholly unnatural way with Zorbin driving the top of his head into the groin of his enemy.
 The brown-haired dwarf released his poleaxe as his breath exploded from his lungs with an awkward squeak. As Zorbin righted himself slightly, he drew the chisel from his belt and used its sharp edge to plunge through the Achilles tendon of his enemy. As his foe retreated a step, still unable to breathe with his stomach in knots, Zorbin yanked the chisel free and plunged it into the dwarf’s opposite knee with a twist.
With neither leg able to bear his weight, the brown-haired dwarf toppled over backwards with a twist as he fell. Not even a scream escaped him as a stalagmite thrust up between his ribs, ripping an ever-widening hole the further gravity and momentum dragged the dwarf down. For several minutes the dwarf twitched as nerves in his brain continued to fire.
Zorbin looked around and climbed back to his feet. Luck had been on his side this time. Without it, his trip over the chain would have been fatal. He located his dead enemy’s stash and collected a pair of single-edged axes, a sack filled with food and a water flask. He grinned. At least he would have a full belly when he went after the remaining two candidates for king in the morning. Darkness was falling fast, and so long as Zorbin stayed put and did not bother lighting a fire, the chances of one of his challengers sneaking up on him were less than slim.
Zorbin quickly ate a meal and drank his fill of water. Relinquishing his blessing he gathered up the chain and draped it about his small clearing, spanning the spaces between the stalagmites. It was a minimal defense, but if anyone ran into the chain he hoped it would wake him. He sat motionless the last hour before dark upon his small stalagmite-covered hill peering off into the distance. He searched for anything that appeared out of place; any movement, or any flash or shine of light.
As dark fell Zorbin thought he spied movement several miles off, however at that distance, in light that had all but failed, he assured himself that it was simply a trick of the eyes. Laying back, the pack as his pillow, Zorbin settled in for the night. For more than two hours he listened to the darkness before finally drifting off to sleep.
*****
Linaya watched Zorbin’s chain mishap from above, and though the details were lost at such a distance, even Gumbi and the king thought Zorbin a goner when he tripped. Each of them was surprised when the member of the Ironfist clan sent his opponent sprawling over backwards to fall upon the stone spikes. Though she may or may not have smiled proudly, clapping her hands like a fool, Linaya reminded herself that there were yet two more dwarves to subdue. One of them would have to be killed. As darkness fell both above and below the coliseum and Linaya rose from her kneeling position, she noticed movement out of the corner of her eye.
Straining against the darkness she was certain she saw a form darting among the darkest shadows just a few miles away from her fellow Valdadorian. Darkness then filled the chamber below and all sight was lost.
Rising, Gumbi took Linaya’s arm and guided her from the room and through several more adjacent chambers where smokeless candles had been lit. Leading her back out of the capital building and down a side street he brought her to two stone dwarves that each held an axe over a doorway.
Opening the door, Gumbi allowed Linaya to enter and told her he would return before daylight the next day. Closing the door behind him, Gumbi left Linaya to her own musings to return to his own chambers, allowing her to explore her accommodations.
Linaya inwardly drooled at her surroundings. When Gumbi turned to leave, so slowly she was certain he did it on purpose, she began to take stock of the room already. Everything here was lavish and made by expert craftsmen. The walls were painted in murals of wilderness scenes of the like only found above the dwarven realm. The floor was covered entirely in thick lush rugs and there was a selection of places to sit with several styles of chair. Linaya tried them all, at least briefly, before settling on a favorite.
Rising from her preferred chair, she then strolled into the next room only to find a huge lavish bed covered in silky luscious pillows, and canopied in silken linen so fine it appeared to be made of heavenly gossamer. Again Linaya plunged herself into the luxurious comfort laid out before her and the bed swallowed her like a giant awaiting a meal. Lying there for several moments, indulging, she chided herself harshly for allowing herself such luxuries. The man she loved was upon a field of battle somewhere, quite possibly fighting for his very life alongside everyone else she knew, yet here she was upon a silk covered bed that was softer than a cloud.
She wondered suddenly if this is what Garret had imagined for her all along. He knew the trip was a long shot at best and would more than likely end in failure. He anticipated her staying here for the long haul, but even so she was angry that there was literally nothing she could do to help Valdadore.
From the beginning it had been an unlikely quest. When they had arrived at Boulder Gate and heard that the king was old and tired, Linaya’s hopes had fallen further. When he openly admitted he would not march out his armies without so much as being asked, her hopes had died. Then Zorbin had literally been tossed into the fire, and suddenly her optimism had been renewed. She knew the outcast dwarf had what it took, not only to win, but also to rule this nation. Unfortunately thus far most of the ceremony had been more luck than skill.
Anything could happen, but Linaya held her faith in Zorbin and the gods. As neither Garret nor Zorbin would likely get much rest this night, Linaya crawled out of the luxurious bed, deciding instead to sleep upon the floor. Sadly, she still felt guilty as even the rugs felt amazing upon her skin. Such was the case that she quickly fell asleep, a dream of home, and of Garret, quickly coming to mind.
*****
Sara, within her iron cage, trundled across the frozen lake in the opposite direction to the flow of Sigrant’s troops. Though multitudes of eyes fell upon her, she ignored them, knowing if she were to show a reaction then they would have gotten exactly what they wanted. Instead, she sat upright in the middle of her tiny cell watching the passage of bodies around her. Most of the troops were already upon the battlefield but here upon the lake teams of animals and men pulled war machines and siege equipment across the ice.
Sigrant’s rear lines had caught up with the main body of his army and Sara made calculations, counted machines and teams, and memorized the information in case somehow she was rescued. Such information could be priceless. With her pain and hatred pushed aside in order to preserve her sanity, she focused upon counting and watching to pass the time.
Hours later, Sara strained her ears as a roaring began to grow in the distance. Slowly the sound grew and eventually, leaning into the bars of her cage, Sara could see the great armored beasts slowly crawling across the ice of the lake. As they grew nearer she witnessed for herself the smoke that poured from their nostrils as fire peeked out from between their jagged teeth. Their enormous bodies were covered entirely in plates of overlapping metal, and handlers ran about the beasts in a chaotic maelstrom of bodies.
Her cart lurched to a stop, the oxen pulling it becoming nervous. The man that led them covered their eyes, blinding them from the potential danger lying ahead. With a few well-placed strikes to the animals’ heads and flanks eventually they began to move again.
Nearer and nearer still the giant metal-covered beasts came, and she continued to observe them without realizing the obvious. It was not until they were right on top of her that she understood what it really was that she was seeing.
The handlers were not handlers at all, but teams of gnomish engineers and mechanics who accompanied these great war machines they had designed for King Sigrant. Each of the metal beasts, though appearing a great lizard-like creature that breathed fire, was no more than a mechanism built of metal and powered by fire and steam.
The great lumbering machines had no real legs to speak of, but instead had great spiked steel wheels that spun below them, camouflaged by armor plates that resembled limbs. The fronts of the machines were designed to resemble the heads of the great beasts, and fire spat and spewed from their open mouths, into which the gnomes regularly fed a fuel source that appeared to be small black rocks. At regular intervals steam exploded from the nostrils of the machines. Within the lenses of the eyes, if you looked close enough, you could see yet more gnomes behind the tinted glass pulling levers and twisting knobs to propel and steer the machines across the ice.
They were by far the most complicated and wondrous machines Sara had ever seen. She knew the gnomes invented and created a vast many things, but she would have never imagined such creations as these were possible.
The line of metal beasts lumbered along and, after a while, Sara witnessed what many would probably not see in their lifetime. At a point of apparent panic, gnomes rushed to and fro screaming and hollering with bags of tools and other various implements that were beyond Sara’s understanding. One of the great beasts had come to a stop, and the gnomes had removed the armored side from it, exposing its inner workings.
Though she did not know the proper names for the vast majority of what she saw, she recognized many of the pieces, and believed she also had found a major weakness in their design.
Within the metal beast copper piping ran amuck with valves and tubes seemingly everywhere, but tracing the lines of copper with her eyes, she saw that they all ran eventually to a great copper container that sat just behind the mouth and was heated by the fire in the jaw. None of that was the weakness that she saw, though, as it was all protected by the steel-plated armor.
Instead it was the larger pieces of the machine that she thought could be used to bring the beasts to a stop. Though the copper piping was prevalent throughout, the largest two pipes ran into a box that had a large cog attached to it. This cog meshed with another which was the first of a series running to the rear of the machine and finally meshed with the rear axle. Sara realized two things about the machines. If the fire in the mouth went out, the beast would stop moving. Also, if something were wrapped about the axle, causing it to twist up into the various cogs, the machine would become entangled and unable to move.
Though her thoughts were more or less a distraction to keep her mind off the inner pain she felt, it was not until she sensed something else that her emotions broke free of the dam she had constructed before them. Just as she was passing the last of the mechanical beasts she felt the tug at her soul as yet another connection was made with her soul.
Another of her kind had been changed and reawoken. Moments later a surge of power flowed into her, slow at first and building strength with each passing moment. King Sigrant had awoken anew. He was one of her kind. Worse, he was rapidly feeding upon a great many people to increase his power. Sara felt sickened. Had it not been for her mistakes such a thing would not have happened. If it had not been for her need to be always more, she would not have spread her sickness. Had it not been for her, Valdadore might have stood a chance. Not now. Sara finally understood Sigrant’s plan.
*****
Garret towered over the soldiers surrounding him, and kicked out, sending several flying as they screamed. In one hand he held a sword, the very sword he had used to remove his own arm. Upon that shoulder, where the arm had been, naught but a crudely formed jagged scar remained. The metallic sheen of his flesh made it appear even worse than it was.
Garret surveyed the battle. His father and Jack had been lost. His remaining Knights of Valdadore had all fallen. The vast majority of the mages under his command were gone. His brother Seth was lost. Most of his brother’s giant werewolf soldiers had perished as well. Their army had been decimated. It was only a matter of time before they all fell.
Though Garret wanted nothing more than to let his emotions take him, let the bloodlust sweep through him, one thought kept him in check. He had a responsibility. Not only to himself, but to the kingdom as well. Also to the woman he adored, and had sent to safety. He had sworn to protect them all, to fight for them all. He had sworn to do whatever was in his power to see to it that Valdadore survived.
Across the battlefront the Valdadorians were steadily being driven back. Amongst the remaining common soldiers and archers, only a few dozen of Seth’s werewolves remained. Though they were vicious, and put up a hell of a fight, their numbers were waning. Borrik too remained, presently throwing both fireballs and enemy soldiers at more of their kind. Sadly, Garret knew what must be done. The battle could not be won.
Tilting his head back slightly, Garret called a full retreat. If they could at least make it back to Valdadore, they had a chance of surviving. Perhaps the cold of winter would drive the enemy out of their kingdom. It was their only hope.
Garret began working back to his own lines. If he could help hold the line more of his common soldiers would likely survive the retreat. He would do what he could to save as many as possible. He watched and listened as his order was relayed throughout the battlefield. Slowly, impossibly slowly, his remaining men and women began to extract themselves from the fray and fall back. But the enemy would not let them go.
He knew the entire retreat would be a fight. He knew the enemy would be relentless, always on their heels. Garret was sure that they could make it, and then came yet another unexpected blow.
As they began their slow retreat, Garret saw with his own two eyes as one of his brother’s werewolves, blessed with immense size, vanished into a sea of soldiers around him. He had shriveled back to his normal size, his blessing, like his god, was lost. Less than half an hour later and another shrank. Champions were disappearing at an alarming rate. There was little else that Garret could think to do besides give yet another command. He wondered if they would follow.
“Run!” Garret yelled as his voice boomed across the battlefield. “Go now with all haste, do not look back…Run!”
The order was relayed and in seconds thousands took flight, turning and running as their king bid them to do. Many were struck down from behind, but it appeared, at least for a moment, that the invaders would not take up the chase.
That moment passed, and as even the king turned to flee, his hopes were yet again dashed as Sigrant’s troops took to the heels of the Valdadorians. His army barely had a lead on the enemy.
Spurred on by the imminent death that followed them, the Valdadorians ran like the wind. Slowly, they established an ever-widening lead ahead of their foe. Garret’s head swiveled back and forth looking down his fleeing lines. They had already been decimated. Fewer than three thousand soldiers remained by his estimation. Another of Seth’s werewolves shrank. He prayed that Gorandor would save them and see them safely through the gates of Valdadore.
*****
Feeling the savage urge for sustenance he tasted the air, sniffing several times in rapid succession. Around him bodies stood, packed together like cargo in a warehouse. More appropriately, like cattle brought in for slaughter. He could hear their breaths, taste them. Their hearts beat a constant crescendo like rain upon a roof, and their sweat put a salty tang upon the air inside the tent. The thirst was constant. Nagging. He fought the urge to heed its call.
Flicking his tongue out he wet his too-dry lips, his entire mouth feeling dusty and gritty as if he hadn’t had a drink in days. He opened his eyes slowly; the interior of the tent was exactly as he recalled from hours before when he had been brought to lay here. Upon the table, King Sigrant found himself secured just as he had ordered.
Thick chains clamped about his wrists and feet, circling his waist as well, attaching him firmly to the heavy metal table. Though he and his healers and mages had studied the vampires, none knew what drove them, nor what portion of their human thought processes remained. The chains were a precaution. King Sigrant was happy to find that he could overcome the thirst that fought to unhinge him. Had he not anticipated it, though, it could have been a different outcome.
Looking around the darkened tent, only four small torches had been lit to shed light upon his surroundings. Everything was exactly as he had commanded. A few feet away, his collection of lovers, his wives and harem stood watching him in fearful anticipation. Without his gaze leaving the women whom he would make his bodyguards, he gave his first order.
“Unchain me.”
With a quick “Yes sire,” a guard appeared and began unlocking the clasps upon his wrists and ankles.
Near four hundred bodies were packed into the tent. The nearest were a few of his most trusted advisors, and then his harem. The vast majority of those who remained were whores, brought to pleasure members of his army who proved themselves worthy of a reward. These had been stripped naked to ensure they carried no weapons, nor currently bore a child. Beyond those, a ring of armed soldiers stood with their backs pressed against the canvas of the tent should anyone try to flee the temporary building.
In the two tents next to this, cages, originally intended for prisoners, had been stockpiled three high in tight rows. Into these he would place the whores when he finished with them. His plan was simple. He would begin by changing his harem, making them the strongest of his followers. His harem would then, a few hours later, begin changing the whores. These, over the days to come, would be used to change the army. An inhuman army of untold strength alone was invaluable, but the process would also make him the strongest and fastest man upon the planet.
Rubbing his wrists after the shackles had been removed, he grinned, realizing the habit was for naught. After all, there was no circulation to restore. Not really. Certain that all was in place, and that his plan would work, King Sigrant invited the women he used intimately to his side with a gesture. Happily, if not hesitantly, they came to him. They had been told of the plan, and assured that there was nothing to fear. Not that they had a choice in the matter, but the king tried to treat them each as he would a woman worthy of his children.
Choosing the first of them, the youngest, he pulled her teen body into his lap. She was light as a feather, and she opened her small body to him willingly. He had no intentions of taking her in this manner, however, and had selected her first to save her the fear that might come from witnessing the change of another.
Slowly, cautiously, he brought his lips to her neck, kissing her tenderly. He listened as her heart raced in anticipation and felt each beat through her skin. Then, without warning, he bit hard into her soft, warm flesh. She cried out, the pain unexpected, but she didn’t try to escape him.
The blood flowed into King Sigrant and with it the power of her young life. With it came pleasure, and then arousal. He could feel the same happening to her as she moaned, twisting in his lap. He could smell her becoming moist and feel the heat building between her legs. He could also taste the fear in her blood.
Unable to resist, King Sigrant reached down to his waist and tore his trousers open. Lifting her small body, he pulled her close to himself, her legs spreading to straddle his. Then, abruptly, as he bore her entire weight, he thrust her whole body down hard, driving his engorged manhood deep into her womb.
For the next several hours, hundreds of onlookers watched as their king pleasured himself with each and every member of his harem. Moans and screams broke the silence regularly as he had his way with the women. He experimented by biting them in several locations and found he preferred some places over others. Emotion tinged their blood with different flavors, and like his women, he realized that variety was something he enjoyed.
Just watching the display excited many who watched and before long the whores who had been brought to be changed began to touch themselves and each other. Hours later, as the night grew dark, a massive orgy played out inside the tent as the first members of King Sigrant’s harem awoke into their new lives. Though it was not the organized process King Sigrant had originally intended, this seemed more natural. This was how the race was designed to be spread, so he allowed it to happen. When his final wife reawakened to her new life, he placed into her arms a young woman before stalking out of the tent into the cool night-time air.
Feeling invigorated like never before, he strode to the battlefield, his normal guards upon his heels and a steady stream of messengers vying for his attention. Though he widely ignored them, their constant ramblings destroying the enjoyment of the moment, he did glean that the enemy lines had finally broken. Valdadore was in a full retreat.
Turning to one of his guards he gave the only order he would give for the night.
“Prepare to move camp. We will have but a couple hours to tear it down, move it, and set it up again before daylight.”



Chapter Thirteen 
Zorbin was asleep, dreaming of riding Xanth through the forests upon the surface when the dangling chain that surrounded him jangled. The sound was slight, barely perceptible, but unnatural. With it, Zorbin’s dream vanished, and opening his eyes he rolled quickly to one side. Too late.
With a scream of pain, the impact hit him in the ribs. He felt something penetrate him, shoving a rib to each side and then he felt them snap. The object within him was yanked free. Though he could not breathe, he ignored the pain and kicked out with both legs.
He could not see his foe, but as luck would have it, one of his feet made contact when he kicked out. He managed to shift in size as he rolled away, snatching up the pair of single-bladed axes as he came to his feet. He heard his attacker rush from the side and pitied the dwarf. To the side was a veritable forest of stone spikes, yet the dwarf came seemingly unimpeded.
Using his ears to track his foe as he neared, Zorbin struck out with one axe, bringing his full body to bear behind the blow. He hoped to end the dwarf in a single hit. Instead, with all his might behind the swing, Zorbin struck a large column of stone rising from the ground below him. Such was the force of the blow that his axe handle exploded into pieces, his wrist and forearm also shattering with the impact. Zorbin feared the worst. Without the use of an arm, and with two broken ribs, even with his blessing of size and strength he would be at a vast disadvantage.
Through the pain he focused, and listened again for his foe. Nothing stirred. He turned and swept the air about him with his remaining axe. Something shifted away slightly; Zorbin heard the scrape. Continuing his spin, Zorbin hooked the dangling chain with his axe, and twisting it while he spun, he pulled it free, gathering it around him. His enemy had not anticipated the move, and was caught off guard by the chain that suddenly dragged him towards Zorbin. Feeling the newly added resistance, Zorbin yanked hard on the chain and heard the yelp his opponent gave as he plummeted to the ground in the darkness.
Without hesitation Zorbin pounced upon his fallen enemy. Though his axe blade was wrapped up in the chain, he used it as a club, bludgeoning his enemy again and again. The body beneath him struggled to be free, but in his blessed size, the smaller dwarf could not dislodge him. Then, just as he was sure he would be the victor, the opponent beneath him vanished into the stone below. He had revealed his blessing.
It was not a unique blessing. Throughout the ages many dwarves had been given the ability to pass through stone. It allowed them to locate veins of desirable resources, springs, and structural weaknesses. But Zorbin was worried. His foe could return at any time, at will. Injured and alone in the darkness, Zorbin remained silent. He even held his breath, hoping to hear if his opponent remained near. As his adrenaline faded, the pain from his wounds threatened to overcome him. He dared not pass out, and so concentrated with all of his being on the darkness around him. For hours he waited in silence, fearful to move even an inch. Every sound, heard or imagined, grabbed his attention and he spent the long quiet night nervous and fearful of what the darkness could bring.
*****
Just an hour after dark King Sigrant rode atop his stallion. The entire camp had been torn asunder in minutes and packed upon carts. Currently, each and every whore was unconscious as their bodies changed. In a long line of carts their naked forms were visible, each locked within an iron cage. Though many eyes strayed onto them, none dared risk the consequence of disobeying their king’s orders.
For several hours the huge train of carts and camp followers trundled east, following the army that now chased Valdadore’s dwindling force. Sigrant traveled with the dismantled camp. Behind him, his harem followed upon foot. Though they had carriages to ride in, they each had decided that the freedom of the night offered them better opportunity to realize their new limitations.
The king was impressed with their ability to keep pace. Already they had each fed upon at least two dozen other humans. Naturally they were stronger than the humans. Faster too. But with each new vampire they created, the stronger they became. He too could feel the power that had swollen within him. They each fed him with power.
Now, already feeling lifetimes away from what he had been merely hours ago, King Sigrant was forced to be careful with his reins. He had broken two sets already. Also he had to intentionally slow his words. The faster he became the faster he spoke and although he really didn’t notice, others obviously did. Throughout the majority of the night they trailed the army, growing ever nearer to the foreign capital city. King Sigrant could not wait to walk the halls of the palace as he weighed all of his new options.
Both forces moved at an astounding pace, but rather than press further and risk the camp being incomplete before the sun rose, Sigrant called a halt a full five miles out from the enemy city and ordered the camp erected again. Reports rolled in that the Valdadorians had made the city, and Sigrant was not in the mood for a siege. It would be a full two days before his siege engines and war machines caught up at this pace. He had two days to prepare and create his new army. Valdadore was in for a surprise.
*****
Upon being struck by the bolt that ended his life, Seth’s life force was parted from his body as with any other being upon Thurr, though a bit of his consciousness remained in the flesh, slowly fading as the cells died, and the synapses in the brain stopped firing.
Before all connections to life had ceased in his body, however, he had been removed from the pole, and Sara had shared blood with him. Had more life energy been within him, a residue of sorts, there might have been a chance for him to rise again. As it was, the change to vampire was not immediate, requiring a person to pass through death to be reborn as a vampire. In order to complete the process, they had to start it alive, with enough energy to sustain the change. Seth’s body had contained no such thing.
 
Over the hours the residue of life died, Seth’s memories fading, and then something unexpected happened. Somewhere in the battle a werewolf died. Though his aura and consciousness were elsewhere, enough residue of Seth remained in the body to cause the werewolf’s life force, a force sworn to the walking god who had created it, to join with Seth’s fallen body.
With new power, the body attempted to reanimate, and Sara’s vampire blood mixed with Seth’s. Within seconds the power was expended as the vampiric properties within Seth’s body attempted to heal the massive wound in his chest.
Again the body began to fade and again another werewolf died. For a few moments healing began anew, then as before it stopped. Again and again the process repeated, and then when the body was nearly completely mended, a retreat was called. No more werewolves died. None loyal to Seth fell, no more life parted their bodies to rejoin the corpse of the deceased death mage. His body, and the last of his consciousness faded, swept away as the brain finally stopped firing random impulses.
*****
Linaya was awakened by a knock upon the door, and rising from the floor she felt amazingly well rested. Running her fingers through her hair, in an effort to make it presentable, she pulled the door open to find Gumbi on the other side. He stood in his polished armor, his impatience to be on the move more than evident.
Linaya dared not delay, and stepping out of the door she smiled briefly to her escort before going out into the road at his side. Together they made their way back to and through the capital building before entering that final dark chamber they had inhabited until the night before.
Within the room, unlike the previous day, many dwarven men, most of them elderly, sat upon the ring of stools that encircled the hole in the floor. These were the dwarven thanes, each royalty in their own right. Linaya bowed low upon entering the room, showing her respect.
“My lords,” she said in greeting.
The room exploded in laughter and even Gumbi joined in, his barrel chest heaving with the sound. Linaya was beyond confused, not understanding what it was that the dwarven men found so amusing. It was not until several minutes later, when the chamber quieted, that Gumbi finally explained.
“Sorry, Lady Linaya, it seems there was a rumor that Zorbin of the Ironfist clan had returned home with a hideous human wife. The thanes only laugh because even they realize that the story is obviously untrue, and your description was greatly exaggerated to make the rumor more believable.”
“Exaggerated how?” Linaya asked, somewhat offended, though understanding a bit better the dwarven culture.
“It was said that though you were frightful to look upon, you had backside like a sack of boulders and everyone knows that the men of Ironfist are all very fond of backsides.”
Linaya laughed as well. Often Garret teased that from certain angles she appeared to be a boy, so small was her bottom.
“You’re not near as hideous as we was told neither!” one of the dwarves commented.
“Well, you see, that I can appreciate,” Linaya replied, her smile growing larger. Dwarves enjoyed giving each other a hard time. By picking on her, they were in effect accepting her.
She found herself a seat amongst the many gray beards and settled in with them to peer through the portal in the floor just as light began to brighten the darkness below.
*****
Finally light was restored to the coliseum, and Zorbin stood upon the mound of stone and spikes. Summoning his blessing he peered around but found no sign of the previous night’s attacker. Assured he was at least somewhat secure, he closed off the power that flowed through him and retrieved the pack of food he had acquired.
Tearing the straps from the pack, Zorbin approached the dwarf he had killed the day prior. Removing the laces from the dwarf’s boots, and tearing off some strips of his clothing, Zorbin seated himself and got to work. Two hours later he stood again, his shattered arm bound securely to his side. Moving and stretching Zorbin assured himself that the bindings would not impede his ability to wield a weapon. Convinced, he gathered up his remaining axe and the food and water.
Setting out, he began straight back the way he had come the day before. Already familiar with the terrain he was able to make good time and by midday he found himself halfway up the ramps to the platform above. Stopping, having gained a decent vantage point of nearly half of the coliseum, he peered around the vast chamber below and within seconds located a foe. The dwarf approached him from nearly a mile off, not even bothering to disguise or hide his coming.
Zorbin wondered at the dwarf’s blessing. Was it the same man he had fought in the dark the previous night? He had no way of knowing. All he could do was wait. Sitting upon the ramp, he dared his adversary to come. Though it appeared the dwarf slowed slightly, he kept nearing and Zorbin concentrated on the upcoming battle. If he killed the dwarf, he would leave this ceremony alive.
The dwarf came and went, circling past the ramp that Zorbin sat upon. Knowing this was likely a ploy, allowing his foe to climb yet another ramp and sneak up behind him, Zorbin took matters into his own hands. Standing once again, he rushed down the ramp and gave chase. Nearly to the bottom, a split second after he had time to do anything about it, he watched as a hand shot up from the stone ramp he ran down.
Closing around his foot, the protruding hand tripped him and sent him rolling down the remainder of the ramp. Hitting the stone surface below with a thud and a grunt, the dwarf who had passed was upon him. Zorbin exploded in size, but even so his enemy was extremely strong.
Finally Zorbin knew what he was up against. His remaining foes had formed an alliance. The one that now pummeled him with a pair of medium rock hammers was blessed with strength and probably endurance; the other, who now appeared, could walk through stone.
Each was a formidable foe alone, but working together, Zorbin saw little chance of defeating the pair. Though pain exploded over his body time and again as the hammers landed, bruising and splitting flesh, he realized something. He did not need to defeat them both, only one of them.
Deflecting what blows he could, Zorbin attempted to reposition his body just as the second dwarf joined in beating upon him.
*****
Garret stood outside the western gate of the city until the last member of his army had gone through. Decided that no more were coming, he entered himself and ordered the gate closed. Behind him the giant doors smashed shut as wood and metal beams were dropped into place, barring them closed. More beams were placed into notches in the road and braced against the door.
Battle-weary soldiers and archers climbed the stairs up the massive walls, taking their places to defend the city without so much as a spoken order. All of them realized that this was the last stand. If they did not keep the enemy outside the wall it was all over. Taking posts upon the wall they all waited and watched for the enemy to come.
They soon realized that Sigrant’s forces had no wish to come within bowshot but instead began to set camp a few miles off, easily visible from the top of the wall. Garret paced the wall, wishing the enemy would attack. He did not want time to think about the events that had transpired. He dared not be overwhelmed by emotion. He stood and watched, waiting for the invaders to make their move. Nothing happened.
*****
Linaya watched as Zorbin sat himself upon one of the ramps, an enemy approaching him from a distance, slowly. She also observed as another dwarf came from the rear and vanished into the stone of the platform complex. She realized long before Zorbin did that he was being set up, yet there was nothing she could do about it. If she were to lean through the hole and yell he would surely hear her, but she doubted that the thanes seated around her would appreciate cheating. All she could do was watch in silent agony as Zorbin took up a chase that resulted in him being savagely beaten by both of his opponents. She knew he could only take so much.
*****
Zorbin, beset upon by both of his remaining competitors, only had one option available to him. Twisting his huge body to the side he placed his already shattered arm nearest his enemies. Though they beat upon him relentlessly with boot and hammer and fist, at least now they primarily beat on an arm that was already useless.
Playing possum, Zorbin closed away his blessing and instantly shrank. His sudden size shift caused his foes to rush in nearer to finish him off, thinking him unconscious. When they came within range, however, Zorbin again connected to his blessing and exploded in size. His rapid expansion tripped up both of his opponents and sent them sprawling.
Spinning upon his side, Zorbin targeted the first dwarf that he found and, kicking out with both feet, caught the dwarf square in the face. So sudden and vicious was the attack that the dwarf’s head snapped backwards to an odd angle before he crumpled to the ground in a heap.
Only one dwarf besides himself remained. Now the only thing to do was make the other dwarf submit. Zorbin rolled to his knees and climbed to his feet. Turning he located his foe who was already charging him and brandishing the pair of hammers.
Leaning into the blow, Zorbin dropped his shoulder and in turn charged the dwarf that rushed him. With his superior size, he half collided, half tripped over the smaller dwarf, and together they tumbled to the ground. Kicking and rolling, the two battered each other relentlessly, but with his greater size Zorbin came out on top, pinning the much smaller dwarf to the ground beneath him.
“Submit!” Zorbin growled.
Awaiting an answer for several moments, the other dwarf made not a sound, yet continued to squirm and fight. Raising his good hand, Zorbin balled his fingers into a huge fist before smashing the smaller dwarf full in the face. Nose, teeth, and jaw crumpled under the blow in a spray of blood. His foe gurgled.
“Now listen, you stubborn bag of bones,” Zorbin began. “You and I need to walk out of here in agreement, you see?” Zorbin didn’t wait for a reply, as he didn’t expect one. Instead he kept on talking.
“If you prefer I can sit here beating you until all your insides are jelly, but eventually you will do as I tell you.” Zorbin paused, letting his words sink in. “If you and I don’t crawl out of this damned pit in agreement they will just toss us back in, so here is what I suggest.” Zorbin told his enemy of his plan. Eventually, only moments into his speech, his opponent nodded his agreement and cautiously Zorbin climbed off the dwarf whose face was rapidly swelling beyond recognition.
Together the pair walked up the steeply sloping ramp to the surface, Zorbin helping to guide his ally. Reaching the top they paused as a ladder was lowered from above. Zorbin allowed his companion to make the climb first, and followed him up seconds later having once again returned to his normal size.
Though they lived, both dwarves were in need of healing attention and climbing through the hole they each in turn collapsed to the floor where healers appeared out of the shadows to tend to them. Several hours later, as speech was restored to one and an arm to the other, the thanes came to stand before the two dwarves. They looked upon them, already knowing what had transpired, and awaiting the words that were required.
*****
Linaya watched in disbelief as Zorbin turned a terrible situation on its head. One second she was sure he was a goner, his blessing having appeared to have abandoned him. The next he exploded once more, and with a ferocious kick one of his enemies ceased to exist. Seconds later her fellow Valdadorian sat atop his remaining foe, pummeling him into a bloody mess.
Though the scene that played out before her was both brutal and violent, Linaya could not help but feel relieved and excited. Not only had Zorbin survived but he also had won. Rocking back on her heels she sighed loudly, a grin appearing upon her face. The thanes around her noted her happiness and one even dared pat her on the back, realizing that a great weight had been lifted off her shoulders.
Less than half an hour later the two dwarfs climbed through the portal in the floor and immediately healers rushed to their aid. After all, one of the men who climbed from that hole was officially the king of the entire dwarven nation now.
For over three hours the dwarven healers said prayers and chanted over their injured kindred. Slowly the dwarfs’ wounds vanished and as the healers finally stepped aside, their work complete, the previous king and his thanes surrounded the pair upon the floor.
Linaya watched the following moments as words were traded at first in dwarven, then switching to the human tongue to include her. It was Zorbin who spoke first.
“I, Zorbin of the Ironfist clan, swear my fealty to Dronik of the Rusty Beard clan as the one true King of the Dwarves of Boulder Gate. Furthermore, I swear to uphold my new king’s first order as is my duty as one of his subjects.”
An audible gasp came from all those gathered in the room, including Linaya herself. All of them had witnessed Zorbin pummeling the Dronik fellow nearly to death. It had been obvious what the outcome had been. Why was it, then, that Zorbin was saying that this other dwarf had won the competition?
“As king to the twelve clans and leader of the dwarven nation, I order the armies of Boulder Gate assembled and ready to march to Valdadore’s aid by morning.”
Another gasp. Though it would not be evident to Linaya until hours later when Zorbin explained what had transpired, everyone else in the room realized in an instant what had happened. Though Zorbin had been the obvious victor, he was an outcast. Many considered him a traitor to their race. Had he taken the rulership of the nation it was possible that a civil war could have followed. The chances of leading a dwarven army to Valdadore’s assistance would have been slim to none. Instead, the dwarf had been wise beyond his years and had come to terms with the man he had defeated. He would trade a lifetime of leadership to the nation for a single battle campaign. Each of the thanes in their own time nodded their heads in understanding before departing the room. Linaya remained, stunned.
The old king, a gray beard of more than seven hundred years, knelt down low beside the new king and carefully removed his crown from his brow. Gently, he handed it to Dronik to usher the dwarven nation into a new age and a new generation. Rising slowly, the old king spoke some words in his native tongue before he turned and strode from the room to live out his days in peace.
Linaya watched as Zorbin and Dronik rose and each turned to face her and Gumbi who still remained.
“It seems we have a war to plan, Gumbi,” Dronik said with a thick accent to the dwarf who was his elder by at least double.
“Indeed, my king, I am happy to serve you,” Gumbi answered.
“Wait, what?” Linaya asked, obviously confused.
“Gumbi is the kingdom’s war councilor to the king. Though the thanes all lead their own troops, they all answer to Gumbi, like a general in the Valdadorian army,” Zorbin answered.
“But why did you give away the kingship to him?” she asked pointing to Dronik before realizing what it was she was doing. “Sorry, I mean no disrespect, I just don’t understand…”
All three of the dwarves in the room laughed at her openly. It was not her fault she did not understand the ways of dwarves, but it was amusing to watch her swim upstream.
Zorbin told her that he would explain it all later, but first they needed to plan for the following day. Linaya’s visit had been useless, but Zorbin had somehow saved the day. Linaya was excited and when asked to leave the dwarves to their planning, she happily complied, returning to the luxurious bed she had foresworn the day previous. This time she jumped into its silky depths. When next she awoke Zorbin stood over her. It was the middle of the night, and the look upon his face was a serious one.
He explained to Linaya what had transpired and why he had done it. He also explained that it had all been Gumbi’s plan. Finally he got to the facts that really mattered to Linaya. Boulder Gate would be supplying help to the human kingdom of Valdadore. That aid would come in the form of one hundred thousand armed and armored troops, including more than a thousand blessed with abilities that made them champions in battle. They would march the following day and the trip on foot would take the dwarves about three weeks. Most of the dwarves had never seen the surface, and would need time to adjust to the light and the differing consistencies of the ground they trod upon.
Following Zorbin, Linaya left the house that had been lent to her, and together they walked to one of the many secret entrances to the dwarven kingdom. This one was only an hour from the city. Stepping out into the night, Linaya looked down upon the glinting steel armor of a hundred thousand dwarven soldiers. Both moons clung to the sky, lighting the way, and below, the ground shook beneath the trampling feet of the dwarven army. Linaya smiled.



Chapter Fourteen
Seth stood in a round room with no windows or doors. A layer of thick dust coated the ground and above the room a hole was barely visible in the ceiling where once a staircase had passed into the floor above. He had been here before. He had escaped here before. Yet here, now, no evidence of his prior escape remained.
He knew the room was not real. It was either a dream or a memory, but in either case it did not matter. He felt her in the room, but he refused to acknowledge her presence. His vision of the gods showed her power encircling his own, swallowing it, so immense was her aura. Still he ignored her, pretending not to notice that she had come.
“You have failed me,” came her voice in a vehement hiss. “I gave you everything you needed to succeed and still you failed.”
Seth did not reply; he didn’t care.
“I gave you the power to change the world, to make it better. I gave you the power to save the woman you love and you repay me by pissing on it all,” the goddess whispered, her rage poisoning the air in the room.
“You gave me enough to hang myself with and nothing more. What progress I made was my doing with no credit to you,” Seth spat into the darkness.
“Progress? You call the mess you left, the plague you began…progress? You are nothing!”
“If I am nothing, the one who brought you the followers you needed to survive, then what does that make you?” Seth grinned inwardly, caring not if he angered her.
“It is unwise to tempt those who hold your life in their hands,” Ishanya stated.
“My life is over,” he shrugged.
Out of the darkness, a shadow appeared and from that shadow she coalesced, her body slowly taking form, a blight within the darkness. As before her hair was braided in small, tight rows that clung to her scalp before trailing down her back. Upon her body she wore wicked armor, darker than night, both beautiful and menacing. Under her arm she held a helm in the visage of a demon’s face with huge horns that curled out to each side. She looked upon him, her nostrils flaring. Sadly, she reminded Seth of Sara, at least to a degree.
He wished he could be with her now. She needed him, and he needed her. Something about them together made each of them better. Without him, she would be forever foresworn from the light, forced to live an eternity in darkness. He needed to get back to Sara.
Seth wished that she was his only concern, but Garret too needed him. Without Seth, Valdadore did not stand a chance at holding out against Sigrant’s forces. Without Seth, Garret would likely lose his mind to rage, forgetting his responsibilities. It was his brother that had wanted to be a soldier. He had wanted battle and glory. Now he had lost so much in the last few months that Seth knew Garret was near the edge. If he stepped over, there would be no coming back.
Borrik and the werewolves also needed Seth. Without him they would have no real purpose and would likely break down into more feral groups, turning upon the humans from which they were spawned. Though Borrik had been a priest with morals and beliefs, because of Seth he had put that behind him to become a killer. He needed Seth to remind him of his humanity.
There were a hundred reasons Seth needed to return to Thurr; a hundred things he had planned to see though until the end. There was so much he had left unfinished that even without a body his heart hurt for the want of life. Angered at his own weakness, his own failures, he lashed out at the goddess who had led him to the power he needed to fix all that he had broken. He needed her to send him back; he needed to convince her that he could serve her better.
“Send me back,” Seth said, more a question than a demand.
*****
Already Ishanya could see that he was slipping. Within minutes he would vanish from this world and return back from whence he came. There was nothing she could do about it. It was out of her hands, beyond her control. Looking upon the eternally weaving tapestry of time she saw where the threads of his life and his body intertwined yet again. It raced near.
Though she had not anticipated it, and not planned it, somehow the sum of his failures had been a success. Though it had not been a victory for her, causing her to lose a great portion of her hold on this game that she had started, he had become more than mortal. Even now his body regenerated, and just as it would start to tug at his soul across the planes, it would stop again.
Though she had lost a handle on him in some capacity, she could still bend him to her will. All Ishanya needed to do was convince him that she held the power over his life. He needed to think he was indebted to her. Ishanya formulated her plan.
“Returning you to your mortal flesh would do you little good, tiny mage. Your body lays destroyed, useless. There is no vessel to return your soul to,” she lied to her servant.
“You could fix it,” he replied, trying to keep his voice in check.
“Your beloved princess is a captive of the enemy. He plans to torture her for all eternity,” she lied again, playing to his fears.
“Why if you plan to keep me here do you not just end me and absorb my power?” Seth asked in anguish.
Ishanya pondered the question. If she could do as he said, she would have done so already. Alas, she was unable, and as such she was forced to let him return. Time was running short; a bargain would have to be struck and quickly.
“If I were to send you back, we would have to agree on some new terms.” Ishanya gave him a hint of hope.
“Anything you desire of me, my goddess,” Seth offered, the words feeling like death as they parted his lips. Seth of all people understood that striking a bargain with a god was ill-advised.
“I can send you back but every moment you will abide by my rules. If not I will see to it that everything you love is destroyed.”
“Yes, mighty Ishanya.”
“If I send you back you will no longer be fully human. Like your beloved princess you will become a creature of the night. If this becomes a limitation to your ability to serve me I suggest you fix it!”
“Yes, my goddess.”
Ishanya needed to hurry.
“A plague has been unleashed into the men of the world. You must quickly end the war and diminish its spread.”
“Yes Ishanya, anything you wish.”
“If I decide to send you back, as soon as your puny war is done, you will leave your kingdom and travel the world gathering me followers by any means necessary.”
“Yes, as you wish.”
Ishanya had him where she wanted him. He would return to the realm of the living whether she liked it or not. Now, however, he had sworn to do all she demanded. She would keep close tabs upon him to be sure he did. So long as he thought that she would hurt those he loved or again remove him from the living, so long as he feared her, he would do as she said. Ishanya waited and watched the flow of time. The moment arrived so she again spoke to her servant.
“So be it then, return to your corpse and serve me once more. I warn you slave…Fail me again and everything you cherish will burn before your eyes. Your father’s death will be a celebration compared to what I will do to those you have left.”
“I will not fail you again.”
Seth felt something tug at his consciousness. It pulled again. At first it was just a small thing, and then it yanked him like nothing he had ever felt before.
***** 
Posted on the wall, Valdadore’s soldiers stood looking down upon a small congregation of troops that had approached from Sigrant’s camp. It was obvious that they studied the giant gate and the city’s fortifications. An archer loosed an arrow into the group of enemy soldiers below. Meeting its mark, a soldier slumped in his saddle before leaning to the side and tumbling to the ground.
All their eyes turned up to the top of the wall, and from one on the ground a fireball lanced towards the defenders. Another of Seth’s werewolves fell.
Miles away, unnoticed by anyone, Seth’s corpse did something unexpected. With a twitch of his neck his heart fluttered, as again the synapses in his brain began to fire. Coughing, the death mage rose from the dead.
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Prologue
Lucifer was once the greatest of the archangels, taking up his place beside the Creator of all life.  From nearly the beginning of time, he served at the Creator’s side, doing whatever the Lord willed.  But slowly something began to change in Lucifer, and inevitably he sought the source of the change.
Over the eons he became jealous, envious of the love that was had for God.  Perhaps his inner light darkened. Perhaps being the hand of God had been too much for him.  Perhaps the seed of evil that had come from free will had taken root in heaven as well as earth.  For whatever reason, Lucifer sought to place himself above God.
So it was that Lucifer stood within the heavens, staring at the vast kingdom of beauty.  Envious of his master, he lusted to have it for himself to rule.  Knowing alone he could not defeat God, he plotted and subverted other angels to his cause.  Gaining momentum he raised an army and in the heavens a war was fought over not only the kingdom, but the domain of man as well.
So it was that many immortals were slain, but in the end the Creator and those loyal to Him were victorious.  To teach Lucifer a lesson and create a safe domain for all He loved, God saw fit not to slay the archangel that once stood beside Him.  Instead, He cast Lucifer down to forever inhabit hell, a fiery abyss where he would spend eternity in damnation.
 
“How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! How art thou cut down to the ground, which didst weaken the nations!”
Isaiah 14:12
 
Defeated, Lucifer was cast from heaven into the only portal between the immortal planes of heaven and hell…Earth.  Though most envision this as an instantaneous process, it is not.  For any soul, mortal or immortal, to pass between heaven and hell, they must first cross through the domain of man, in mortal flesh, over the expanse of a human life.
Some religions believe this to be purgatory, a place for souls to absolve all their sins.  Regardless of its name, however, those souls cast down from heaven live yet again, usually as tortured beings whose inner turmoil allows them little of the fulfillment and happiness a mortal life can provide.  It is conquering this torment and following the path of light that grants these souls eternity at God’s side.  Most are incapable.
Knowing this, and knowing that for him there was no redemption, Lucifer came upon the world in mortal flesh.  Tormented were his heart and soul, to the very point of no return.  But refusing to show his weakness to those in heaven, and as defiance to his lord and creator, he spread his seed within mankind.
Taking a mortal lover, as angels were forbidden to do, Lucifer spawned a demon, which was not too different from the demigods of legend.  Seeking escape from its fleshy womb, the child cursed by God, tore free from its mother in labor, and instead of seeking her tit, it fed upon her blood, killing her.
A creature cursed by God, Lucifer taught the demonic beast dressed in human flesh how to survive as a creature banished from the light.  It was doomed to walk the world without a soul, without chance of redemption, for all of eternity.  Never would his child be permitted to heaven nor hell, never would it be permitted to die.
For Lucifer’s own vanity and greed, God made the child more beautiful than its father and made it lustful, as well.  Soulless and unliving, the only blood that would flow within it was the blood of those it fed upon.
His lifetime spent, Lucifer passed from this realm to the next to inhabit hell for all eternity, to be held by chains and tortured by flame.  His son, the first to ever be called a vampire, was cursed to walk the world in darkness for all eternity, alone.
It was centuries before the child discovered he could create more like himself out of those tortured souls in purgatory.  Among mankind they were considered weak of mind, often diagnosed with mental illness.  So it was that he began to seek those who were shunned by society, and by heaven, to create for himself those who would share his fate.
 
“Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.”
1 Peter 5:8



Chapter One
A fresh blast of synthetic fog filled the giant chamber as lasers in a multitude of colors sliced the air into thousands of smaller pieces.  A deep thrumming sound began to grow louder and louder from the relative darkness as an eerie calm fell over the room.  A single note from a deeply tuned bass drum reverberated off the crowd, the walls, and following it, a flash from hundreds of strobe lights.  
The feeling was surreal in that moment, as over a thousand sweat covered bodies were instantly etched into everyone’s memories.  A single flash.  A single image.  Yet to decipher what it contained was impossible.  A roar was building within the crowd and again came the deep resounding reply from the center stage.  Again the strobes flashed and another image replaced the first.  Derek wondered how much the walls of the old industrial building could take.
Standing in the darkness, he could feel the energy in the room around him like an electric charge, building to the point of explosion.  The bass drum began to lay out a steady rhythm that echoed across the vast chamber.  Strobes began to flash opposite the drumbeats, illuminating thousands of raised hands as most in the room bounced upon their toes, their palms lifted to the heavens and heads thrown back in benevolent bliss.  A bass guitar lent itself to the beat and the crowd began to scream in expectation as the center stage was finally illuminated and upon it, the main act of the night stood in all of their glory.  
From head to toe the entire band was dressed in professional zombie makeup and looked more like a movie production than a musical group.  Here in the run down industrial section of Detroit, however, the heavy metal zombie band called Desolate Perversion had brought life to an otherwise lifeless portion of the city.  Nothing lived here but addicts and bums.
As the lead guitar disrupted the almost intoxicating thrumming from its deeper counterparts, the band’s lead singer split the air with a hair-raising scream that sent the crowd into a frenzy.  Bodies began to bounce off one another like a flipbook, their movements broken between the flashing of the strobe lights.  Screams arose and fell and the scent of many freshly lit joints lent themselves to the banana-scented fog the stage crew was using.
Between the flashes, he watched as a girl not ten feet away stripped off her shirt, twirling it above her head as she danced slowly, unnaturally, her movements disjointed, like a horror flick, between the bursts of light.  He grinned.
In a surging sea of drug and alcohol fueled bodies, where ears rang from the music, and conversations were lost in mere inches, Derek was an island of isolation.  Not in the sense that he was alone, but in the sense that he did not move as one with the tide surging around him. Truth was, he was not here for the music. He was here for the inspiration.
Over a thousand glistening bodies inhabited the floor of the underground concert that had only been announced an hour before, and more poured in by the second.  Derek was lost to the commotion around him.  He did not listen to the music though it reverberated through his very bones.  He did not watch the ever-growing crowd, nor hear their screams.  Hell, He hadn’t even made the walk here entirely for himself; it was for her, for she was the key.
Petite fingers arose before Derek’s face as a crooked grin parted his lips.  She had gotten his attention, at least for a moment.  The tips of her fingers touched his forehead lightly as she nuzzled her face into his chest a moment before leaning back to trail her hand down his face.  Derek reveled in the sensation.  Here he was an island and she his mesmerizing mermaid.  Here she was free to move, and dance, and lose herself to the electricity that invaded everything in the building.  
The strobes flashed and Derek saw her face, milky white with a tiny smattering of freckles across her nose.  Framing her imperfect perfection, long, heavy brown hair cascaded around her face to tumble over her shoulders in earthy tones of red and gold. Her emerald eyes flashed and then were gone as she twirled slowly, removing her hand from his chest.  Between the flashes, Derek watched as she reached behind her, grasped his hands and pulled them to her waist.
While everyone else in the room screamed, jumped, and frantically smashed into one another, she slowly, mercilessly rocked and shook her hips, pressing her firm ass into his lap.  Derek grinned again as she tilted her head back upon his shoulder to look up at him.  Then, again, Derek was lost to the room, to the crowd, even to her.  
Here she could let go of whatever troubled her, and when she was free, in that very moment, her energy unlocked something within him.  Sometimes it was a smile that set him off, others it was her touch, but it was always when she let go of the world around her.  Now amidst a sea of raging metal heads, she worked to grind her lithe body against his, while his mind opened up for a moment, her magic setting his brain into overdrive.  
These were the only moments of late when Derek could find that which he desperately needed.
In those moments, when she made the world go away, he could see clearly.  Stories unfolded before him and characters paraded where moments ago only a dark abyss had been.  He watched them within his mind as they interacted and spoke amongst themselves.  He learned their mannerisms, the way they spoke, and even their accents.  In those moments of mental liberation he could see an entire world play out before him, before once again it would vanish and nothing but empty anguish would remain.  When it was all lost he raced to mentally catalog that which he had learned.  Sometimes these moments lasted for mere seconds, other times it could last for an hour or more.  Tonight three such moments had come and gone already, and he knew that this would be the last.
He pulled hard upon her hips, driving his now rigid cock firmly into her, yet still she continued swaying her hips, listening to a beat no one else in the giant chamber could hear.  She knew all too well what she was doing, and Derek knew she enjoyed arousing him in public.  Hell, he enjoyed it more; only he would never admit it to her.  Oh how he loved it when she played dirty.
* * * * *
Jade felt his eyes on her and knew that, for the moment at least, his attention was hers. Realizing that it could last hours or mere moments, she decided to take advantage of it while she had it. Glancing back over her shoulder, she watched his eyes glaze over again, lost unto himself. 
Some would find it peculiar, his ability to simply fade in and out of reality; even now he was lost in his own world once more. It was a world that only he could see.  A world he created. Though most people lived in reality, Derek lived between this world and a fantasy world of his own making. And she had the blessing and the curse of being his inspiration. His muse. 
Smiling to herself, she settled in to enjoy the music. Derek was here with her, at least physically, but only because she had wanted to come. This was her world, her scene, and she thrived in the chaos. 
The press of bodies, the music so loud it actually ricocheted off your ear drums. You never heard music like this; you felt it through every cell of your body. 
A quick glance around the room told Jade all she needed to know. Everyone here was hiding from something. Some were too young to know what they were hiding from, and others were too old to change their ways. You never came to a place like this unless you were running from something. This was raw, pure... real. Unlike so many places, the kind of places where the shiny platinum exterior hid the decaying, rotting core, this was just pure grit. 
And she loved it. 
When she felt his attention return to her, she grinned over her shoulder, before tilting her head back to rest on his chest.
She felt his erection pressing into her ass and added a little extra twist to her hips. 
The crowd parted, giving her a tiny window of opportunity. She took a small step away from him, swaying to the beat of the music. She rolled forward at the waist, offering a teasing glimpse of her ass in the tight leather skirt. His hand landed, hot and heavy, against one cheek, bringing a full laugh bubbling up. Biting her cheek to stifle the laugh, she straightened back up. 
Spinning quickly, she turned to face him, gently wagging one finger in front of his face as she shook her head. When his eyes squinted, his mouth forming into a firm line, she threw her head back and let the laughter come. 
Derek pulled her close, pressing her body full length against his. The added height from her four-inch heels brought them almost to eye level. 
She allowed the kiss she knew was coming, let him show her with his mouth what his body craved. When he pulled back to suck in air, she nibbled his chin, nipping his neck with her teeth. The little bit of pain gave her a chance to extricate herself from his embrace. 
She turned on her heel and headed to the makeshift bar in the back corner, leaving him to follow her or not. His choice. 
She knew he'd follow.  
 
 
 
A couple of teasing, tormenting hours later, and Jade could see Derek losing his patience. If she'd done her job right, she had kept him in a constant state of arousal, heavily sprinkled with a little denial, for the last few hours. 
Her frustrated, tortured artist had just about reached his limit. Figuring it was time to offer him reprieve, Jade grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the exit. 
As they tumbled out the side door, the pounding bass seemed to follow them, pouring into the alley like a tidal wave of sound. The heavy steel door slowly closed behind them, the sudden silence almost deafening in its intensity. 
Her eardrums ringing within her head, Jade turned to look at Derek, grinning stupidly as his face screwed up in a scowl. 
"Tell me why we do this, again?" he asked, his mock displeasure more than evident in his tone. 
She laughed, the sound echoing off the brick buildings around her. "Me, because I love it. You... 'cuz you're hoping to get laid." 
His eyes squinted shut a little more before a wry grin settled across his lips, easing the fierce look he previously wore. "Oh. Yeah."
A little shiver ran through her. Derek was nothing if not intense. 
Tugging his hand once again, she pulled him out of the alley and onto the street, heading toward home. 
Even at four in the morning, the city wasn't silent. The last of the late night crowd, reveling in their debauched behaviors, were heading home, looking a little worse for wear. At the same time, the early morning workers were just starting to grace the streets, either driving in to work or walking to the subway. There weren't many people, but enough to break up the silence; enough that you were never truly alone. 
Jade glanced around her, taking note of her surroundings in an ingrained attempt at self-preservation. Downtown Detroit in the middle of the night was not what one might call a safe neighborhood, and it was best to be on guard. 
She looked at all the buildings, fading from run down industrial to run down apartments, a never-ending sea of concrete. It should be depressing, creepy even, especially in the pervasive darkness that was predawn. But she loved every crack in every building; signs of the life these walls had seen. 
Her eyes rolled over a tall blonde man, leaning casually against one of those very walls, a raven-haired woman leaning into him, obviously striving for his attention. He ignored her advances, his eyes following Jade, instead. 
A niggling sense of foreboding rolled through her, the feeling finally making it to the front of her mind, giving her the will to look away. Shaking off the little shiver of nerves, she turned again to smile at the man next to her. 
Derek squeezed her hand, giving a little tug until his lips met hers. After a brief brush, she felt him whisper against her mouth, "Hurry up. I want to get you home."
Jade wasn't entirely sure what little imp made her do it, then again, she never was.  But turning quickly, she raised her shirt, flashing the blonde that had been watching her. 
She had no idea whether he noticed or not, didn't really care one way or another, because Derek noticed. She heard his growl just before she took off running down the street.
His laugh echoed hers, bouncing off the concrete as she raced toward home with Derek hot on her heels. 
If she were lucky, he'd catch her.
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