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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.


*****


With the death of Seth, the waking god, Sara became a
prisoner of war as the invading king, Robert Sigrant, used her in hopes of
utilizing her gift to his own dark ends.  With the dark prince defeated, and
his princess captured, Sigrant has Valdadore under his heel as the battle
ensues.  Though, he does not know that a Dwarven army a hundred thousand strong
marches to the aid of Valdadore at the behest of Zorbin and Linaya.  Though
only one could claim it, all seek a victory that will forever alter the Fate of
Thurr…











Chapter One


The landscape lay wasted, a testament to the butchery of
previous hours. Here lay the disfigured corpses of thousands of soldiers, those
decimated beneath the feet of blessed champions and supply wagon alike. Blood
coated the ground everywhere, though now in the darkness it could not be seen, but
everything was slick with the gore. The cold had blown in wickedly from the
north with the coming of darkness. It threatened a winter storm, turning blood to
ice, and creating a crystallized frost on everything as if to preserve the
macabre scene for an eternity. Though a waterfall plummeted into the ground, to
be lost from sight in the unknown depths of a giant chasm cut into the face of
Thurr, its falling water only created a resonating hum somewhere below as
occasional blasts of steam were exhaled from the giant scar. Naught but the
occasional caw from a scavenger bird, or growl from feasting predator, broke
the eerie silence that had fallen over the battlefield. Even those animals that
dared feed upon the men steered clear of the southern edge of the field, for at
that place a strange charge emanated and electrified the air.


A large circle of ash rested at the southern edge of the
field, a blight that even now showed signs of unholy sacrifice. At the
perimeter, piles of carcasses still smoldered, flames peeking out into the
night occasionally to paint the scene in hues of red and orange. Even now,
hours after the combatants had moved on, the ash lay undisturbed. It had become
a shrine, or perhaps a solitary display of respect to the man who had fallen
there. None upon the field had thought he could be killed, the walking god
known as Seth, the dark prince of Valdadore. And those who believed were as of
yet correct.


 


His eyes flashing open, Seth gulped air, pain flooding
through his body with each gasp. He tried to move, to relieve the pain, but his
body refused to cooperate. Looking this way and that, his eyes darted in his
skull, seeking aid that did not exist. He was alone. Paralyzed.


Pins and needles exploded in his chest moments later and
proceeded to torture him further by slowly spreading to his smallest of
extremities. He spasmed several times as life rejoined his corpse, and as
feeling began to return he again tried to move with moderate success. Everything
was stiff. Everything hurt. His own blood was frozen to his body, matting down
his hair as well as coating his armor, though as his temperature rose to mimic
his former life, the armor warmed and the blood began to drip once again. In
his breastplate a great hole remained, its jagged edges folded inward to cut
into his flesh with every movement. He could have fixed it with a thought, but
preferred the reminder. Feeling anything, even pain, was welcome. After all, he
had secured what none other on Thurr could claim. Seth had died. He had left
the realm of mortal beings, and been given the chance to return to fix that
which he had broken, and keep the oaths he had sworn. This time there would be
no mistakes.


Assured that the pain intended to linger within him for some
time, Seth rolled to his side and pushed himself into a seated position with a
groan. He felt as the last bits of his internal injuries stitched themselves
back together, repairing the damage done by the massive ballista bolt that had
impaled him hours before.


Around him was a wasteland of death. He alone realized the tragedy
of it all, but he alone could not end the cycle. Grimacing he tried to rise,
sucking in breath between his teeth in response to the pain. It was no longer
the pain of injuries nor mortal flesh, but an unusual pain that encompassed his
entire being, soul and all. Slowly he rose to his feet and peeled the blood-soaked
and frozen cowl from his head, tearing out hair as he did. With every move his
damaged breastplate dug once more into his chest, only to heal nearly
instantly. Seth had become like Sara. He had been to a small degree before, but
now he too was a creature of the night. He could feel the thirst, and
recognized it for what it was. But with his immense power he did not feel the
desire to satiate it.


Having returned from the realm of the dead, he had no
measure for how much time had passed. He could have been gone mere hours or
days. He couldn’t be sure. Seth knew this much though, the battle here was over.
Stretching first physically, and then mentally, he assured himself that all was
intact. Drawing his power into himself he turned toward Valdadore, and
unleashed it in an invisible torrent of tendrils in all directions. Mere
seconds passed as he reached beyond reason to locate those he could recognize. Garret,
Borrik, and Jonas all lived, as did seven of his other werewolf troops. They
had been decimated in his absence. Seth’s shoulders slumped for a moment, but
was interrupted in his mourning as he located the camp of Sigrant’s army.


Realization dawned upon him instantly of the danger
Valdadore faced. Without him the city and the kingdom would fall in minutes if
a battle ensued. Gathering his thoughts and emotions, Seth began to stride
towards the city when he found her. He froze in his tracks, his connection to
her tenuous at best. Sara moved away from the city. Away from him. She was so
far away, Seth could hardly feel her at all. He tried to see with his power the
details of her surroundings but was unable. The only reason he could even
locate her at this distance was the sheer volume of power she herself
contained. He wanted to go to her. No. He needed to go to her. Ishanya
had told him that Sara had been captured and was destined to be tortured, but
there was nothing he could do. The bargain he had struck with the goddess
prevented him from taking action. All he could do was return to Valdadore and
see the war through. Then he would be free to rescue his wife. He had failed
her once already, and she had been captured due to his failure. He would not
fail her again.


With the unnatural pain from reconnecting with mortal flesh
subsiding, Seth leaned forward into the darkness and began to run. The ground
was slick, and filled with ruts and corpses. He could see better in the
darkness now that he had been changed, but even with better night vision and
agility, he was not spared indignity. Time and again he tripped and fell. Time
and again he was injured. Each and every time he arose again to heal nearly
instantaneously and continue running as fast as his body would take him. It
would be hours before he could reach Valdadore, though he knew not if the city,
his brother, and those that needed him had hours.


He had never mastered the magical teleportation that he had
invoked by accident in the past, nor did he trust the ability even if he could
duplicate it. Running in the darkness, he sought a solution. He could easily
give himself summonable wings as he had done for Borrik, but he would have to
carefully create the tedious bindings that held them magically within him. Let
alone it would take him hours to learn to use them. As he had done at The
Choosing and several times in battle since, he could use his power in a torrent
to throw himself into the air and propel himself towards Valdadore, but this
was also a haphazard approach that would likely lead him to more setbacks.


He was physically stronger now than he was prior to his
death. He was also more agile. His immense aura expanded his mind into untold
abilities. He was able to calculate, postulate, and solve things that just
months before he could not have even fathomed. Truth told, the only thing
holding him back was his own fears. Seth shrugged to himself in the darkness as
he stumbled once again. Ishanya said if my condition was a hindrance, that I
should fix it… Seth began sorting through the menagerie of beasts’ auras he
contained. Choosing those same pieces he had adorned his most trusted servant with,
he began tearing away portions and snapping them into place within his own
aura.


Concentrating on the mental task, he stripped his armor as
he ran, exposing the newly forming wings upon his back. Black, leathery, ribbed
appendages sprouted from his flesh, growing steadily. Muscles and sinew formed
at odd angles in his back, attaching to ribs and other muscle groups. Seth’s
spine thickened to support the load as he flexed his new muscles. The giant
leathery appendages stretched out, gathering air in their folds, slowing his
run to a crawl. He shifted the new wings and felt lighter on his feet as he
again was able to pick up speed. He didn’t need to master flight, he just
needed the basics.


He had witnessed Borrik’s struggle to gain altitude, and as
such gave himself a larger wing span in proportion to his body. The large wings
felt odd upon his back, changing his center of gravity. Every movement of the
wings caused his stride and gait to change in order to stay upright. Seth
needed to get airborne, and began flapping to no avail. Running still, he
altered the angle of his wings and leapt, flapping furiously. He managed the
span of several strides upon the air, mere feet above the ground. He could
do it.


Leaning further forward he sprinted with all his might, his
legs pumping harder than he could ever recall. With each step he flapped his
mighty wings and again he sprang into the air. Again he managed to cover a
large swathe of ground before he again returned to the earth. He needed help. Birds
glided on the wind, didn’t they? That was of no use though, as tonight a
cold wind blew from the north. In order to utilize it, Seth would have to be
traveling north, facing into the wind like a kite… Unless, of course, he
created his own wind.


Summoning his power Seth unleashed a torrent of invisible
power, guiding it into his wings. Still nothing happened. He tilted his wings
and varied the angle at which his power raged into them. Then… Finally… It
happened. With almost no effort, Seth began to rise into the air, his wings
filling like sails upon a ship. He rose higher and higher into the cold night
sky, channeling his own power to drive him further and further. Higher still he
climbed before he realized that he still was making no progress. He was going
up, but not forward. He knew the trick was changing the angle of his wings to
his magical wind, and likely his center of gravity as well and acted upon the
knowledge. Leaning forward, cutting the angle of his wings into the wind, he
lurched forward for an instant before losing the wind in his wings and
plummeting downward. Yelling as he fell, even though he knew he would heal from
whatever injuries awaited, he tried to right himself. Spiraling out of control,
one wing caught the air before the other, causing him to somersault once before
smashing to the ground, his head folding under his back with a loud cracking
sound.


Light exploded before his eyes and a burning sensation
washed through his entire body before his vision began to go dark. Fighting the
urge to panic, Seth struggled to remain conscious. Already the burning began to
subside and the sensation of his limbs returned. Rolling to the side, he pushed
his head back into alignment with his spine and waited the seconds until he was
mended enough to rise again.


Just a moment later and Seth was airborne again. This time
he was more cautious, and a few moments of trial and error later he shouted
victoriously as he swept forward through the air, faster than he had hoped
possible. It was not mastery. Hell, it wasn’t even really flight. More like
gliding. But at the pace he was managing, he would make Valdadore within an
hour.


* * * * *


Borrik paced Valdadore’s immense defensive outer wall,
listening for any sign of the enemy’s approach. The day had been lost. Seth had
been lost. Sara too was lost. All that was left to lose was Valdadore, his
childhood home. Most of his men had fallen already, leaving him barely over
half a dozen. His ability to hear his pack’s thoughts made his mind nearly as
empty as his heart this night, as all was quiet, none daring to ponder what the
coming hours would bring. Though every able bodied man and woman who remained
manned the walls, they were as silent as death. The city felt like a tomb to
Borrik, and sadly he wasn’t the only one. Borrik could feel it on the air. Everyone
felt stalked by death. It was only a matter of time.


Stretching his great leathery wings he peered out into the
darkness, searching for movement. He could not see Sigrant’s camp anymore, now
that night had fallen and clouds obscured the moons and stars. That didn’t keep
him from focusing his senses on it though. Again and again he strained in the
darkness, listening for any clue that the final attack was coming. Valdadore
might hold out for a few days. Maybe even a couple of weeks. Eventually,
however, Sigrant’s forces would gain entry to the city and all would be lost.


Cold wind began blasting the tops of the city walls,
creating odd gusts and updrafts. Frost crystals began to form on the stone of
the defenses, and those that paced nervously ceased, for fear of slipping on
the newly forming ice and plummeting to their deaths. Borrik wondered if such a
death would be better than what awaited with the enemy. It was true, he could
flee at any time with little fear of harm, but where would he go? There was no
one to go to, and this was his home. At least in death he would be reunited
with his master.


Shaking his head vigorously, in an attempt to clear his
mental state, the giant, alpha werewolf again strained his senses into the distance.
Though the wind called mournfully as it crossed the plains to crash into
Valdadore’s walls, Borrik noticed a difference upon it. The sound of the wind
was not accompanied by another new sound. Nor was there an odd scent upon the
air. Instead there was neither. Everything in the distance had gone silent. For
hours there had been faint cries and screams upon the wind, but now… nothing. No
animals called out. Nothing stirred. Borrik turned and looked to his second in
command.


“The enemy approaches.” Jonas, the only remaining werewolf
captain, confirmed Borrik’s unspoken thought.


“I’ll give the warning,” Borrik replied to his mottled
colored companion. “Incoming!” Borrik shouted as everyone on the wall turned to
peer into the distance, looks of fear and determination appearing on their
faces. In the distance, somewhere within the city, an infant cried out before
being silenced suddenly, likely by a breast shoved into its awaiting mouth.


That cry was like a trumpet call to Borrik, for it was at
that very moment that he felt the connection. He had never felt it before. He
had not noticed it when it had been ripped away earlier in the day in the midst
of battle. Now, however, in the lonely silence, he felt the small tug at his
conscious. He felt the connection, and having felt it he focused upon it. It
was not one of his men, as his connection to them was different... natural. It
was something more, and yet more subtle. Borrik grinned wickedly, flashing his
wicked canines into the darkness. He barely noted that those humans nearest him
shuddered at the sight, thinking the wolf as mad as the king. He cared not for
their thoughts, for now there was hope. His master had returned.


* * * * *


Garret stood upon the wall, staring out into the same
blackness that held everyone on the wall enthralled. His shoulder ached like
the seventh abyss, but he dared not attempt to have his arm restored again, in
case the enemy attacked in the middle of his mending. He stood because the act
of sitting seemed an impossibility. Worn and weary, the beleaguered leader of
Valdadore watched the darkness numb, hoping the enemy would come and end his
mental anguish.


In battle his mind was singularly focused, leaving room for
nothing but killing and killing some more. Now, however, on the silent wall,
his mind dared recall every hideous detail of the day. Everything he loved was
gone. His father and brother were dead. Jack, a man he had admired for all his
life, was dead. Seth’s wife, Sara, was likely dead as well. His army was all
but destroyed, and the two people he loved that remained, he had sent on a
fool’s errand into the depths of the Dwarven nation. He would never see them
again. Of that he was sure. Silently, against his own will, he whispered
goodbye to both, his brother in arms, Zorbin, and the woman he loved and
intended to make queen, Linaya.


All that remained was Valdadore and those helpless citizens
that remained within its walls. Garret no longer really cared what happened,
seeing defeat as inevitable, so long as he took as many of the enemy with him
as possible when he crossed into the realm of death. Some still talked of
holding out through the winter, especially since the night turned bitter cold,
but Garret knew they wouldn’t survive that long. All that was left to do was
wait. He didn’t wait long.


“Incoming!” one of Seth’s great werewolves half shouted,
half barked from further down the wall. Garret grinned into the dark. His end
approached.


Turning, Garret watched as his weary, ragtag troops rose to
defend their positions. It might still be an hour or more before the enemy
arrived, but it seemed, like himself, they all wanted to watch them come.


Minutes passed, then a quarter of an hour, and still no sign
of the enemy. Garret could not help but wonder if the giant wolf man had been
mistaken. He turned to be certain that all was prepared as best as was able, an
act he had repeated hundreds of times over the last hour, when he was crashed
into by someone rushing along the wall.


Recovering himself from the unexpected collision, he looked
down upon the person who had run into him.


“Excuse me, m’lady,” Garret said halfheartedly.


“No, milord. Excuse me,” the woman replied.


Garret looked to the girl, all auburn hair, skin tight
leather, and girlish curves, with a flash of her red eyes at him briefly before
looking away, apparently ashamed. She was no longer a girl, but neither did she
have the confidence of a woman.


“What are you doing upon the wall, girl?” he asked, thinking
her too young to witness what was coming.


“I thought I might help,” replied the girl. “I can spill
blood as easily as the next woman,” she replied wickedly.


Garret pondered her words, looking her over.


“It appears you have already spilled some,” he said,
reaching up to wipe blood from the corner of her mouth with his thumb. She had
apparently cut herself somehow when they had collided, as the blood was still
fresh. “What is your name, soldier?” he asked hesitantly.


“It’s Anna, milord,” she said with a mischievous smirk,
tilting her head to one side as a series of cracks sounded from her neck. Turning,
she strode away from her king, swaying her hips like a teenage girl on the
prowl. Garret certainly did not envy the girl’s father. Turning once more, the
king of Valdadore resumed his watch upon the fields surrounding his city. If
the enemy was coming, he hoped they’d hurry the hell up.


* * * * *


King Robert Sigrant sat in his tent upon an over-stuffed
cushion. His feet were propped up on a pillow and he sat with his head tilted
back towards the heavens. Though his eyes were closed, they shot back and
forth, fluttering beneath the lids as ecstasy washed over him hundreds of times
per minute. The vampires, as his healers had labeled them, were a wondrous
race. Their plague spread like wildfire through his camp, once he had unleashed
the infected whores to have their way with the men who usually used them
in a bit of role reversal. Now the power flowed into him with no end in sight,
as the tens of thousands of his troops were being changed into blood thirsty,
superhuman warriors. At this rate he would be ready to destroy Valdadore the
following night, but such a man was King Sigrant that he had no intentions of
giving the Valdadorians a full night of reprieve.


As he called to the men outside his tent, a moment passed
before one of his captains peeked through the flap to receive his orders.


“Send Valdadore a gift. A thousand new and thirsty vampire
soldiers to keep them on their toes.”


“Yes, your majesty,” the captain replied, and vanished once
again behind the canvas.


Reaching down to the floor he retrieved his favorite, gem-encrusted
dagger, and raised it above himself in one hand. Without so much as a breath’s
hesitation he plunged it down into his bare abdomen and watched as it pierced
flesh, his blood pooling around it. With a tug he pulled it free and watched as
the skin closed around the blade as it was removed. No more did the blade exit
his flesh, and the wound was healed. Grinning sheepishly, King Sigrant could
not help but feel the excitement that came from realizing you were invincible.


Springing from his cushion with such force that he shattered
both of his legs, the invading king went out to test his abilities, his legs
mending before he landed upon his feet. Some of his champions had been spared
the bite of the vampire whores, at least for the time being. Eventually even
they were likely to succumb to the thirst of one of their peers. For now,
however, these warriors would be his test subjects.


Leaving his candle-lit tent, he was amazed how well he could
see in the darkness. His eyes had become so keen, it were as if the sun shone
even now, late in the night. Within seconds he was at the edge of the camp. Grinning
again, he realized that he moved so fast now that he would have to pay closer
attention to his movements. Already, he had to turn around and go back the way
he had come, having passed his destination. Invading Valdadore had been his
best idea yet, and with his improved army, he could easily destroy any of the
other neighboring nations as well.


He pondered that line of thinking a moment, imagining his
many conquests and victories, before once again reaching the opposite edge to
his camp.


“Shit.”


Turning once again, in the direction he had come, he focused
solely on his destination, careful not to become sidetracked in newly realized
fantasies.


* * * * *


Sara sat uncomfortably within her cage, like a beast being
hauled to slaughter. For better than eighteen hours she had been confined to
the small metal prison, a situation she did not imagine herself getting used to.
Most of that time was spent trundling ever further away from Valdadore. She
wished she could escape and return to help in the fight. It would allow her the
vengeance she desired. Instead she wondered if Valdadore still stood, its
valiant defenders putting up a good fight to retain their home.


After crossing the lake, some hours before, the oxen pulling
the cart had been replaced by great black steeds. These beasts whisked her
along the well beaten road previously trodden by the armies of King Sigrant. A
singular inhabitant traveled with her. A small man adorned by tattoos that
covered nearly every inch of his flesh. It was he who had replaced the oxen
with the large horses when Sara’s care had been transferred on the western
shore of the frozen lake.


She had tried to talk to him once in an attempt to glean
information about where they were going, but found the venture useless. The man
ignored her, sitting just out of reach at the front of the cart. There he
guided the beasts ever onward at a dangerous pace, their hooves thundering down
the road, the creaking cart behind them.


With nothing else to do but count the passing moments, Sara
sat against the back bars of the cage, her arms wrapped around her knees. The
need to sleep being nothing but a memory to her, she waited patiently, praying
to any god who would hear her, for a chance to escape. Even now her power
increased with every passing moment. Sigrant was changing multitudes of humans
to be a monster like her. Whereas he got a portion of power from each of his
direct underlings, he gained a smaller portion from those that they changed. So
too was it with her. Sara was gaining a fraction of the power Sigrant was
gaining, though less than the invading king himself. With every passing minute
she grew stronger, her senses growing keener. She had tested the bars an hour
before, but still was unable to bend them. So she waited, growing ever more
powerful, for the first opportunity that presented itself.


* * * * *


Linaya rode her Valdadorian white stallion beside Zorbin
Ironfist atop the great dire wolf Xanth. The dwarves had brought the pair their
mounts upon exiting the mountains that served as the dwarves’ home. Together
they followed the immense Dwarven army, a sea of a hundred thousand stout men
and women whose polished armor sparkled even in the near absolute darkness. At
the head of the army, the new king of the Dwarven nation marched along with his
advisors and royal guard.


Linaya watched in awe as the immense army marched, each of
them in step, pounding the ground beneath them in a steady thunderous rhythm. Every
dwarf bore a great hammer resting upon their shoulder, a feat that she was sure
would grow tiring in little to no time. Thus far, however, she had not noticed
a single soldier switch arms or move to relieve the pains of hefting such a
weight for so long a time.


“Zorbin…” Linaya near shouted over the pounding of the Dwarven
army’s feet. “Why do the dwarves carry no torches with them? Would it not be
safer if those in front could better see the ground before them?”


“We dwarves see better in darkness than you humans, a
benefit, methinks, that comes with living underground, m’lady. It also hides
our numbers from any enemy scouts who may hear us coming.”


“Makes sense.”


“We may not war with the other races of men often, m’lady,
but I assure you that little has changed in war since the races of men first
discovered one another,” Zorbin grumbled.


Linaya shifted upon her mount, restless, wishing they could
move faster. She could not wait to return to Valdadore, Dwarven army in tow,
finally feeling she was doing her part to save her people. She relaxed her grip
upon the reins once again, an act she had had to repeat on several occasions. She
hoped they arrived to find Valdadore and her defenders holding strong, especially
Garret. She missed him dearly and looked forward to his embrace. For now all
there was to do was wait and hope they arrived in time.











Chapter Two


Borrik could hear them coming and smell them as they neared.
Nearly an hour had passed since he had given the warning that they were coming.
The enemy screamed and yelled like crazed animals, and as they came into sight
of the beacon fires that surrounded the city, it was apparent that they were
not what was expected. Immediately he knew them for what they were. These
beasts were like Princess Sara, moving unnaturally, like fluid over the surface
of the ground.


Their leaps covered too much ground, their strides were
unnaturally long. They bounded over the meager ground defenses of spiked poles
and pits like stags leaping brambles in the forest.


Borrik watched them come, studying their movements and
speeds. They were but a small fraction of Sigrant’s force, and though they
moved like Sara they were slower. These were a shadow of what the princess had
become, but even so he knew that if they made it past the walls and into the
city, the common people would have little chance against the faster and
stronger mimics of humans.


Everyone saw them coming, and a cheer arose upon the
battlements on the wall as the wave of Sigrant’s soldiers came to a halt
outside the gleaming white walls of the city. Their cheers ceased abruptly when
the first of the creatures began digging fingernails and toenails into unseen
holds in the stone and started to scale the supposedly smooth walls. Within
seconds the creatures’ comrades followed suit, each of them scratching and
clawing up the walls like spiders. Up they came, a thousand unholy enemies.


Borrik watched as realization struck Valdadore’s defenders. Its
remaining mages began flinging fire down the walls, incinerating those
attackers too slow to move out of the way. Borrik joined them, summoning his
own fireballs in two of his four hands and hurling them down upon the bloodthirsty
wretches. He heard the boom when Garret invoked his blessing, and was sad in
the knowing that no further booms beyond his own would come. All they needed to
do was hold out until Seth came.


Touching his armor and whispering a prayer to Seth, Borrik
exploded in a concussive boom before leaping from the wall. The cold updrafts
hitting the immense walls helped keep him aloft as he swept dangerously close,
pulling his nearest enemies free of their holdings, letting them plummet to the
ground. Others he cleaved with blade or burned with fire, but they climbed too
fast and already were nearing the top of the wall in many locations.


* * * * *


Garret watched the enemy climb, believing them yet another
type of blessed troop in Sigrant’s arsenal. He swore at his bad luck, angered
beyond measure that against these troops his ballista and other war mechanisms
were useless. They moved too fast and kept distance from one another. Before he
knew what was happening the attackers were climbing the walls like insects
swarming out of a hive. His mages and archers began an assault in retaliation
but there were so few left, their impact was miniscule.


Garret called upon his blessing and a moment later watched
as Borrik did the same before flinging himself over the edge of the wall. A
minute. Maybe two. That was all the time Garret had before they breached the
top of the wall and inevitably made it into the city. If that happened the
gates would be compromised and all was lost.


Then it struck him.


Dashing down the walkway atop the wall, Garret watched as
his remaining soldiers dove aside at his approach. He had no time to slow. Reaching
the first great cauldron, he bent his knees to prepare for the right moment.


Usually these cauldrons, filled with boiling oil, were tilted
into a stone gutter that led down into the wall and out a sluice that caused it
to rain down below the wall on gathered troops and siege engines. The problem
was that in this case the enemy was on the wall, not below it on the ground. Garret
had a solution.


Planting his feet and wrapping his one immense, metallic arm
around the cauldron, he shoved with all his might, leveraging the giant bronze
container against the battlements. Growling with the exertion, he pressed
upwards with his legs as the cauldron scraped slowly up the stone. Reaching the
top, he pressed further still as the oil began to spill out.


“Mages!” Garret shouted in a deep resounding tone that was
sure to be heard by everyone. With that single word he pressed once more, and
using his shoulder he tipped the giant cauldron over the edge of the wall and
began sliding it down the wall to coat as much as he could.


Boiling oil cascaded down the wall. Invaders not only fell
from the burning torment from above, but those who remained found it impossible
to find a hand or foot hold any higher than their current position. Those below
Garret either fell or found themselves sitting ducks, for as soon as the
cauldron was emptied, the king released it to fall again to the stones of the
castle wall with a hollow resounding toll. On that mark, battle mages unleashed
their inferno upon the oil-coated section of wall, burning those who remained
and creating a fire barrier for any who climbed from below.


Garret dared not wait, he had only protected a hundred feet
or so of the wall that stretched on for what now seemed an eternity. Running
once more, he approached the next cauldron and began to lift it as Borrik
slammed to the stone wall opposite him. Together they lifted the second immense
container of boiling fluid and repeated the process.


By the fourth cauldron some of the invaders peaked the wall,
but Garret dared not stop, hoping his men could handle the foes.


“Borrik, we must continue!” he shouted, to a replied nod.


There was no one else able to lift the giant cauldrons. Even
the great werewolf was having issues, his skin beginning to blister on his
hands and arms as the fur burned away.


Minutes passed and the men upon this western wall managed to
hold their foes as the king and great wolf dumped cauldron after cauldron,
working their way northward along the wall, but they were too slow. Ahead, more
and more of the foreign men topped the wall and the defenders could not hold
them. Garret witnessed as the unnatural invaders pounced upon his meager
forces, biting and clawing them ferociously. They drank the blood of those they
felled before leaping to the rooftops beyond, to be lost again in darkness. He
had seen another drink the blood of her foes.


It was no use, and Garret abandoned the next cauldron,
rushing past it to help those falling back upon the wall. Borrik leapt into the
air, out of his way, and took up the fight as well. Within seconds, the masses
of the enemy began breaching the wall everywhere the burning oil did not
protect. The city would fall on the very first night.


With that thought Garret got his wish as his vision turned
red and a chuckle escaped his lips, before he drew his massive blade and began
hacking the unholy creatures to bits. He stomped ahead on the wall, allies
trying to make a clear path as he came. The one-armed king, a giant among men,
cut a path of gore upon the great stone wall as hundreds of the creatures
poured over the edge to meet the defenders.


Approaching a group that did not flee at his approach,
Garret swung low, knowing the things would easily leap above his blade. Then,
mid swing, he changed the angle of his attack and bending one knee he arced his
blade upwards, catching more than half of the creatures across the abdomens,
effectively severing each of them in two.


Five or six at a time was not going to be enough, however,
as his forces upon the west wall began to fail at an increasing rate. There
were more enemies than allies, and within moments the wall would be lost. Garret
charged ahead, swinging his blade wildly, hacking anything that did not evade
him. The city was lost. There were too many to hold off with such diminished
forces. Even the few remaining werewolves realized it, as they all howled into
the night as if of one mind. If things were not bad enough, as Garret focused
his attention on a throng of enemies topping the wall, a series of explosions
sounded as a great wind blasted him, driving him back a step. He had failed
Valdadore’s people.


* * * * *


Seth soared along on his great, black, leathery wings,
feeling at one with the night. His magical wind propelled him on at an alarming
speed that made his eyes water and his flesh rise in goose pimples. Flying was
amazing, even with everything that had gone wrong in the last few months. Right
now he did not have the luxury of dwelling on all of his mistakes. He could not
afford to repeat them, either. It was best to focus on the present, and what he
could do to fix it.


Reaching out, he once again checked his progress. Sigrant’s
camp grew nearer by the second, and Valdadore was only a few miles beyond that.
He had noted the small contingent breaking off from Sigrant’s forces, and
checked in every few moments to see their progress. At first, when the two
forces seemed to collide it appeared that Valdadore was winning. Now, however,
the tide was rapidly turning for the worse. Again Seth shut away his vision of
the gods. It would do him no good to watch if there was nothing he could yet do
about it. He could not get wrapped up in the emotional aspect of what was
happening. Such a mistake had cost him on several occasions. He would arrive
when he could and then decide what actions to pursue.


Just minutes passed, and he watched as Sigrant’s camp passed
beneath him. Seeking again a look through his magical vision, he could easily
see King Sigrant himself, but there was nothing Seth could do. Sigrant held too
much power. The aura of the invading king was immense, unlike anything Seth had
ever seen before in a man, and it grew by the second. Seth could not contain
that kind of power. He did not know his limitations, but knew for certain that
the power held by Sigrant exceeded them.


Seth’s own power was immense, having grown more and more
each time a person loyal to him died. But the invading king’s power was more
than five times that of what Seth had amassed. Seth both envied and feared the
man below as he winged overhead. The best he could do for now was assist in
defending the city and try to find a solution.


A minute passed as Seth rushed the great flaming walls in
the distance. Even from here he could see the creatures scaling the walls by
the hundreds, their bodies a stark contrast to the white painted walls of the
city. Then it struck him.


Reaching out as he made his approach to the city, Seth
located his few remaining troops and infused them each with power. Diving lower,
he watched as Borrik noted him, an instantaneous howl breaking from his open
maw, echoed by each of the remaining werewolves as the image of their god was
shared telepathically. Explosions occurred again and again as his troops called
upon the power. Seth dove lower, pulling up just before colliding with the
battlements atop the wall. Ahead of him, perhaps twenty paces, his brother
fought in a rage, hacking and cleaving his way across the wall.


Seth folded his wings behind and around himself like a cloak,
watching the scene play out before him. His brother, lost in rage, made no note
of him even as a cheer erupted from those defenders remaining. The common
troops of Valdadore witnessed Seth’s troops valiantly summoning their blessings
once more, and more still witnessed the landing of the walking, now flying, god.
Seth looked upon his brother, his breath catching in his chest a moment. Garret,
the king, was a wreck. He battled on with one arm, growling and grunting as he
stomped a path. His strikes swung wild more often than not. It was apparent he
was weary and worse, being reckless with his own life and the lives of those
loyal to him.


Seth shook his head. No emotions, he reminded himself.
Reaching out, he snuffed out the lives of over a hundred vampires upon the top
of the wall as the defenders again cheered his return. Then, with a thunderous
boom, green and yellow lightning split the air, breaking into dozens of
electrical fingers that crackled, each seeking a foe.


Breathing deeply as his brother turned and their eyes met,
Seth tried to remain focused as the metallic giant’s eyes grew moist, a broken
half grin trying to show through the king’s obvious pain.


Seth merely nodded at his brother before leaping off the
wall and unfolding his wings to glide further down the wall. He could feel
Garret’s eyes tracking him but tried to ignore it.


Landing anew, he watched as Borrik raced overhead, lancing
fireballs, his jaw snapping again and again. Seth reached out, snuffing another
hundred or more invaders, feeling the power rush into his reserves once more. Reaching
out past the wall, he turned his palms downward and let the power free. Unholy
green flame erupted from his hands, spreading out in a wall of death below him,
encompassing the entirety of the wall for several hundred yards. From the top
of the wall all the way to the ground was scorched almost instantly, its white
paint peeling and smoldering as the ashes of enemies floated slowly through the
air to the ground below.


Again and again Seth sprang into the air, only to land once
more and extinguish the lives of his foes within moments. When nearly all upon
the walls or climbing them were destroyed, there remained yet another task for
the dark prince. Reaching into the city, he found those infected by the change.
There were nearly two hundred, and the number was rapidly growing. Focusing his
mind he tugged at the sparks of life from each and every one of them, wincing
as he separated the life of a young baby and its mother. Power rushed into him,
but with so few foes remaining he turned as the battle came to an end, and
strode towards his brother, the king.


* * * * *


Anna watched as the beast-man nearest her exploded in size,
howling as it turned to look down the wall of overrun defenders. There a winged
man settled upon the wall, and even at this distance she recognized him. It was
Lord Seth, the prince of Valdadore. She had met the man once, in the tavern
where she had been employed. She had personally served the man and his young
wife. Essentially, he had made her who she was. For that reason she did not
know whether to praise the man considered a god among mortals, or loathe him.


She watched as he snuffed out the first round of enemies
with nothing but a thought. The defenders cheered. Though she was not the
enemy, she truly wasn’t an ally either. Anna realized that if she did not flee,
her end was near. Unlike these fledglings that fell from the wall to splatter
on the ground below, Anna leapt into the darkness, digging her nails into the
stone of the wall as she plummeted downward, slowing her descent. She had been
feeding unhindered for weeks. Her spawn already numbered near a hundred and
they had spawned hundreds more. But most from outlying towns had gone south
seeking prey, instead of coming here to Valdadore.


She struck the ground, jarring both her ankles and knees, and
waited a few moments until her ligaments repaired themselves before sprinting
away from the city, careful to avoid Sigrant’s camp as well. Looking back over
her shoulder, she glanced to the top of the wall where she could see the
immense king in all of his shining glory. Something about him called to her. He
had looked upon her differently than any other man. She would return to
discover why, after the prince departed. That is, if Valdadore survived
the war.


* * * * *


Garret strode towards his brother, releasing his blessing,
not really believing what just happened. In that moment, nothing in the world
made sense. His head spun, as if in a dream, and he found it hard to breathe,
let alone wrap his mind around what it was that he saw. He had seen his
brother’s corpse. Seth had died. Nearly the entire kingdom of Valdadore
had witnessed his body impaled on the battlefield. This was an apparition, his
brother’s ghost of some sort. Seth had died.


“Garret,” Seth said smiling, his eyes wet with emotion.


“Seth?”


“Of course. Who else?”


“Seth… You’re dead.”


“I was, yes, but now I’m not.”


“You can’t come back…” Garret paused, his tortured mind
spinning. “Is Dad with you?”


“No, Garret,” Seth replied with a choking sob, obviously
fighting his emotions. “It’s just me.”


“But Dad died too, right? And Jack?”


“Yes, Garret, and I am sorry. It is all my fault, and I
can’t fix it.


“But… how?” Garret managed.


“I struck a bargain with Ishanya to return, it seems she has
yet more plans for me.”


“But you’re really you?”


“Yes, Garret.”


“And you have wings?”


“Yes.”


“What do we do then?” Garret asked, his mind still unable to
understand what was going on in entirety.


“We prepare to hold your city against an enemy, the likes of
which the world has never seen.”


“So what should we do?”


“They won’t attack during the day. Get everyone healed and
rested, you especially. The sun will be up soon. Me and my men will keep watch
through the day.”


“OK.”


Without another word Garret turned, his shoulders sagging
and back hunched. Those near him and Seth upon the wall had heard what was to
be done, but even so he located an officer and gave his orders. All of the
soldiers were to rest during the day and visit the healers if needed.


Garret walked, mindlessly numb, across the wall and down the
nearest staircase. Flight after endless flight he climbed down the steps,
before reaching the street and heading east towards the castle. The roads were
dark, but those who had come to the city for safety inhabited them and watched
their broken king as he passed them. They whispered prayers to him as he
passed, asking Gorandor to look over him. Some thanked him for the solace he
offered them, others simply watched him either in awe or with pity in their
eyes. Garret noticed none of them.


More than an hour passed as he made his trek across the
city, passing through the gates into the castle complex. He first turned
towards the knights’ garrison but then, thinking better of it, changed course
to the mages’ tower.


Knocking upon the door that had once been enchanted to open
of its own accord but had recently been replaced, Garret grinned oddly as the
door swung open to reveal a young woman in a white robe.


“I crushed that once,” Garret said, jerking his head towards
the door.


“Yes, your Majesty, I recall the tale,” replied the young
woman, concern showing clearly in her face. “Let’s get you inside and see if we
can get you patched up.”


* * * * *


King Sigrant felt the loss of each of his newly created
troops. But found solace in the fact that his power did not diminish with each
one’s death. Even if it had, his power was growing so quickly they were each
but a drop in the pond. Slowly he noted the deaths as they came, amused that
Valdadore had such issues in killing them. Many minutes later a small torrent
of connections left him as if a large fraction of his troops had died all at
once, and a moment later another wave of deaths. Within the span of another
quarter hour the deaths stopped, all of the troops he had sent to Valdadore
having apparently perished.


He stepped once more into the crude ring created by the
tents and beckoned to his opponent, one of his most valiant blessed warriors. The
man who was captain to his knights charged at breakneck speed, yet to the king
it was as if he jogged across the meager sparring field. Stepping back at the
last moment, Sigrant thrust out his arm, catching the man under the chin as he
passed, the momentum of his movement ripping the captain off his feet to land unceremoniously
on his back. Again he rose and tried to strike the king, but to a man as
powerful as Sigrant even his fastest warrior seemed slow and weak. Perhaps
if he were bitten he would again become useful? Maybe if given more strength
and agility he would be a challenge. Then they could spar again and perhaps it
would actually feel like sparing. Sigrant, bored beyond measure, decided to
test another theory. Walking to the middle of the small clearing he turned and
faced his captain, beckoning him with a hand to continue. The knight attacked
with what was once considered lightning speed, his thrusts and jabs vicious and
relentless.


“Enough,” Sigrant said, looking down to his tattered
clothes, the only proof of the thousands of wounds he had received in only a
couple minutes time. “I suppose that I need not worry, as no blow has the
ability to kill me.”


His knight captain bowed, obviously impressed, and turned to
return to his duties. Sigrant stood a moment longer, a moment that to him felt
like hours, and pondered how Valdadore had managed to kill his troops so
quickly. A man of calculations, it seemed that he may have overestimated the
abilities of his troops and would need more than a single night to destroy
Valdadore. Thus decided, he altered his plan. The city would need to be taken
in a single attack, but required more than a single night. Yet his troops could
not withstand the sun. Calculating the days, King Sigrant smiled. His solution
was being given to him by the gods. All he needed to do was wait.


* * * * *


Borrik settled to the wall, bowing low to his master. Though
Seth had confided in him that he was not a god, now even Borrik doubted the
words. Here he was, risen from death, a true leader and most powerful being. Here
stood a man that could both create and destroy with a thought, altering the
course of creation and making of men, more than could have been fathomed just
months ago. Borrik remained bowed for a long moment of silence, showing both
his obedience and respect. It was a feral maneuver, but one that he could not
overcome. Rising again, he was met by Seth’s smile.


“I am happy to see you as well, Borrik.”


“Master, I feared…” Borrik began.


“Yes, Borrik, I know. All that needs to be said for now is
that I was gone, and now I am back. But we should really discuss more important
matters.”


“Yes, m’lord,” Borrik responded, half growling the words.


“How was she taken, Borrik?”


“I don’t know, Master. I failed you.”


“Not yet you haven’t. She is alive.”


“Then we should go and rescue her,” Borrik replied quickly,
happy for redemption. “With your wings we could go to her and return very
quickly.”


“No, Borrik, I am forbidden to leave until this war is
finished. Ishanya bids me see this through before I can leave Valdadore. But
you…” Seth began.


“Simply command me, and I will see it done,” Borrik said,
his muscles flexing.


The look upon the wolf man’s face and body, with his tense
muscles, reminded Seth of a guard dog, awaiting the command to attack. It
really wasn’t that far from the truth.


“OK, Borrik, go rescue my wife. She has already passed West
gate and is being carried away very quickly to the west. I last felt her little
more than an hour ago. You know how much this means to me. Do whatever you
must.”


“As you wish,” the giant alpha wolf replied. Bending low
once more, he sprang into the air with one monstrous lunge. Flapping his taut
leather wings rapidly, he began circling up through the air currents until he
found a suitable avenue amongst the winds. Seth watched him go, knowing Borrik
would not return without Sara. So loyal was his creation that he would rather
die than fail his master. Seth wished he could go with him, and knew that
Borrik would come in handy in the days to come. He hoped the trip was a swift
one. Turning, Seth looked out across the wall seeking Jonas, the next wolf in
command. As the sun broke the horizon he spotted the one he sought and,
shouting for him to follow, Seth jumped off the wall, into the city. Spreading
his wings he glided slowly down to the streets below, where he waited for Jonas
to join him. It was time to make some plans, and of course more troops as well.


* * * * *


The first night passed without incident, and for that Zorbin
was happy. Scouts had indicated crossing several sets of peculiar tracks
including those of giants, dire wolf, and even some the dwarves did not
recognize, though they compared them to those belonging to large mountain
lions. As it was, nothing came of any of the tracks, and the Dwarven army
marched on into the morning, stopping briefly for food before resuming once
more.


Zorbin found it peculiar that he felt at home, here amongst
his kin, marching off to war. Yet he was homesick as well. He missed the city,
the castle, and his friend the king. His life was changing fast, but so too was
the world. Kingdoms were colliding, the blessed of the gods growing stronger
and stronger, and at the current rate who knew what Thurr would look like for
the next generation? His people were not adapted for such rapid change. Having
lived underground for as long as their histories were recorded, the dwarves and
their culture had not changed in centuries. They kept tabs on their neighbors,
and had the occasional oddity, like Zorbin, who brought back news of other
nations, but for the most part they were cut off from the world. Zorbin knew
that, in order to survive, the dwarves would need to adapt in the years to
come. Too much was changing to exclude them. He hoped that this show of support
to the kingdom of Valdadore would be the first step of many that would lead his
people into a new era of cooperation with the other races. An era that they
would not only survive, but thrive in.


Reaching up to scratch Xanth behind his ear, Zorbin looked
up to the sun to calculate the time. As his eyes scanned skyward he noted from
his higher position upon a mount, a large plume of smoke in the distance. Rising
into the sky, the dark column then was caught upon the wind and carried away
from the dwarves.


The possibilities flooded his mind as he turned to his
companion.


“Linaya,” he said, gaining her attention. “Do ye see that
smoke in the distance?”


“Yes. What of it?”


“Be there a town in that direction?” Zorbin asked, and
waited patiently as she thought.


“I think Smirole is off that way, but with nothing to get my
bearings, and my limited knowledge of the area, I have no way of being
certain.”


“That be enough for me, m’lady. Now if you’ll excuse me a
moment,” Zorbin said, before leaning forward in his saddle.


Without more than a thought Xanth leapt forward into a dead
run, carrying Zorbin as if he weighed nothing at all. Veering left, they moved
to circumvent the army before veering to the right again. Running parallel to
the army, they reached the front after several minutes and sought out the
familiar face of Gumbi, head war counselor to the newly crowned king of the
dwarves.


“Gumbi, my friend,” Zorbin began. “There is smoke off our
course to the north a bit, and a lot of it. Methinks a human town called
Smirole may be in danger. We need be alterin’ course and see if we can help. There
may be survivors if somethin’s gone amiss.”


“I’ll bring this consideration to the king’s ears,” Gumbi
replied, and strode off across the front line of the marching Dwarven ranks.


Zorbin watched him go. He watched the exchange between Gumbi
and the king. A moment later and the king nodded. Watching still, Zorbin witnessed
as Gumbi produced a small horn from a pouch upon his side and, raising it to
his lips, three short blasts followed by one long one pierced the air over the
thunderous pounding of Dwarven boots. With perfect precision the entire army
altered course in the span of one footstep, each singular soldier turning
slightly left of their current route. In a few short hours they would know the
truth of what was causing the smoke.


Pleased, Zorbin leaned in his saddle once again and Xanth
also altered his direction, and slowing they watched as the army marched past
before once again joining Linaya.


“Getting what you wanted?” Linaya asked in response to
Zorbin’s smile when he returned.


“Aye. It be hard to tell a fella no when he made you the
king,” he replied with a wink.











Chapter Three


In the heavens, Gorandor growled at his brethren, his anger
apparent from his every motion. Though they all had felt the changes of late,
it was Gorandor who had called the meeting. It was he who had pieced together
what it was that was transpiring. It was he, the god of honor and valor, who
showed them the error in their ways.


“Time has been altered. The fate and destiny of Thurr has
been tangled,” he began, slamming one massive fist into his open hand. “We
cannot continue reacting to what is occurring in the world we made. We must
stop the change before it is beyond our power.”


“We done that once before, if ye remember,” replied Ximlin,
the Dwarven god who now appeared as one of his stout followers. “Ishanya
learned nothing from her punishment but more hate and more
greed.”


Gorandor watched as the other ethereal heads nodded in
agreement, and resumed his pacing. It was true what Ximlin said, but if they
did not act soon, they would be too weak to retaliate.


“Then we try something new.”


“And what does the mighty Gorandor suggest?” asked Lorentia,
the goddess of nurturing and healing.


“What do we know about what she has changed and what she
plans?” Gorandor asked the gathering.


“She has created her own champion and made him an
abomination,” offered one of the many gods.


“She altered the tapestry of fate, opening us all up to
dangers,” added another.


“She seeks to gather followers from all the races,” added a
third. “Though I doubt the elves will follow, nor the dwarves if they still
recall her history.”


Gorandor listened to each of his kind. They all had a
different perspective, each having learned different traits from the peoples
they had once inhabited. They spoke of the winged beast the abomination had
created. They spoke of the abomination’s lover and wife. They fleshed out every
detail of the happenings upon Thurr that had any connection with the strand
that served as the abomination’s fate. And there were multitudes of connections
to discuss. They spoke of subtle influences and alterations they could make
that would not disrupt time and destiny, simply guide it.


In mere hours upon Thurr the gods managed years of careful
planning, coming to several logical and carefully constructed decisions.


“We shall see if we are right,” said Valenore, the druidic
god of creation. “I will intervene and see if it goes unnoticed. But I dare not
remove the blight the abomination planted within my followers. Ishanya would be
sure to notice.”


“Fair,” Gorandor agreed. “See to the plague, then. If we
cannot dismantle her plan without danger, then we shall make it impossible for
her to control.”


Nods again filled the gathering, and then all were gone. Gorandor
stared out across the tapestry that intertwined time, fate, and destiny, and
watched as tiny possibilities already began to weave themselves into threads
that created events. Just their decision to act was having a positive effect on
the outcome, though it was only a chance, and a miniscule one at that.


As possibilities were not a constant, the tapestry had
frayed endings. Looking across the expanse of time Gorandor saw infinite
possibilities, but paid special attention to three. Free will of their
creations made any of them a possible outcome, but these three were at present
the most likely to occur.


In the first and most likely occurrence, Ishanya was
victorious in her plan and eventually Gorandor and his brethren all succumbed
to her. Beyond that he could not see, as in that possibility he no longer
existed.


The next that troubled him was a possibility where Ishanya
was again defeated, and this time it was she who came to an end. Looking beyond
her demise, fate hinted that another of the gods would take her place as a
usurper to their equal and combined efforts.


The third and final possibility simply ended. Whether the
meaning was that Thurr itself came to an end, Gorandor could not be sure. All
he knew for certain was that the most common thread shared amongst all three
possibilities was the life of the abomination himself.


Looking then to Thurr, the world he helped create and bring
life to, he peered down through space and time at what he thought was his best
chance for survival. This thread was nearly lost to fate, having unraveled to
the point of breakage, but still Gorandor had faith that it could be restored. Even
now, nearly completely severed, Gorandor’s hope endured, and the god vowed not
to give up.


Curious once more, he then turned his attention to see how
Valonore fared in his intervention.


* * * * *


Sara sat with her eyes closed, her head tipped back against
the bars. Day had come long ago and the sun shone so brightly this day, off of
newly fallen snow, that it pained her eyes even through the crimson glass
panels in her helm. She still grew stronger by the second, but even now was
incapable of bending the thick steel bars.


The cart her cage inhabited moved ever westward, the driver
not even stopping to relieve himself. Had it not been for the sound of his
heart beating in his chest she would have sworn the man was dead on more than
one occasion. But no, the bastard lived.


The terrain had turned from hills to plains and back again
throughout the previous night and the morning. Now it felt as if they slowly
climbed upwards, the air carrying more chill with every hour. Sara, however,
was relieved to see that not far ahead they would be entering a forest. She
would much prefer the dark shadows over the sharp piercing pains she got
whenever she opened her eyes out in the open.


A quarter of an hour later the trail they followed turned
into the trees. Though many of the trees had lost their leaves, a good
percentage were pines and other evergreens that did wonders at blocking the
sun.


Sara was relieved when the constant pain vanished, and
changing her position she sat upon her knees to better get a lay of the land. Ahead,
just as before the forest, it was apparent that they were indeed climbing, and
the trail they followed was well worn by the recent passage of Sigrant’s army,
supplies, and war machines. A few miles ahead it appeared that the trail
turned, but other than that she could find nothing of interest to make note of.


The miles passed and just as Sara had believed, the driver
led the steeds and the cart around a sharp bend in the trail, and immediately
the scenery changed. Here the trail narrowed uncomfortably, the boughs of the
trees interlocking overhead to cut out the vast majority of the light. The
driver slowed the steeds as the cart began to buck and jump, as it bounced over
great roots that crossed the path.


Where moments before the path was clear and showed obvious
signs of Sigrant’s army’s recent passage, this portion of the trail looked
ancient and unused.


Rounding another bend, the trail narrowed once more, causing
branches and the trunks of trees to scrape the sides of the cart and bash and
clang off the bars of Sara’s cage. Hitting a root the entire cart bounced, and
Sara was thrown against the bars causing her armor to clank as she sucked in a
quick breath, having been caught off guard. The driver looked back at her and
smiled wickedly, amused by her uncomfortable ride. Another root and again the
cart bounced. This time her cage shifted slightly. Noting the change, Sara
moved to the front of the cage, hoping it would slide forward once again.


She waited only moments before they rode over a particularly
rough patch in the road. Her cage bounced and slid again towards the front of
the cart and Sara shoved her arm between the bars, her fingertips brushing the
driver’s cloak. Another bump and he was inches away again. Sara sighed in
defeat.


Then, rounding yet another curve in the trail, Sara got what
she wished for. Root after thick root crossed the path they traveled, making
the cart bounce uncontrollably. It creaked and squeaked from the strain as the
cage slid and bounced, shifting its weight across the bed of the cart. Closer
and closer the driver came, and then she had him. Grasping his cloak, Sara
yanked with all her might, pulling him up and off his seat to smash backwards
against the bars of the cage with a crack. The reins falling slack, the steeds
took it as their cue to pick up the pace. Reaching through the bars, she
grasped the man’s head in one arm and grabbed his jaw with the other. Rending
bone and meat from his skull she tore the two asunder, assuring herself that he
would never smile at her misery again. Then, reaching into his belt, she found
the pouch she sought and, pulling it between the bars, she loosened the strings
upon it and produced a key from within.


All the while the steeds pulling the cart raced faster and
faster down the rough and all too narrow trail. Standing in a crouched position
as the cart clattered, bounding down the path, Sara reached through the bars
with the key in hand, careful not to drop her only hope for escape. It took
four attempts with the cart bucking and bouncing, but finally mating the key to
the oversized locking mechanism on the cage she turned it quickly, producing a
loud click.


She flung the top open just as the cart veered roughly to
one side. She looked ahead and saw as one steed attempted to turn off the
trail, straining the leather harness that secured the two beasts together. Ahead,
it appeared the trail came to an abrupt end, and both horses struggled to turn
the cart in opposite directions.


Again the cart veered left, the steed upon that side being
stronger than its kin. This time it was too much. Sara attempted to leap out of
the cage as the corner of the cart struck the trunk of a large aspen, but only
half succeeded. So forceful was the collision that the cart came to a near
complete stop, before rolling over to bounce and land upon the two steeds that
had previously pulled it. The cage was flung from the cart as Sara launched out
of it, her foot catching between the bars just before she exited. Careening end
over end through the air with Sara entangled, the cage came to rest a full
forty feet from the collision, with Sara crushed underneath.


She screamed in both, rage and pain, her bones broken,
organs punctured, ligaments and muscles torn. They tried to mend, but with the
crushing weight upon her it was impossible. Only her head and one leg was free
from beneath the cage, neither giving her the leverage she needed to extract
herself.


Looking around for anything useful she found herself just
feet from the point where the trail ended. Except that it didn’t end.


Watching in disbelief, Sara clung to consciousness as the
trees ahead began to uproot, heaving upwards to rain soil down in all
directions. Once unsecured, they came at her slowly, in strides like those of
men, but without joints to bend with. The nearest, an oak bare of leaves,
loomed over her a moment before slowly leaning down, revealing a face upon its
withered bark.


The tree had deep black eyes that appeared hardened sap that
bored into the trunk. Odd knots formed its ears and a peculiar growth split the
tree horizontally creating a mouth and chin. Moss and lichen clung about the
face, creating the appearance of both eyebrows and beard, but it was the eyes
that held her attention. In the deep dark pools an inner light shone that hinted
of wisdom and experience.


It bent slowly lower and lower, and coming face to face it
inhaled through its small knob of a nose deeply.


“It smells like poison and death,” the living tree said in a
mournful voice that reminded Sara of the hollow sound of wind blowing through
the trees. “Bramble, you take it and bring it with us.”


Slowly righting itself once again, the giant tree creature
moved aside as another took its place. This one was smaller, with peanut shaped
leaves of a dark emerald green and smooth gray bark. The new tree leaned down
as well, exposing a face similar to the previous, but with far less moss and
lichen and smoother, less wrinkled features. A multitude of branches bent down
towards Sara as the cage rolled aside. Instantly her wounds began to mend but
even so she was already pulled up and off the ground, branches bending around
her, forming a new cage to contain her. The branches ranged in size, some only
as thick as her wrists, yet others as big around as her thigh. Upon them,
thousands of thorns as long as her forearms pointed inward at her from all
directions except the floor.


Leaves created a barrier that blocked all visibility beyond
the branches and thorns, but Sara could feel the tree creature rise and turn
before stalking off into the forest.


Exasperated, she plopped to the bottom of her new cell as
her last wounds mended themselves within minutes. She had traded one captor and
one cage for another. Silently she wondered which had been the worse.


* * * * *


Borrik soared westward as fast as his wings and the air
currents would take him. He watched the world pass below, scanning for anything
moving west. The morning had brought with it a storm that blanketed everything
below in white, covering any hopes of finding tracks. Beyond the newly formed
lake and Seth’s magically created chasm he flew and further still, onward past
the towers and wall called Westgate.


He knew he already had Seth’s favor, but in the prince’s
absence he also knew it had fallen to him to look out for Sara. Though a deadly
foe, the woman was less experienced in battle and a shining target to any enemy
looking to hurt the dark prince. Borrik had failed to protect her, but now was
offered redemption. He had flown nearly twelve hours straight when he finally
spotted an anomaly below


Diving low to the ground for a better look, he spotted a
pair of wagon tracks accompanied by horse tracks that seemingly just appeared
out of the snow. Apparently this was its location when the snow had stopped
falling, everything behind that point was covered, yet stretching as far ahead
as Borrik could perceive, the tracks continued. He sniffed the air but could
find no trace of the Princess’s scent.


There was no way to know if she was on the wagon, but with
no better leads Borrik opted to follow the tracks and see where they led. The
snow had stopped but six hours ago, giving the driver an apparent six hour
lead. Borrik was faster upon the air than a wagon pulled by horses could even
hope to be.


Flapping like his life depended on it, Borrik climbed to
gain altitude and a suitable stream of air to navigate. Hundreds of feet up, he
found such a stream and sailed through the sky, his eyes never leaving the
tracks.


It was only an hour later when he reached the edge of the
forest, and circling over it twice concluded that he could no longer follow the
trail from above. Settling to the ground on the very trail where the tracks
entered the trees, Borrik recalled his blessed wings and arms, letting them be
reclaimed by his flesh once more. Then, without hesitation he sprang into the
forest upon all four of his massive limbs. It was an unnatural gait, neither
animal nor human, but it served to lend him more speed and spared his legs all
the work.


Darkness was coming fast, and within the treed canopy even
his feral vision was limited. Sniffing as he went, he picked up the scent of
blood. It was not Sara’s, but nonetheless, if there was a struggle she could be
in danger if she had been on the wagon he sought.


On foot, Borrik could maintain pace with a Valdadorian war
horse. His stamina at times felt unending. For an hour he raced through the
woods, following the winding trail that oddly narrowed after each curve. The
scent of blood grew stronger with every step, and in the darkness he reached
the origin of the smell. Here a mix of odors polluted the air, and among them
was what he sought. Not the original blood he had followed, but Sara, and her
blood, had also been here.


Sniffing around, both up and down the trail, Borrik realized
that all the scents stopped at this point upon the trail. The cart had not
traveled any further, which meant that somehow it had left the trail. In the
darkness he began navigating the forest in an ever widening circle from the spot
where the cart and all of its scents vanished.


The light had faded altogether, and now he relied only upon
his nose. Breathing deeply he searched the air for a clue, always moving,
always sniffing. An hour passed, and then another, as Borrik began to lose hope
of finding a trail. He wondered if perhaps somehow the horses, cart, and Sara
had vanished magically. Such things were known to happen with people that were
familiar with Seth. Knowing the magically vanishing scenario unlikely, he
widened his search again and got his first break. Upon a slight breeze he
caught the scent of the horses and began sprinting upwind.


Moments later he caught the scent of Sara, and then again
the horses just after that. He was finally on the right trail. Tasting the air
as he ran headlong into the darkness, Borrik bounded upon all fours, dodging
through the trees like one of his feral relatives.


* * * * *


Mid-morning came and went, as the Dwarven army grew ever
nearer to the source of the smoke. Linaya rode in a near trance, having fallen
prey to the rhythmic pounding of the dwarves’ boots upon the soil. Scouts came
and went from the front lines to the wilderness again at regular intervals, and
she grew accustomed to vaguely marking time with their scheduled arrivals and
departures. She was hungry. No. Famished, and could not imagine what those on
foot must be feeling. They had been rushing all morning to reach the smoke and
find the cause for it. When the army came to an abrupt halt, so dazed was
Linaya that she nearly trampled the dwarves in front of her with her mount.


Yanking the reins at the last possible second, she stirred
shaking the fog from her mind. Up ahead in the front lines, a pair of scouts
talked hurriedly with the king and Gumbi, gesturing with their hands like a
pair of raving lunatics. Apparently on the trail ahead was something big with
clawed fingers that bounced around like a bunny while waving its hands. To be
honest, Linaya found the scene rather amusing until she realized the ground was
still shaking beneath them.


She had grown so accustomed to the vibrations caused by the
immense army she had not realized that they continued even after the troops had
stopped. Then she pieced the puzzle together. They were marching into a fight.


Linaya watched as Gumbi raised a hand, making three motions
with his fist, raising various fingers each time. Quietly the ranks of troops
broke into three equal contingents and began moving as silently as was possible
for a hundred thousand armored troops. They split paths, each contingent
striking out in a different direction.


“What’s going on?” she asked Zorbin.


“We’ve stumbled upon some giants and be preparing to attack
them.”


“Why are we attacking them? Couldn’t we go around?”


“Giants and Dwarves be havin’ history, m’lady, we’ll just
call it a land dispute that’s been ongoin’ near a thousand years. Besides, the
men could use a bit o’ practice.”


“Are they in Smirole?” Linaya asked, fearful that the town
had been slaughtered by the monstrous giants.


“We won’t know till we gets there, m’lady.”


With a nod of understanding, Linaya stopped her line of
questioning, allowing Zorbin to focus on the battle ahead. Riding beside him
slowly, she kept her eyes focused ahead, looking for any signs of the giants.


 


 


An hour passed as the dwarves crept down to meet their foes,
and Linaya found the pace slow and grueling. She did not want the dwarves to
fight the giants, but the anticipation of the fight with the giants was
a hundred times worse.


Loud deep chanting could now be heard, interspersed with
terrified screams and yells. The ground quaked beneath them and Linaya fought
to maintain control of her terrified steed. Something unnatural was occurring
ahead and she could not help but feel a bad omen approaching their foes.


More minutes passed and finally the giants began to whoop
and scream, having been alerted to the dwarves’ presence. The order to charge
was given, and in unison the dwarves lowered their hammers from their shoulders
and began to pray to their god as they heeded the call to charge.


Away the dwarves ran, calling out battle cries in their deep
guttural voices. Linaya watched as Zorbin called upon Gorandor with a
resounding boom, and he and Xanth sprang forward to join the fray. She knew she
had no place in war, and so followed at what she thought a safe distance might
be to simply observe the battle. It was not what she had expected.


 


Breaking into the clearing ahead, Linaya was met by a roar
of rage that consisted of hundreds of mind-numbing, booming voices. She had not
been prepared for this. Every story she had ever been told about giants had
consisted of only a handful of the beasts. It was believed that they lived in
small family tribes of a dozen or less. Most thought that there were few of the
creatures, maybe a hundred or so. All of what she had heard was wrong.


In the clearing, which had indeed once been a town, were
hundreds of the huge slobbering behemoths. They had demolished the town and
surrounding farms, building a pyre out of the very buildings and setting it
ablaze. Atop the pyre they had tossed the inhabitants of the city, some who
even now writhed in the smoke and flame seeking an end to their torment. These
were the screams they had been hearing. Beyond the pyre was a huge, crudely
built cage formed from uprooted trees that had been shoved down into the soil
and bound with vines. Within it she could see hundreds of the dire wolves like
the one Zorbin rode. These, she supposed, were to be the next sacrifice to
whatever god the giants served.


The dwarves, apparently expecting the same as Linaya had,
did not seem to know what to do about the massive infestation of their mortal
enemies. Breaking into smaller and smaller groups in order to engage so many of
the giants, the dwarves’ lines were thinned out. Even so, the odds were near
two hundred to one. At least for the first few moments while everyone,
including the giants, recovered from the shock of the situation.


For a split second it was as if the world held its breath,
as all was silent before the chaos ensued. Linaya watched as the giants began
pulling huge clubs from their crude belts, or uprooting yet more trees to bash
the dwarves like insects. Though many of the dwarves were blessed, they were
tiny in comparison to the giants. Even Zorbin, more than twice his regular size,
was only a third of one of the smaller giants.


The dwarves, it seemed, had a few mages at their disposal as
boulders formed out of thin air to fall like a rain upon a select few of the
giants. Even so, it began as a bloodbath. The giants smashed the dwarves with
their clubs and stomped upon them, smearing them from under their feet like
cockroaches. Orders were shouted here and there, but could not be heard over
the screams of dying dwarves and the giant inferno blazing at center field. Finally
Linaya watched as a giant toppled, his ankle shattered by a blessed dwarf’s
hammer. Moments later another fell ,and then another, as dwarves scrambled to
get out of the way and rushed in once again as the behemoths smashed to the
ground. It seemed the dwarves had devised a method to bring the giants down.


Within minutes a few dozen were felled, but already
thousands of dwarves had been lost. Linaya forced herself to watch every
bloody, gory moment, trying to memorize the heroics that took place upon the
field in an effort to keep herself from being sick or breaking down. It was
horrid to watch the dwarves being slaughtered and not be able to do anything to
help.


More giants fell and then even more. Perhaps six dozen or so
had been brought to ground and slaughtered, but the dwarves lost hundreds in
comparison to each singular giant. Then, when no one thought it possible, the
battle took a turn for the worse.


Rushing from somewhere beyond the field of battle, a giant
unlike any other any of them had seen or heard of appeared. She was no bigger
than the average giant, and sported four arms like the rest of them, with a
boney beak-like structure for a nose and a huge round maw filled with rows and
rows of razor sharp teeth. Her attire is what immediately set her apart.


Upon the giant’s body, great runes had been drawn and each
of them glowed green upon her skin. In one great hand she held a collection of
skulls that dangled upon a cord, collected from her own kind. Opposite that
hand she carried a giant staff carved from an immense tree, its roots were
braided around a huge green colored crystal that served as the top of the
staff. The entire length of the shaft was also decorated in the glowing runes
that adorned her skin.


Linaya watched as the creature reached the far edge of the
battle and touched the tip of her staff to the ground, chanting unintelligible
words in a deep and booming voice. Within seconds the staff and giant burst
into bright yellow light, as a green fog began to rise from the ground and
envelope the nearest dwarves. Those within the fog died within seconds,
coughing and spasming, spewing blood from their mouths as they drowned on their
own fluids.


The fog spread in an ever growing circle, having no effect
on the giants, who stood above the fog breathing fresh air. Linaya knew the
battle to be over, her hopes of saving Valdadore dashed. The dwarves would be
lucky to save themselves.











Chapter Four


Seth stood upon the wall, watching both the camp a few miles
off and the western horizon. Sigrant’s forces showed no signs of stirring,
though his vision of the gods assured him they were indeed within the multitude
of tents erected just a few short miles from the city. More than half of them
had changed. By the next day the process would have been completed.


The horizon showed no signs of change. He hoped that at any
moment Borrik would wing into sight, carrying Sara aloft in his arms to return
her to his master’s side. Thus far no such thing had occurred. Seth still had
faith that Borrik would see the deed completed, no matter how long it took.


So instead, Seth stood silently within a deeply cowled black
cloak he had acquired during the morning, the lone defender upon Valdadore’s
walls. His men were gathering the only beasts within the city that they could
find with excellent night vision and strength. Rats.


He intended to bolster his troops with rat men. It was a
decision made of necessity, but hopefully would serve the purpose he intended. At
least the rats were proving plentiful in some places within the city. Already
cages had been filled with hundreds of them. Soon he would begin experimenting
to find the perfect combination of human and rat to suit his purposes. Until
then, Seth decided to send King Sigrant a little welcoming message.


 


Focusing his thoughts, Seth reached out across the miles to
Sigrant’s camp. It was a long distance, but Seth was determined. Sending out
tendrils of his power, he created illusions of himself and hundreds of his
werewolf troops surrounding the tent city. Sweat beaded upon his forehead with
the effort of maintaining so many illusions, but still he was not finished. Now
he needed the enemy to see them. Concentrating his efforts, he focused on the
air above the enemy encampment. There he forced his will and power to become
one, as hundreds of thousands of tiny droplets of fire sprang to life to rain
down upon the tents in the enemy camp. Within seconds the screams started as
small holes burned through the canvas of tents, allowing rays of sunlight to
penetrate into the darkness. The fires spread and soon entire tents were
engulfed as Sigrant’s vampires fled the fires to be caught in the sun.


Screams and death cries filled the air as great plumes of
smoke arose from the encampment. Those vampires caught in the sun caught fire. Burning
and blind, they only helped to spread the destruction. It was near ten full
minutes before Sigrant’s mages created a dense fog to blanket the camp,
effectively blocking the sun and smothering the fires. Before they were done,
however, Seth reached out to the mage nearest the invading king. Just paces
away from Sigrant, Seth latched onto the aura of the mage and tore the bloated
life away from him, letting the man disintegrate into a pile of ash before his
king.


Then Seth was satisfied. Thousands had died in mere
minutes. Thousands more had seen his apparitions. More importantly, when the
vampires died something miraculous happened. Thousands more within Sigrant’s
camp were changed, their auras becoming fully human once more. Seth pondered
the possibilities. He was beginning to understand just how Sara’s condition was
being transmitted and used as a weapon. Already he was developing a theory on
how to defeat the blood-sucking horde, but in case he was wrong he turned and
stalked back down the steps of the castle wall. If Sigrant’s troops came to
call he would easily see them coming with his magical vision.


His thoughts returning to Sara and Borrik, he climbed down
the many flights of remaining steps in preparation for the day’s activities.


 * * * * *


Linaya watched as the masses of dwarves parted and a single
soldier darted between them, as boulders began to rain down on the giant
shaman. She watched as not only did the dwarves part, but they began to flee
from him in all directions. The giants realized something was amiss and several
began to rush the lone warrior, but the dwarf ignored them and continued
running as fast as his short legs would take him.


As it appeared he would be intercepted before reaching his
target, the dwarf raised his hammer and without so much as pausing brought it
down to the earth with a blinding flash of light. Following the light by a
fraction of a second was a concussive boom, the likes of which Linaya had never
heard before, and following that the ground split in a wide chasm, beginning
where the dwarf had struck and snaking out towards the shaman. Linaya managed
to watch as the blessed dwarf sentenced himself to death, his momentum not
allowing him to stop before he careened over the edge of the chasm he had
created, never to be seen again.


The shaman could not react in time, and neither could those
giants who had rushed the hero. All of them plummeted into the abyss, giant
masses of flailing arms, legs, and echoing death screams. Other dwarfs then
rushed the chasm and, bending to the ground, they began to glow as the chasm
began to close, the dwarfs working to mend the damage they had done.


The battle resumed once again as it had been before. By the
time the chasm was closed another fifty giants fell, but not without taking a
toll. Nearly thirty thousand dead dwarves littered the ground, some of them
smashed and smeared to become indiscernible from those around them. Even so,
the ratio was beginning to change in the dwarves’ favor.


Linaya watched as a huge brute of a giant swung his club low
to the ground, flinging dozens of crushed dwarves into the air to rain down
upon their comrades. Again and again, the giant repeated the process
unhindered. Linaya’s mouth fell open as she saw Zorbin charging the brute from
behind upon the great dire wolf that served as his steed. Without slowing, the
armored dwarf and wolf crashed into the giant’s legs from behind causing them
to buckle unexpectedly. Down came the mighty giant, crushing dozens more
beneath him as he crashed to the ground. Those nearest that survived the
debacle charged in and swarmed over the creature like angered ants. Within
seconds the giant’s screams of rage ceased.


More and more giants fell, and finally it seemed the dwarves
would have victory as the remaining giants began to flee. But that was before
she realized just what was happening.


* * * * *


Zorbin and Xanth brought the brute down in a twisted heap. It
was the third behemoth they had felled similarly, and were getting quite good
at it. Leaping back into the fray, they dashed across the field to the nearest
giant and watched it tumble as they neared. Doing their part they sprang upon
the giant, Xanth ripping and tearing with teeth and claws while he brought his
massive war hammer to bear against the giant’s joints and skull. They had lost
many men, far too many to even be believed. Scanning the field, he estimated
they were at half the strength they arrived with. Fifty thousand dead in less
than an hour. The thought sickened him.


Leaning in his saddle to guide the giant wolf, they lent
themselves to yet another felled foe and watched as the remaining giants began
to flee. Sadly it was not the terrorized flight of a defeated foe, instead the
giants ran a short distance and turned to fight once more. At first, Zorbin
thought them regrouping. Until he heard the screams.


Turning in his saddle, he watched the unthinkable. Those
dwarves that had fallen in the noxious fumes created by the shaman had begun to
stir once more. Their comrades thinking to help, rushed in to lend aid. It was
not long before they realized the error of their thinking.


The re-risen dead of the Dwarven army clutched and clawed
their comrades down to the ground, ripping off the rescuers’ armor before
beginning to feed upon their flesh. The newly dying cried out for help but none
dared enter the fray against such unholy creatures. The giants had not fled,
they had simply placed Bouldergate’s army between themselves and the living
dead. Once again the dwarves were attacked on two fronts. Without any options,
all they could do was begin felling the giants once more as those nearest the
revived dead re-killed their own kin.


Zorbin was now closer to the undead than the giants, and
shared a concern with Xanth through their telepathic link. They agreed that
Zorbin would do the fighting, in case the wolf could become infected by biting
the mindless creatures.


Charging into the tottering undead, he was disgusted to see
that those who had been bitten by the undead began to spasm and jerk about
uncontrollably before vomiting blood. These men were repeating what the
previous had done and would likely rise again as well.


Leaping into action, Zorbin began bashing the creatures,
learning almost instantly that they ignored any injury that did not put their
head out of commission. So it was that he guided the great wolf through the
throngs of undead, bashing skulls with his war hammer, as if it were a
sickening game of sport.


Before long, boulders began to rain upon the undead, ending
them in mass quantities. Not wanting to risk being struck by friendly fire,
Zorbin and Xanth extracted themselves from the undead and watched as the giants
began to flee in earnest, their numbers having been whittled down to no more
than a couple dozen survivors. The dwarves let them go. Too many had already
been lost. Minutes later the barrage of falling boulders stopped, having
smashed every last one of the undead dwarves to bits.


A horn trumpeted, and every dwarf turned and began to
converge between the giant altar of fire and the massive arena of caged wolves.
Zorbin followed as the dwarves formed into ranks in order to calculate their
losses. Some brought the injured with them, others hobbled about confused, and
were ushered into place by those without injury. In just minutes a count was
made, and Zorbin reached the king and Gumbi just in time to hear the news.


“Thirty seven thousand sir, and just over sixteen hundred
injured.”


“We lost thirty seven thousand?” Zorbin asked, devastated by
the news.


“No, Zorbin,” Gumbi replied, his face ashen. “We have only
thirty seven thousand men remaining.


Zorbin nearly fainted. Over sixty one thousand had been
killed in just over an hour. Sixty. One. Thousand. He wondered how many tens of
those thousands were fathers and mothers who would not be returning home to
their children. Dwarves were not humans. They lived for hundreds of years
naturally, and many here had yet to reach their first centennial. He could not
believe the devastation, and wholeheartedly expected the king to pull back his
forces and return to their ancestral home.


He watched as Linaya trotted up on her white warhorse, tears
streaming from her eyes.


“My deepest sympathies, your Majesty,” she sobbed.


“No, lady Linaya, my sympathies to you,” the king replied,
removing his helm. “I can take my men no further…”


Zorbin’s breath caught in his chest. He had been right. Valdadore
would fall without the aid of Dwarven allies.


“Ye see, m’lady, here on this field I lost five brothers. They
been all the brothers me had. Nine of my cousins fell and two of me uncles. I
am the sole remaining male of my bloodline. It is my responsibility to care for
all of their families. I am sorry but I can go no further.”


Zorbin watched as Linaya broke. Already she had been crying,
but now she was wracked by sobs. Even so, she nodded her understanding to the
king.


“The injured and any others who must be returnin’ home to
carry on their line, or for other honorable reasons will be stayin’ here with
me to bury our dead, returning them to the ground from whence we came. Zorbin
Ironfist, ye take the rest on with you to Valdadore and see to it my oath to
aid your kingdom is kept.”


Zorbin could not believe the words he was hearing. Even
Linaya’s sobs stopped momentarily as she struggled to listen. They abruptly
started anew when she realized that at least some aid was still being sent to
Valdadore. Only this time they were tears and sobs of happiness and relief.


Zorbin bowed his head in respect to the king, thanking him
for the kindness and sacrifice he shouldered the burden for.


“What should we do with them?” This time it was Gumbi that
spoke, motioning to the enormous pen housing the dire wolves.


“I might be havin’ an idea,” Zorbin replied, a crooked grin
appearing from within his thick beard.


* * * * *


Sara sat inside her cocoon of wood and thorn, bustled about
like a ragdoll for many hours. If it had not been for her armor, she would have
been impaled by the great thorns adorned by the living tree thing that held her
captive. Upon breaking the point off of one said thorn, she found it to be
hollow and filled with a dark brown, noxious smelling fluid thats scent made
her feel dizzy and disoriented. Eventually the feeling had passed, but she
could not help but imagine what the dark concoction would do to her if she were
pierced by one of the thorns.


Between the branches she could see their surroundings as
they traveled, though even with her improved night vision there were not many
useful references to make note of in a dark forest. She did glean, however,
that they were steadily climbing up hill. For hours they traversed the forest,
and Sara was certain that they were not alone, catching glimpses of what she
thought were dozens more of the walking and talking trees.


It was near morning when they broke through the trees into a
clearing. Ahead, cresting the hill, was the remnants of an ancient fortress. Though
parts of the walls had crumbled, and buildings collapsed, much of the structure
still remained. Coming to a stop, Sara’s captor turned slowly and sighed
loudly, shuddering oddly.


Peering around, the clearing they inhabited was quickly
growing smaller and smaller as more and more of the tree men slowly extracted
themselves from the forest, filling in the clearing one by one. When they
stopped, they each plunged their root-like feet down into the soil, shaking as
if a cold wind had just blown down their spines.


For several minutes, creaks and groans filled the air as
they all settled into position. Moments later a pair of huge oaken men
appeared. In one’s great tree branch arms, the creature carried the pair of
crushed horses. The other carried the driver and the remnants of the cart. They
entered the clearing, and using their great root-like feet they tore at the
soil, ripping huge chunks of the ground up with each movement. Within minutes a
great hole was dug and into it the horses, cart, and driver were placed. The
soil was summarily replaced and then too, these tree men took to the soil,
planting their roots with a shudder.


Sara had no idea what to make of the events. Walking and
talking trees that buried dead creatures and carts. Who knew? The real question
was, however, what was to happen to her? Did they intend to hold her prisoner
long? If so, to what end?


“What do you want with me?” Sara shouted, not really
expecting a response.


A moment passed and her captor shuddered once more, and the
veil of leaves outside her cage parted slightly, giving her a much improved
view of the ruins and tree men surrounding it. A great groan broke the silence
and from just out of view another of the great tree men leaned forward to come
nearly face to face with Sara. She recognized him as the first tree man she had
seen after the accident. At least she thought it was him, they all sort of
looked the same.


“Every life is precious,” the tree began hollowly. “And
every life deserves its life. But not every life deserves to be among other
lives.”


Sara concentrated on the slowly coming words, searching them
for their meaning. She watched the bark upon the creature’s face crinkle and
stretch with the movements of its speaking. He reminded her of an old man, the
way his features drooped and moved with too much slack.


“What is that supposed to mean?” she shouted back at the
tree.


Several other trees nearby creaked and groaned before their
apparent leader began to slowly speak once more.


“Every life has a destiny and a fate that can only be
changed when encountering another life. Now your life has encountered ours, and
so all of our fates have changed.”


Sara gave up on asking direct questions as there were
apparently not going to be any direct answers, so instead she simply repeated
her previous question.


“And what is that supposed to mean?”


The tree creature paused a moment, its features changing to an
expression that might have been contemplation before beginning to speak once
more.


“Your companion and the beasts you enslaved to do your labor
perished in our forest because our lives collided. From that collision their
fates were sealed, and now their only destiny is to feed us by giving nutrients
to the soil. It was a sad and abrupt end. One that would not have befallen them
had their lives not first collided with your life. You, foul plague bringer, elicit
an abrupt end to most that your life collides with. It is troublesome, and must
be stopped.”


Then Sara thought she understood. Her alteration was being
spread and apparently had been noticed by more than just herself. These tree… things…
planned to kill her to stop her from creating more vampires like herself.


“So you plan to kill me then? I thought all life was
precious?” she said, sneering at the creature.


More groaning and creaking ensued from around the gathering,
and old wrinkly face started to talk exhaustively slow once more.


“Your plague creates an explosion of life collisions, ending
lives and altering others’ destinies to something that has no real purpose. All
lives are meant to serve life and creation. The lives you change serve only
death and destruction, constantly killing, feeding, consuming, spreading,
without want or need to make new life. You, Plague bringer, are to remain our
captive until we can decide what is to be your new fate.”


Then it all came together. The tree man was right. He had
said little that she had not heard before from her own husband. Not the exact
words perhaps, but the meaning remained. Life was precious. The gods used men
to create war in order to further their own agendas. By her alteration, and
subsequent series of mistakes, she had changed the natural cycle, accelerating
them all to an inevitable end. The end of life for mankind.


Those infected by her would feed unchecked. They would kill
most, and those who were not killed would succumb to the infection and become
like her, accelerating the process to only one possible outcome. Eventually her
kin would outnumber the uninfected and then it would not be long before there
were no more uninfected. Then they would feed on each other. The extinction of
every race of man was the destiny she foresaw if things did not change.


It was her bite, and her inability to ignore the need to
satiate the thirst that filled her with wanting the pleasure that came from
feeding. Her weakness had served the gods better than any war. She was
the plague bringer. She was mankind’s worst adversary, and perhaps worse, she
had undermined her own husband, making worse that which he had fought to
prevent. He had died trying to save mankind from the evil gods that used them,
and she had spat on his efforts.


Sara began sobbing, the realization reminding her of her
grief, her loss, and all the evil she had done. For a long time she cried
freely, apologizing through her sobs to Seth for warping the gift of life he
gave her and unknowingly using it against him. The tree people watcher her
silently, allowing her to get all of the emotion out. Finally, when the sun lit
the clearing marking it daytime, Sara’s sobs came to an end. She saw only one
solution.


Hardening her resolve, she turned her face back to the tree
man who looked upon her through the living cage.


“Kill me,” she said, her eyes and nerves steeled.


Long moments passed and again creaks and groans suffused the
air as if the trees communicated amongst themselves. When the sounds subsided
the weathered tree man’s face became animated once more.


“All life is precious. Even yours, Plague bringer. Already
our destinies have been altered by our meeting. Your fate does not lie here,
for killing you would alter the fate of all those you have touched. We will not
kill you, Plague bringer, for to harm you would be to harm life, no matter what
your deeds have been in the past.”


So it was decided. The tree creatures would not kill her,
and she could not in good conscious take her own life. Seth had risked his life
on too many occasions to save her, for her to simply throw away the gift he had
given her. She needed another way to make it all right again. She needed to
carry on what Seth believed in. She needed a purpose, but even if she had one,
she was a prisoner.


“What is to become of me then if you will not kill me? What
am I supposed to do?” she asked.


Many moments of groans and creaks, followed by a little
rustling of branches and leaves later, the tree creature uprighted himself once
more, no longer directly in Sara’s face.


“We do not choose the paths of other lives, nor do we decide
their fates. It is up to each life to do as it chooses.”


“What does that mean?” Sara asked for the third time.


“You are free to choose your own destiny, Plague bringer,
and through it, find your own fate.”


With that, the great thorn tree that held her rustled as the
branches that formed her bars parted, its thorns turning slowly to face away
from her. Leaping from the tree she landed lithely upon the ground, and turning
she faced not only her captor, but all those tree people gathered.


“I don’t know what I am supposed to do. I haven’t… um…
chosen a destiny yet.”


“Then stay among the guardians of Shadra, keep in the depths
of Shadra forest until you find your destiny, Plague bringer.”


Looking around Sara decided that the offer was a kind
gesture coming from the gentle race of giant plant people. It was daylight and
already her eyes were growing weary of the light. If it grew any brighter she
would have to suffer the burning pain it brought. Bowing low to her captors, or
perhaps saviors, she turned and strode into what remained of the fortress to do
some exploring of both the ruins and her own heart.


She could not stay long. Of that she was certain. She needed
to find a way to fix what she had done. A way to carry on what Seth believed
was the answer. She needed a plan. She would stay until night and then begin
the journey back to Valdadore.


* * * * *


Garret stirred and sat up abruptly, thrashing his head back
and forth to gather his bearings. Light streamed in from a window, telling him
that morning had come and gone already, though how much time had passed was a
mystery. Spinning upon his bottom he placed his feet upon the floor, and using
his hands shoved himself up and off of the unfamiliar cot.


Hands. Not hand. Garret looked down, appraising his
restored arm and hand with a crooked grin. Reaching across to examine his
shoulder, his fingers could not locate so much as a scar where before a
hideous, purple, jagged one had been. He raised his arm, testing its movement
and opened and closed his hand, wiggling his fingers. Everything worked just as
it should. All in all, he felt very well.


It had been a long time since Garret had gotten any real
sleep, and the fog that had numbed his mind the night before seemed to have
dissipated. Stretching his muscles after the much needed rest, he turned
towards the door just in time to watch it swing open without so much as a knock
for courtesy.


“Garret! Er… I mean, your Majesty!” Ashton said with a
boyish smile, his blond bowl cut half covering his blue eyes. “I am glad to see
you fully recovered,” he added, eyeing Garret’s arm.


“Yes I am,” Garret replied happily. “Is this your
handiwork?”


“Yeah. As it turns out, you tend to give us healers more
time to do our work when you are unconscious,” Ashton said, with a cat that ate
the canary smile.


“Indeed,” Garret agreed, “Do you know the whereabouts of
Karishtala?”


“Last I seen the head mistress, she was headed out to tend
the troops near the west wall.”


“Thank you, Ashton, I’ll find her. And thank you also for
restoring my arm. It really is amazing work.”


“Anytime, Garret. Well, anytime you give me enough time to
work that is,” Aston returned with a grin.


“Very well. I get the point. Next time I will be sure to let
you do your job.”


“Better yet. How about you just keep the ones you have and
there won’t be a next time?”


Garret laughed and the two friends clasped hands, patting
each other upon the back familiarly.


“It was good to see you, but I need to prepare our
defenses.”


“Be careful out there,” Ashton said. “May Gorandor protect
you.”


“Thanks,” Garret said, striding from the room.


 


Two hours later Garret approached the west wall, seeking out
the head of the order of clerics in Valdadore’s employ. Locating the woman in
short order, he was saddened to find her normally gleaming white robes soiled
and covered in blood, dirt, and gore. Under her eyes were dark rings, proof
that she too had not rested in days.


“Lady Karishtala,” Garret announced as he approached,
gaining the cleric’s attention.


“Yes, my King?”


“I have a few requests that I would like you to personally
see to.”


“Of course,” she replied, wiping the blood from her hands
onto her already filthy robes.


“First, create shifts during the day for tending to the
wounded, allowing your healers to fill their bellies and get some sleep.”


“Yes, your Majesty.”


“Secondly, your shift is over, get some sleep, we’ll need you
at your best when the enemy comes.”


“Yes, your Majesty,” she repeated with a hint of a smile.


“Finally, Seth believes that the enemy will not attack until
dark, so prepare your healers to man the walls at regular intervals as the sun
sets so that they are in place when we need them.”


“Very well, my King, I will see it done. Oh, and might I add
that you appear in much higher spirits.”


“I am, Lady Karishtala. Some rest and treatment by your
order has given me renewed hope and strength. We all need hope and we all need
strength. So you be sure that everyone gets the rest they need.”


“I will. I promise,” she added with a smile.


With that, Garret turned and strode off towards the nearest
access point to the wall’s battlements. Reaching them in short order, he began
to make the climb up when he witnessed the mutated form of his brother coming
down in the opposite direction. They had many things to discuss.











Chapter Five


Zorbin had explained his plan briefly, but with absolutely
no idea if it would work, let alone if it was safe, he proceeded alone. The
rest of the Dwarven forces, injured and all, had fallen back to the tree line,
watching in silence to see how the plan played out.


Calling upon his blessing to provide Xanth with a physical
advantage, Zorbin smashed at the vines woven between two great trees that
formed a small portion of the wall. Heaving his battle hammer again and again,
the vines broke and fell slack, slowly opening a hole in the makeshift barrier
created by the giants. The mass of dire wolves within the pen backed away from
him, but usually skittish, these wolves were cornered and could attack him at
any given moment, even though he worked to free them.


Keeping a close eye on the beasts within the corral, Zorbin
brought his hammer to bear time and again until the hole he created grew. As it
became large enough for the feral animals to escape, some sauntered nearer the
working dwarf, but the hole was not yet large enough for Xanth to pass through
in his blessed form.


Dire wolves were more intelligent than the more common breed
that man was accustomed to. Even so, they were still wolves and they lived much
the same as an ordinary pack. With that in mind, Zorbin continued to swing
until he was sure Xanth could squeeze through the ragged portal. From that
moment on it would be up to his mount and trusted friend.


Stepping aside as Xanth trotted forward, his gleaming eyes
focused straight ahead, Zorbin wedged some large branches and small logs into
the hole, effectively sealing Xanth inside.


Something came over the massive collection of animals,
Xanth’s intentions revealed, and immediately more than two dozen of the wolves
sprang into action. Even though his mount was massive compared to its
non-blessed brethren, and wore armor that protected much of his body, Zorbin
feared for him. Luckily, the odds were better than he had anticipated with so
many animals in the pen.


The dwarves had tried to estimate their number, but with the
beasts’ constant pacing, it was hard to determine just how many there were. To
their best guess, there were more than fifteen hundred of the animals, and now
Xanth faced all of their pack leaders at once. Zorbin watched as his companion
took up the fight, but saw it too through the eyes of the wolf with which he
shared a strange telepathic link while in their blessed form. It was a terrible
thing to see from any perspective, but all eyes remained trained on the pen and
the vicious battle within.


Zorbin watched as the first two wolves lunged at Xanth’s
head but the great beast caught the first in his jaw with a snap and turning,
allowed the second to smash into his armored shoulder. There it stuck
momentarily, impaled by the cluster of spikes that adorned the wolf’s armor at
every joint. But then the remainder were on him. Within a fraction of a second,
near two dozen more of the biggest, most ferocious of the dire wolves leapt
into the fray, putting Xanth on the defensive. Biting and clawing, they went down
in a tangle of teeth and claws. Blood and tufts of fur covered the ground as
the mass of roiling bodies seemed to roll in one direction and then another. Yelps
sounded from time to time, some ending abruptly, others carried out in
mournful, pain-induced cries. Zorbin counted seven more dead but still the
struggle for leadership ensued.


Watching still, Zorbin was happy to see Xanth extract
himself from his opponents. Righting himself, the large wolf pounced upon those
who were smaller than he. Biting and clawing he tore at them, but turning their
disadvantage into an advantage, the smaller wolves began biting at Xanth’s
unprotected belly. In a deeper, louder voice than his brethren, the giant dire
wolf yelped as his belly was torn open. Reaching down with his giant maw he
caught up the perpetrator by its head, and with a snap flung the headless body
away, allowing the wolf’s dismembered head to roll out of his mouth to the
ground.


Still the lesser wolves attacked, tearing at Xanth’s flesh,
but with less than half their original number Zorbin had faith that his
companion would see the deed done. Without warning, another pair of wolves
entered the fray. These ones were fresh into the battle and their lack of
exhaustion showed. Leaping, one of them bit into and clung from Zanth’s neck,
where a torn strap had caused the armor to hang loose. The other latched onto a
leg as the giant wolf struggled to remain upright.


Snarling and giving it everything he had, the giant among
the wolves caught another of his foes in his maw, before leaping upon another,
crushing its spine. Then, charging the wall of tree trunks and vines, Xanth
smashed bodily into the barrier, crushing the wolf hanging from his neck. Shaking
his head, apparently dazed, the wolf slowed noticeably. Zorbin watched as the
remaining nine attackers took the cue and pounced upon the larger wolf, driving
him back to the ground. It had been a feint.


Without warning Xanth began twisting and writhing like a
beast gone mad, his determination driving him to move faster. He drug one wolf
under his paw with his razor sharp claws before smashing another in the face
with his armored head. A third he kicked with a hind leg, an audible crunch
sounding as the smaller wolf was launched backwards. Yet another was felled by
his teeth as the great wolf regained his feet once more. Only five attackers
remained, yet they each backed away, circling Xanth at a safe distance. Panting
and injured, one of the remaining wolves limped towards Xanth and, showing
supplication, fell to the ground before rolling over to expose its tender
belly. The others quickly followed suit.


As if to be sure that there were no more would be attackers
hiding among the throngs of wolves within the pen, Xanth turned then and faced
the large mass of his kin. Barking and snapping, with saliva and blood dripping
from his mouth, he paced back and forth, driving them all back. It appeared
that he dared them to come, daring them to oppose him. Yet none did. Instead,
one by one, and then dozens at a time began to bow the head to him, before
turning to hundreds at a time, each cowering below their new leader. Xanth was
accepted as the new alpha for the largest pack of dire wolves ever seen upon
Thurr, and Zorbin was not only proud of his lifetime friend, but grateful. Now
the dwarves had a chance of making a real impact.


* * * * *


Sigrant screamed in anger as he felt the connections being
stripped, as thousands of his troops died within minutes. His own tent caught
fire too, but so powerful was he that his skin did no more than blister. It
healed just as fast as it burned, though consumed a lot of power to do so. Taking
shelter in a corner of the tent, it took only moments for his mages to put a
barrier from the sun’s light in place. Thick fog blanketed everything, made
more dense by the cold outside air. But even so he watched, as before his own
eyes one of his men crumpled into a pile of ash. The man had not yet become a
vampire. The sun had played no part in his death. An omen that did not bode
well.


Someone was trying to coax them into a fight in the
daylight. King Sigrant wasn’t interested. Instead he preferred to focus on his
preparations, the army’s progress, and consuming more power.


When the attack ended, several thousand had died, and more
had been reverted to their frail human selves once again. A problem he knew
would be remedied before dark. But retaliate, he would not. Not yet. At least,
not with any troops he cared about.


Once they were safe from the sun, messengers began to stream
into and out of the tent of the king, bringing word of what damages and
casualties his units sustained. Several of them mentioned that troops had seen
Valdadore’s dark prince, seemingly resurrected from the dead. Was it possible
he was a necromancer? Or perhaps only the fallen puppet of an even more
powerful force? Sigrant hoped the answers to both were no.


Running his fingers through his shortly cropped, black hair,
he sat back on his cushion as power continued to flow into him. Just three more
days and not only would his army be ready for the attack, but the world would
also give him the reprieve from the sun they needed. Even so, he dared not give
the defenders three days of rest.


“Tell the gnomes to take down Valdadore’s walls,” Sigrant
told the very next messenger to rush into his tent.


If Valdadore wanted to throw fire, he would do a little
throwing of his own.


* * * * *


Seth climbed down the immense stone steps towards the street
below, fully intent on creating a new breed of troops from the city’s vast
rodent population. Instead, however, as he neared the ground level, he was
surprised to see his brother, with arm restored, climbing up to meet him. Garret
looked rested and much more together than he had the night previous, but it was
apparent that much was on his mind. Watching as his brother came, Seth noticed
the stern look upon the man’s face that reminded him wholly of their father and
the look he wore when punishing the boys as children. The expression reminded
Seth anew of his failure to their father, to Garret, and to himself. He would
miss the man who had taken him in, for the rest of his days.


“Seth, we need to talk.”


“I can see that, brother.”


“No. Now I am speaking to you as the king of Valdadore,”
Garret began. “As much as I want to rejoice in your return, the new addition of
your wings frightens me. You become less and less human each time you return to
this city. You are powerful, Seth. Everyone knows that. But you are dangerous. Look
out past the walls and you will see the proof of it. We stood a chance in a siege
against humans, but not those monsters out there. Those are your creations. So
once again I find myself trapped. My kingdom trapped. The only choice I have is
to let you carry on with your plans to ruin more of my people, in a hope that
by doing so we will all be saved. Then I wonder what the consequences of your
actions will cost us in the days and weeks to come. If we somehow survive,
where will these new oddities go? What will they become? Like the monsters
outside our walls, will they return to haunt us, to hunt us, to feed upon us
like sheep?


“Enough, Garret!” Seth shouted. “I get it. I’ve fucked up
more often than not, but rarely has it been my choice. I have been forced into
impossible position after impossible position, and made to make decisions that
no one should make. I’ll take responsibility for my failures. Yes, Dad died
because of me. Jack too, and Rose. Yes, those are my monsters outside the gates
clawing to get in and kill us all, but I can stop them. I know I can. I have to
believe that, or else what is the point of trying?” Seth concluded, fighting
his emotions.


“You are not the only one making hard decisions, Seth. Look
around. Everyone has lost those they loved. Everyone has sacrificed. All I am
saying is this; if we survive this, in the slim chance that we prevail, even
then, you and I will never be the same. I can never forget the sacrifices you
chose for me to make. I can’t make any more sacrifices for you, Seth. I
just can’t.”


Without another word, Garret turned and climbed back down
the flight of stairs he had climbed. Seth watched him go, his breath caught in
his chest. He was the only one who realized the enormity of what was really
happening. For fighting an unwinnable battle against the gods themselves, it
was he that got the blame. Nodding to himself, Seth began once again
down the stairs. He had hoped that, after this battle, Garret would listen to
his pleas and join him in the fight against future wars. Seth needed allies to
help him bring peace to a war-torn world. They needed to stop fighting. They
needed to stop praying. They needed to stop begging the gods for favors and
stand on their own two feet. Eventually the gods would fade away and people
would be free. But Seth couldn’t do it all alone.


Reaching the street, he continued on with his original plan.
He needed new troops. Valdadore needed his troops. Ishanya needed his troops. It
all fell on his shoulders, and he would bear the weight of the world if he
needed to. Seth became focused the moment he arose from the dead. No more
emotion, he reminded himself. Calculated decisions.


 


An hour later Seth stood in the storeroom of the textile
district, looking over the multitude of cages filled with the foul rats that,
since its creation, Valdadore had tried to rid itself of. Yet now, the
creatures they had sought to eliminate would become their only hope.


Fortunately for Seth, in the centuries that they had been
trying to kill the creatures, man had developed hundreds of efficient ways to
capture the creatures in a nearly ceaseless flow. Within the room lay the proof
of it. In a single day, collecting the traps throughout the city designed for
the rodents, his men along with members of the city guard had brought Seth tens
of thousands of the creatures.


Within the storage room, cages were stacked in precariously
high piles, each of them filled to capacity with various breeds of the
creatures. The room smelled of their urine and feces, but there was little help
for it. With a thought Seth snuffed the life from them all, containing the
auras within his mind while simultaneously coating the room in ash. Perhaps, at
least, there was help for the smell.


Then, again, it was up to Seth to carry out the worst part
of his plan. Men and women were all but gone, leaving behind the old and weak, or
the young and inexperienced to rebuild Valdadore. With such a circumstance
before him, he had given his men the orders to bring him anyone who had reached
puberty. In the street outside, his future troops stood. They ranged from
eleven to sixteen for the most part, all of them children still, all of them
too young to die. Yet again it was Seth who was likely sending many of them to
that fate.


Stepping into the road, Seth motioned for Jonas to begin
sending them in. Many sobbed, afraid of what would happen to them. These were
not volunteers like all of his previous men had been. These were the children
who had come to the city with their parents for safety, only to be left behind
when their parents marched off to war with Seth and the king. Now they were orphans,
inhabiting the streets just like the rodents they were about to be infused
with. Seth shook his head, reminding himself that this was their only hope.


Unsure what ratio of rat to human he would need, he
estimated and poured the rodent life forces into his first round of subjects. Each
of them fell to the ground writhing in ecstasy as their auras melded with those
of the rats. Each of the children’s skulls began to elongate, stretching to a
point in the front, and dome in the rear. Large teeth sprouted from the fronts
of their mouths, as hair began to sprout and thicken upon their faces and
bodies. Seth found it odd as muscles began to develop beneath the flesh of the
normally undeveloped teens. Their ears grew and grew, becoming large circular
additions to the sides of their heads. The children’s arms lengthened, and
their back legs grew thick and muscled beneath the fur. A tail snaked out from
the base of their spines, which too thickened slightly and curved, giving the
teens a slightly hunched look, forcing their heads and thickened necks forward.
Just as Seth had hoped, their fingers grew into sharp claws, and toes became
thick and strong, also ending in razor sharp claws. He had judged right.


Just like his wolves, it took about two thirds human to one
third rat. In this case, the one third rat consisted of nearly fifty of the
creatures’ auras. As their changes completed, the young warriors began to rise
and appraise themselves and one another as well. This is why he was taking them
in groups. Seeing that they were not alone in the change, the children took to
it more easily.


One of the boys, perhaps fourteen, flexed his new muscles
for a pair of the girls before leaping up to the rafters with a single bound. Once
there, he bit through a corner of one of the stout wooden beams, chewing the
wood as if it were bread before leaping back down once again. Seconds later,
all of Seth’s new creations were taking to the walls and rafters, learning
their new bodies in little time at all. Children were better suited to the
change it seemed, with a rapid ability to adapt. Though unfortunate, they were
his only choice, it appeared the children were going to serve his purpose quite
well.


* * * * *


Linaya stood back, holding her steed by the reins. The
warhorse had run with a single dire wolf before, but even the well-mannered and
highly trained beast was beginning to show signs of doubt. Just a hundred yards
ahead of her nearly two thousand dwarves, each with a blessing that lent itself
to war, mounted a dire wolf of their own. It was an incredible sight,
especially for a race that did not generally use mounts. Zorbin had been an
oddity in this respect.


She was still uncertain how Zorbin could explain such a
desire to Xanth, and beyond that how in the world Xanth was able to communicate
that to nearly two thousand other wolves. It had to be a man thing. A grunt
here, a snarl there, and wholla, problem solved. It sure as hell didn’t make
any sense to her, how it had been accomplished, but nonetheless, she was
ecstatic that it was.


The plan was fairly simple. She and the mounted dwarves
would rush ahead to lend aid to Valdadore as quick as was possible, and nearly
twenty thousand other troops would follow on foot to arrive in about ten days. She
estimated that she and the mounted dwarves could make it in two to three days
depending on the speed of the wolves, and exact distance to Valdadore.


Placing her foot in a stirrup, she pushed herself up and
swung her leg over the saddle, climbing upon her own mount. Looking ahead, she
pulled the reins as Zorbin motioned for her to come to the front of the line.


Joining the knight of Valdadore, she took her place beside
him as they began at a slow trot, allowing those behind to grow accustomed to
riding.


“Up here yer mount won’t be seein’ all them wolves, scaring
the balls off of it,” Zorbin explained to a replied nod from Linaya.


Made sense, except for the balls part. Obviously another man
thing. Nonetheless, they were on their way to Valdadore. As expected, however,
within those first minutes dozens of dwarves fell from their mounts, bruising
buttocks and egos alike, but before an hour they managed to pick up the pace
with only a few minor setbacks.


As they raced along at a steady run, Linaya exalted with the
wind in her hair, knowing she was going home. She imagined running into
Garret’s arms, the contingent of mounted dwarves standing behind her, a show of
her contribution. Sure, maybe she didn’t do much to acquire the troops, but it
was her fantasy, so who would be the wiser?


Smiling, she kicked the flanks of her mount, driving it to
faster speeds. Zorbin and Xanth kept pace easily, and behind them an immense
pack of bounding beasts carrying armored dwarves rose and fell with each
powerful lunge for as far as the eye could see. High above them, the two moons
chased the sun across the winter sky.











Chapter Six


Borrik sniffed and sniffed, catching a faint scent here and
a stronger one there. He had been charging headlong through the forest for
hours to no avail. Every time he thought he lost the trail he would catch the
scent again, but could swear that he had already traversed this area before. Turning
off the trail of the scent, he instead decided to climb the hillside and find a
better vantage. Perhaps from the top of the hill he could perceive a better
course to take. Running, still, as fast as his four limbs would take him, he
picked out a safe route with his keen eyes. It came completely unexpectedly
when his foot caught a root, causing him to trip and careen end over end, right
into a bush filled with huge thorns that he could swear had not been there just
a moment before.


Climbing to his feet, he extricated himself from the itchy,
pokey, and painful annoyance, plucking the thorns from his flesh and fur where
armor did not protect him. Droplets of blood trickled from the tiny wounds,
tinted an odd shade of brown. Borrik could not recall seeing his blood that
color before. Stalking away from the bush, he felt as if he might have hit his
head in the fall. It felt heavy upon his neck, wanting to lean this way and
that to drag him off course. He stumbled once, and caught himself before
running directly into a tree that he had not seen there just seconds before.


As his eyes closed he swore to himself that something
unnatural was going on in the forest.


 


 


Borrik floated in a cloud of blackness. Looking below him,
he could see his temple. The one he had maintained and watched over near his
whole life. Now, however, a mutated woman who was a grotesque mix of human and
orc stood upon the dais, preaching the beliefs of Ishanya to a large crowd of
followers. Then he was gone, floating away on the cloud once more.


Again a scene appeared below him and he stood below himself,
naught but wolf and man, leading a charge against the black horde. Ahead of
him, Seth and Sara vanished into thin air. The sight still put knots in his
stomach.


The cloud carried him away once more and he watched himself
riding a giant to the ground, a makeshift spear protruding from within its eye
socket.


Next he was dragging the injured king, and spun to witness
the impaled form of his master, a god among men whether he believed it or not. Oddly,
Seth’s corpse twisted upon the pole it was impaled upon and looked at him,
raising an arm to point at him. Not to the him dragging the king, but the him
riding the cloud. The whole thing made Borrik feel uneasy, but then it was gone,
only to be replaced once again.


This time he looked down upon himself standing next to his
master. Both wore leathery wings and armor. Sara too was at their side, and
others were with them that he did not recognize through their helms and visors.
Behind them stood an immense army, armored and clothed in black, that stretched
from horizon to horizon. Across from them stood another army, the two facing
each other across a great field of battle. Borrik heard the familiar cry, “For
Valdadore”, before once again the scene was gone, and his black cloud
opened to engulf him, dragging him down into darkness.


* * * * *


From the top remaining floor of the tower at the corner of
the ancient Shadra keep, Sara stood in a shadowed alcove overlooking the return
of three of the tree men, who had left shortly after she had gone exploring.
Entwined in one of their branches was a tangled mess of gray fur, leather, and
armor, that she could not quite make out from this distance.


The tree people lowered the bundle to the ground, stretching
it out before securing it down with their own rooted feet. She could not
believe what she was seeing. Leaping from the building, she sprinted faster
than she could ever recall and with a single bound cleared the remnants of the
outer wall of the keep. Sliding to a stop, she arrived just in time to hear the
tree things speaking.


“It smells like poison and death,” said the first tree man.


“You mean like the Plague bearer?” a second asked.


“Yes,” replied the first. “I think like she, it is a
creation of the Abomination.”


Then the third tree man turned to face her.


“Does this creature belong to you, Plague Bringer?”


“Yes, he is a friend of mine,” Sara replied quickly. “What
has happened to him?”


Sara looked over the limp body of Borrik. He was swollen all
over, his flesh bulging everywhere it escaped his armor. His eyes darted
beneath their lids, and even through his fur it was obvious he was perspiring
at an alarming rate.


“Bramble put him to sleep with the sap from his thorns, but
do not fret, Plague bringer, he will rise again.”


With that the tree men removed their feet from his arms and
legs, freeing him from their holdings. Sara, though physically much smaller
than the fallen wolf man, pulled him up to a seated position and, ducking under
his arm, managed to lift him and drag him up the hill to the ruins without much
hassle. There she sought the shadows, dragging the limp form of Seth’s second
in command with her. Once safely in the dark, she stripped his armor, allowing
his flesh the chance to breathe.


She did not know how he had found her, but was torn between
being grateful he had come, and being disappointed that she still did not have
an idea what she was going to do. All that was left for her now, however, was
waiting for him to recover. Sitting silently she did just that, pondering what
would drive him to seek her out, unless the war was over. Had Valdadore fallen
so easily?


* * * * *


Seth spent the day melding children with rats, ten to
fifteen at a time. Though most handled the change well, there were those who
despised the alteration. But there could be no help for it. Seth’s heart went
out to the children, though he could not afford to become emotionally invested
in them. Such a bond would lead him to making bad decisions in the heat of the
moment, and that could not occur again.


Always he reminded himself, when one cried out, repulsed by
what they had become, that without their sacrifice they would all fall to
Sigrant’s superior army. Again and again he repeated the process, sending the
completed warriors to the wall to stand guard. It was late in the day, the sky
already growing dim, when the first boulder struck the defensive wall
surrounding the city. He had completed some eight hundred new troops so far,
but was nowhere near ready for an attack.


Fleeing the building, leaving the altering children upon the
floor to fend for themselves when the process completed, he was joined by
Jonas.


“See to the children!” Seth shouted, before shedding his
cloak and leaping into the air to begin flapping his immense wings. A gust of
magical wind exploded below him, driving him up to the wall in an instant. Landing
heavily in his hurry, he arrived just in time to watch another boulder impact
the castle wall. Thus far, both hits had managed little effect, and so low on
the wall, where it was the thickest and strongest, it would take considerable
time to create a breach. Seth watched the next boulder fly, and throwing up a
magical gust of wind it fell just a few feet short of the wall, rolling to a
stop before making a scratch.


Peering into the darkness he could see near a hundred
different such mechanisms in different states of erection. Little auras
scrambled around the things, like ants upon a carcass. Within hours the war
machine would be joined by dozens more. By morning they would all be
functional. Seth knew he should do something about the machines. He could snuff
the life out of the workers manning them easy enough.


Just then a huge ball careened overhead, its shell
shattering as it struck a building beyond the wall. Oil exploded over
everything for a hundred feet in all directions, ignited by the very lamps the
city hung in the streets for light. Several buildings went up in flames in an
instant. From them, burning people leapt from the upper levels, and came
scurrying out from the ground levels.


Seth turned to lay waste to the war machines, but as he
reached out across the fields, the sky lit up as magical fireballs and ice came
hurling from afar, aimed at various locations upon Valdadore’s walls. Throwing
up a magical barrier instead to protect the defenders, he could not risk an
attempt to destroy the machines that might strain him. Sigrant had planned his
attack well.


Holding the magic at bay, there was no one to thwart the war
machines’ attack. Except for the king.


Chains clinked and wood groaned as the portcullis was raised,
and the massive door upon the western wall of the city swung wide. From inside
emerged the giant gleaming form of Garret’s body, for he alone was immune to
the bite of the monsters under Sigrant’s control. With a broad sword in one
hand and the shield Seth had created for him in the other, Seth watched his
brother’s giant form charge across the fields.


While his brother charged, another giant clay projectile
breached the city, setting yet another location on fire. Barrage after barrage
of magical blasts continued, but Seth held them at bay. The defenders upon the
wall could only watch, unable to do anything about the attack. Seth wanted to
seek out the mages and kill them, or kill the men controlling the machines, but
if he did his allies would be unprotected. “Sparing lives is all that matters,”
Seth reminded himself.


He waited and watched as Garret neared the machines, and was
immediately beset upon by the fire breathing beasts they had been warned about
when the news had first arrived of the invasion. They were hideous creatures,
even from the wall, with metal armor, glowing eyes, and gaping maws. Blasts of
fire reached out through the air from nearly a hundred locations, every one of
them turning their fiery breath on the king. His skin was like metal, and as
such he was immune to most harm, but not heat. Seth watched him raise his
shield, but the fire was not magical and as such was not absorbed. Garret was
in trouble, and once again Seth was forced to decide an impossible decision. Drop
his magical shield and leave his defenders in harm’s way to protect Garret, or
protect the defenders and watch his brother’s flesh melt from his bones. If
only Borrik had returned, the winged man could fly out and rescue the king, but
Seth had sent him away. Again the death of a loved one would be Seth’s fault.


Seth cringed at the thought. He hated the gods for the
impossible positions they put him in. Then it occurred to him. Instead of
protecting the men, simply make them disappear.


“Retreat!” Seth Yelled. “Flee your posts and take cover
behind the wall!”


His order was passed down the wall and in seconds the
various defenders began to vanish. Seth bid them to hurry, and dropping his
shield after a few moments more he reached out with tendrils of his power as he
leapt from the wall into the night. Locating the mages who continued to barrage
the city, he found them by seeking their god-infused auras. Their numbers had
been diminished greatly in the days previous, and as such Seth gripped them all
at once and stripped them of life in an instant before calling to life the
magical wind he still needed to stay aloft.


Soaring like the airborne missile that had struck him down
just a day before, Seth reached out to the beasts that breathed fire upon his
brother. Each of them had multiple auras that moved independently within the
creatures. Without time to examine them he grasped at those nearest and
stripped them away. Still the giant creatures remained, the fire continuing to
spew from their mouths. Seth imagined them some kind of demons, and watched as
Garret ran from the trails of fire that followed in his wake, threatening to
destroy the king. Swooping towards his brother, he shifted the wall of power
that held him aloft and directed it at one of the beasts.


Watching as he glided downward, the metallic beast leaned
over to one side, its fire stopping suddenly before it flipped the remainder of
the way over with yet another gust. A moment later the thing began to whistle
loudly as smoke poured from its every orifice. Then, without warning, the beast
exploded. Seth and Garret were both caught unaware by the blast, and Garret was
thrown from his feet. Seth, on the other hand received worse than his brother. From
the explosion, thousands of pieces of jagged steel blasted out in all
directions. One second he was aloft, the next great holes were blasted in his
wings, his abdomen, and his thigh.


Seth plummeted from the air, his body mending as he fell. He
flapped and flapped his wings but the injuries to them were so great he was
falling faster than he was healing. Calling upon his magical wind again he
tried to stay aloft, but barely managed to slow his fall. The further he fell
the slower he fell, but it became apparent quickly that he was not going to
land comfortably.


Slamming to the ground with a series of snaps as his bones
broke, puncturing out of his skin in several locations, Seth expected to be set
upon, and he was not mistaken. No sooner did he open his eyes after impact, than
a giant hand reached down, snatching his destroyed body up and off of the
ground. He imagined it was something like this that had happened to Sara. Shifting
his weight the best he was able, he was surprised to find himself in the hand
of his brother the king. Carried aloft, Seth’s body mended as his brother
rushed them back towards the castle. Before even making the massive gate, Seth
turned over and leapt from his brother’s hand, taking to the sky again.


Straight up to the top of the wall he soared. Without the
pesky mages throwing their magics into the city, and without Garret facing an
enemy he couldn’t fight out in the fields, Seth could finally get back to work.


Focusing his power, Seth unleashed a series of wicked green
and yellow fireballs to smash into the boulder-throwing war machines. Just as
he intended, the giant projectile-hurling mechanisms caught fire like kindling,
and became raging infernos within seconds. Out on the field, all of the
remaining fire-breathing beasts turned and strode away. Seth did not know what
they were, but he knew they were dangerous.


Searching the darkness with his vision of the gods, he was
unable to locate any immediate threats. Not that it mattered. Turning back
towards the city, Seth saw as over forty raging fires engulfed more than half
of the western side of the city. Tens of thousands of the elderly, women, and
children fought to contain the flames, but there was little they could do. Seth
could not be emotional about the massive destruction. Instead he needed to
focus on completing his mission. Buildings were just buildings. They could be
rebuilt.


Plunging down from the wall Seth landed lightly and folded
his wings around himself. It was time to get back to making his troops. There
was no way of telling when Sigrant might strike again, but Seth had an idea
what the foreign king was waiting for.


Already determining the wall was safe once more, the
defenders were streaming back up the wall to take their places as Seth entered
the alley that would take him back to the children who awaited him.


* * * * *


Borrik awoke feeling like hammered shit. His head pounded,
eyes throbbed, tongue feeling dry and swollen, and even the smallest movement
made him nauseated. Without so much as opening his eyes, he tried to recall
just what had happened to make him feel so ill. Much to his disappointment, all
he could seem to envision were roots, a tree that seemed to smile at him, and a
glimpse of the sky, before everything had went black. No help at all.


Half growling, half groaning, he attempted to push himself
to a seated position. His armor was gone. Somehow he must have been taken
prisoner. Against his need to see his surroundings, once seated, he was forced
to keep his eyes closed as the world swam in circles within his head,
threatening unconsciousness once again.


“Today I’ll be of no use to anyone,” he growled quietly to
himself.


“That is truly a shame, Borrik, I had hoped you could bring
me up to speed,” an all too familiar voice responded.


Borrik could not believe what he was hearing, and opening
his eyes for verification he realized that his initial desire to keep them
closed would have been preferred.


With pain lancing into his head, Borrik physically recoiled
from the blow, slamming onto his back, and roughly bouncing his head off the
stone floor. Once again, everything went black.


 


 


An unknown amount of time later, Borrik awoke once more. This
time around, he still felt like shit, but only his head felt hammered, not his
entire body.


With throbbing inside his skull he sat up, relieved that his
stomach did not respond with the need of forceful evacuation. Opening his eyes
cautiously, he was pleased to find himself greeted by Sara’s mischievous smile.
She was enjoying this entirely too much.


“Greetings, princess, I gather we are not dead.”


“No, Borrik, though you certainly smell like it,” she
replied, her smile broadening.


“You are in higher spirits than I expected. Who holds us
captive?”


“Considering what we have been through, I have been doing a
lot of thinking, Borrik. You are right, I am in good spirits, because you will
be reuniting me with my husband in death just as soon as you are physically
able, then you are free to go do whatever you like,” Sara responded.


Borrik wasn’t sure if he had heard her correctly, or if it
was the pounding in his head that prevented him from processing what she told
him, but in either case he was utterly confused.


“Sara, I don’t understand.”


“What’s not to understand? We. Are. Not. Prisoners,” she
continued emphasizing each word. “And. As. Soon. As. You. Kill. Me. You. Can.
Leave.”


Reaching up, Borrik was certain that this was the most
bizarre dream he had ever had, but raking his claws across the great goose egg
on the back of his head in an attempt to itch, the pain that exploded there
assured him that this was reality, no matter how twisted.


“Princess, you will not be dying by my hand. Not today, not
ever,” he replied with a fiendish grin.


“But, Borrik, I cannot bring myself to do it myself.”


“Good thing too, cause Seth would be pissed if I didn’t
bring you back like I promised.”


Borrik was in no way expecting what came next from the tiny
woman.


Like lightning she sprang across the small chamber, landing
upon him bodily, plunging her fingers deep beneath his flesh, grasping his
windpipe in one hand and shoulder in the other. A wicked snarl split her face
where rage seethed from every ounce of her expression.


“We may have history, beast, but jokes such as those could be
your last! I may not be able to kill myself, but toy with me and I will not
hesitate to destroy you! she screamed into his face, her fangs flashing and
spittle spraying upon him.


Instinct, especially his feral side, told him to fight. Kill
the woman. Save himself. But his loyalty and understanding proved the stronger.
Keeping very still and very calm, he replied the best as he was able with the
pressure around his vocal chords.


“I speak true, Sara, he has returned from the dead, though I
don’t understand how.”


He watched the hatred slowly fade from her features as her
mouth worked as if to talk, but no sound escaped. She removed her hands, and
Borrik’s wounds began closing. Stumbling back a few steps, her mouth hung open
a moment before she spoke again in a voice that sounded far away, broken, and
perhaps a little scared.


“If he has returned, then why not come for me himself?” she
asked somewhat meekly.


“He said Ishanya forbid it. He stands with his brother to
hold Valdadore Castle, but I fear the king has lost hope.”


“And Seth?”


“Your return would do him much good, but I warn you,
princess, his return did not come without a cost. Something about him has
changed too, though I do not yet know what.”


“Then we must go at once, how fast can we get back to the
castle?


“By wing I made it to the edge of the forest in the better
part of a day, flying from before sunrise until nearly sunset.”


“And if you had to carry me?” Sara asked.


“A day and a night, perhaps?”


“Then fly me to the edge of the forest, from there I will
run.”


“My princess, you will never be able to keep pace,” Borrik cautioned.


“Don’t be so sure, Borrik, Seth is not the only one who has
changed since last you saw him. I grow more powerful by the minute. Besides,
night is approaching quickly, if we leave now we can make Valdadore by morning.”


* * * * *


Leading nearly two thousand blessed Dwarven warriors upon
the backs of dire wolf mounts, oddly left Zorbin a fair amount of time to
think. Throughout much of the day he had remained alert, afraid that they could
run into some other unforeseen force. Yet after hours and hours of searching
the ground, sky, trees, rocks, and everything else, all he noted were various
animal prints upon the soil. The largest of these prints belonged to a pair of
great cats that seemed to have traveled in the same basic direction they too
now traveled. He had seen the tracks several times throughout the day, and had become
quite good at picking them out upon the ground, even bounding at great speeds
upon Xanth.


Finally allowing his mind and eyes to rest a bit, he thought
briefly about the months passed as evening turned into night around him. Much
had befallen him in the past months, but were he being honest he could easily
say that among those he was familiar with, he had it the easiest.


Though he had lost many brothers in arms, and his leader and
mentor Sirus, he at least was lucky enough to not have lost any family up until
today. His uncle Ikor had fallen during the battle with the giants. Two cousins
too, though he only recognized them by the emblems on their armor, assuming
they were significantly younger than he.


His companion, Linaya, had lost her father, her mother, and
now, if they were not too late, they raced to save the man she loved before he
too was taken from her. He wanted to come to Garret’s aid just as bad as she. Garret
had been Zorbin’s very first friend in Valdadore, and even now that he was the
king he treated Zorbin like a trusted friend and advisor, going so far as to trust
him with the woman he loved.


Though he was happy to have been given this opportunity, not
only to bring aid, but also visit his ancestral home, he was glad they were
headed back to Valdadore. Even if it was being invaded by another
kingdom. This mission had done a lot for Zorbin. Finally, after years of being
an outcast, some considering him a traitor to his race, he could walk among
them proudly. The word of his honorable decline to the throne had spread and it
seemed the Dwarven nation approved of his decision. The men following him now
were not his men, but they had each volunteered to ride ahead and lend aid
under his leadership. To Zorbin, those actions spoke much louder than words. If
nothing else, visiting his childhood home in this fashion had given him
closure. Even if he lived another six hundred years, and never managed to
travel to Bouldergate again, he felt comfortable in the fact that his history
recorded among the dwarves would be a favorable one.


Nodding to himself with a harrumph of satisfaction, Zorbin
shifted in his saddle as darkness settled around him and the thundering army
behind him. He would lead the men to the best of his ability. Urging Xanth to
slow slightly, the Dwarven knight of Valdadore planned to press on through the
night at a reduced pace for the safety of his men. If any of them were to die,
it should be in battle, not falling from a mount.











Chapter Seven


 


It was late in the night, only hours from morning, when Seth
melded the last of his drafted child troops with the large species of rats that
were an abundant commodity within Valdadore. Though they were still children at
heart, his newest troops had taken on many aspects of the creatures that he
blended their life forces with.


Like the vampires they would be facing, Seth’s new troops
could jump unbelievably high. Like their enemies, they too could climb vertical
surfaces. Their night vision was vastly improved as well. They were stronger,
faster, and more agile than their human counterparts. In fact, they had
exceeded most of Seth’s hopes in many ways. Whereas the bloodthirsty troops
belonging to Sigrant could bite and infect someone, these new hybrids could
chew through concrete. So strong were their jaws and teeth that they could
literally snap bones with a single bite, or hang from their mouth like the dogs
some trained to fight in pits for sport.


The process had been an odd one for Seth. Changing children
was difficult for him. It felt more than a little immoral. Many of the children
came into the room with him frightened out of their minds. Seth had arranged
for them to hear that perhaps he was a god, and everyone in the presence of a
god should be frightened as far as Seth as concerned. Nonetheless, even after
he told them that he served Ishanya, as he had sworn an oath to do, some of the
new feral troops came to accept him as their deity. Others accepted Ishanya,
and the vast majority left the transformation not sworn to any god. Seth was
satisfied with the results.


Thanking Jonas for ‘spreading the good word’ for him before
the kids had entered, he stepped out into the darkness that was rapidly
becoming day once more with yet more to do. The night previous he had sent a
request to the temple of Ishanya here within the city. From its patrons he
sought the donation of a few thousand copper coins. Beyond that he requested
that each coin have a hole punched in it and be placed on a cord like a
medallion.


The necklaces had been delivered less than two hours later,
the following of Ishanya having spread like a disease in the last months. Rounding
the corner of the building, Jonas following in his step, he greeted the
remainder of his wolf troops and grinned, satisfied with what they had done. Before
him stood a table, probably confiscated from a merchant. Upon the table the
coins on strings had been carefully laid out so as to not tangle with one
another. The task had obviously been tedious, but they had painstakingly
completed it to make his job easier.


Deciding upon the exact process he would use, Seth waved his
hand over the table and the thousands of coins changed in the wake of his hand.
Each of them instantly smoothed, and upon them the sigil of a wolf head
appeared before the coins turned black as night, the various colored cords
changing color as well.


Beyond the table and the wolves, every one of his new rat
hybrids stood and as the coins changed they ooh’d and aah’d. But
that was only the beginning of what he had in store. In the hours of changing
the children into beasts, he had come upon an idea. Usually when imbuing
something, he had to carefully, painstakingly draw out a thread of power from
himself and form it into invisible runes, which he then placed upon an item or
person before infusing the rune with power to sustain the effect he wanted it
to have. But repeating the same process time and again with the children had
made him wonder at the possibilities of a more practical way of imbuing a vast
number of items at once.


With nothing but a thought, as no one around him would
notice the change, Seth magically smoothed and then carved into the tip of his
thumb a small channel that represented the rune he wished, only backwards. Then
lifting the first of the insignia medallions he had just transformed, he
pinched it between his thumb and forefinger lightly before filling the small
void created by the channel in his thumb with magical power and whispering,
“Seth, save me”. Just as he had hoped, the symbol was stamped upon the coin
perfectly. It was a simple rune. One he had seen upon an enchanted hammer he
had studied in the hidden room within Ishanya’s temple, what felt like a
lifetime ago. Testing the rune at that time, it appeared to do nothing. Now
Seth knew different. The reason it had not worked with the relic, was because
the symbol had been bound to something that no longer existed.


One by one Seth picked up the small insignias, and one by
one he imbued them before handing them out to his new soldiers a dozen or so at
a time. Then, having received their insignias, they were guided to Jonas to be
taught how to invoke the medallions.


* * * * *


Jonas had been given fairly specific instructions, but
something told him that Seth’s wink when giving the instructions meant that he
wanted something different than he said. Of course, logic said, do
exactly as Seth told you, and his head said, do what you think is right.
For Jonas, with a heart that was largely feral, the contradiction was simple to
work out. So instead of using the word Ishanya, who as far as his wolf mind was
concerned was a ghost, he replaced it with Seth, who he knew to be true and
real. Therefore, when the first group of rodent kids arrived with their shiny
new medallions he told them almost exactly what Seth had wanted.


“This is very important,” Jonas explained in a half growl.
“Your medallions are only to be used if you are in dire need, if you are
injured, surrounded, or if Prince Seth calls for you to regroup or retreat. When
that time comes, if you have no other option, reach up and clasp your pendant
and repeat… Not now you fools… If you are about to be killed… Clasp your
pendant and say Seth, save me’, and you will be saved.”


Jonas looked over to be sure Seth was preoccupied with the
next bunch of rat troops.


“Keep in mind, folks, they will only work if you truly
accept Prince Seth as the one true god.” He added the last part to them
in a near whisper.


Jonas could almost swear that Seth had cocked his head
slightly as if to listen, and when his master turned to point the next group
over to Jonas he had a crooked grin on his face. All the giant, mottle-colored
werewolf could do was accept that as his master’s approval, and repeat the
message over and over and over again until the last of the new troops were
prepared.


* * * * *


Finished with his new troops, Seth took up the remaining
necklaces and imbued each one before shoving nearly twenty of them in a pouch
upon his belt for safe keeping. Then kneeling upon the ground, he pulled a
thread of power from his own aura and carefully constructed a rune upon the
cobbles of the road. Ahead of him the great western gate of the city stood, and
beginning in just a few hours the healers would inhabit the tents that stood to
either side of the gate.


It was a slow process, drawing runes this way, but even so,
Seth took his time to complete it. This rune was vastly more complex, not
something he would dare to mass produce as he had just done. After nearly an
hour of constant focus he bound the rune to the road, and rising he released a
torrent of power into the rune to be sure it lasted and served its purpose.


Nearly finished, Seth reached out with his power, both atop
the western wall and even here within his own pouch and located each of the thousands
of runes he had created this night. With a single thought, he fused them all
with enough power to perform at least three times. Satisfied, he turned away
from the invisible rune upon the ground as his tendrils of power recoiled. It
was at that very moment that Seth, overcome, collapsed to his knees, his head
tilting upwards to the heavens as tears began to flow from his eyes unchecked.


* * * * *


Garret strode down the street, a mass of knotted muscles. His
talk with Seth had not gone as he had intended, making him wonder how he really
was feeling about his sibling. He had had no intentions of coming off so angry,
but what was said was not untrue. Seth’s actions had cost everyone. Even so,
Garret did not leave the conflict feeling good about what had transpired and so
had left seeking some solace to sit and think for a while.


Rounding the corner of the castle complex, Garret eyed his
destination with awe. The building itself was inspiring, but the feeling he
felt within it could not be matched. Entering the temple devoted to Gorandor,
Garret quickly found himself a pew after several nods from other attendees.


Even with so many people within the building, he could feel
alone here with both his thoughts and his god. It was a soothing feeling. One
that he thoroughly enjoyed for several minutes before eventually his mind began
to spin, throwing thoughts and ideas at him, apparently deciding that this
particular time would not best be spent just sitting idly.


He could not help but think about all the things he had been
trying to shove from his mind. He had lost more than anyone should have to bear
in a very short time. First the king he served had been taken, and his friend
and mentor Sirus too. Seth had killed them. Sure it was an accident, but
nonetheless they might have survived if not for Seth. For a while he even
believed that Seth and Sara had died, also Seth’s doing, but it had turned out
that they were okay. At least for the most part. Both had returned to Valdadore
changed, and neither of them for the better. In the time they were gone he had
lost his freedom, having been nearly shoved into the position as king. Sure,
there were many that wanted the title, but alas it was given up to Garret to
shoulder the strife that came with a kingdom apparently condemned to ceaseless
war. He lost his father and Jack, and even Rose died, and to this day Garret
did not know how, he only knew that she was unaccounted for. All three of them
likely died because of Seth. Dad and Jack for certain. As if that were not
enough, Seth was killed. Again. And Garret had lost everyone he had
loved. Sure, Seth came back, but not really. Seth had been gone a while.
This Seth was not the man Garret had grown up with. That much was certain.


Garret could bear no more loss. At least he had managed to
save Linaya and Zorbin from a death at Seth’s hands. Falling from the pew to
his knees, Garret pressed his head to the floor.


“Mighty Gorandor, protect me and guide me to do what is
righteous. Lift me up as I choose the honorable path in a world where dishonor
rules. Help me to save that which I love, so that I may bring more love to your
cause.”


With those words, the king of Valdadore rose, and turning
upon his heel he strode from the temple back into the streets. Morning had
come. With enough light to finally see what might have transpired throughout
the night, Garret turned to head back to the western wall so that he might look
upon his enemy and learn something of use about him.


* * * * *


Borrik raced along the air currents, his great wings
flapping to propel him ahead as fast as he could manage. Even so, he was having
trouble keeping up with the princess below. Though he could not track her
progress perfectly, even in the darkness moonlight glinted off her black armor
and when she leapt an obstacle, sometimes he could hear her return to running. As
it was, she was ahead of him and the distance between them was growing.


They had traveled most of the night like this, after Sara
had explained what had happened to him in the forest, and then took a moment to
tell the tree people that she was leaving. It was odd, Borrik thought, that
Sara would bother with telling them. Then again, he supposed if they had not
freed her from her original captors then perhaps she would not now be on her
way home. He supposed, by some small measure, she felt indebted to them.


Now, however, they were well on their way. In fact, Borrik
could already begin to smell the battlefield where just days ago his master had
fallen, and then risen again from the dead. Presently he wished that everyone
else had risen as well, for the air he was forced to breathe smelled of death
and decay.


Just an hour later they were crossing the frozen lake, or at
least what remained of it. By now the water level had dropped so much, draining
into the great chasm Seth had made, that the ice had begun to crack without the
support beneath it. Great sheets had fallen or overturned and below, Sara was
forced to leap great holes in the ice and natural walls of the frozen water. The
obstacles barely slowed her, but at least Borrik was catching back up.


At this rate they would be at the city wall in just two
hours. Borrik was happy for it too. Leaving Seth alone did not appeal to the
giant of a mutated wolf man. He had left his master unguarded just days ago and
had not been there to protect the prince when he needed protecting. Something,
he assured himself, that would not happen again.


Looking below, Sara stood out against the ice and snow that
coated the remnants of the lake. Now she was directly below him and as they
reached the eastern shore of the would-be lake, Borrik flew lower as to not
attract unwanted attention.


* * * * *


Sara leapt over chasms in the ice, one after another,
bounding higher than any person was meant to do. It was ridiculous, really. Preparing
to leap a great sheet of ice that had turned up creating a barrier, she thought
better of it and instead of clearing the sheet of ice she leapt to the top of
the makeshift wall and then leapt again. High up into the air she flew, feeling
freer than she could ever recall. With a rush of wind she plummeted down at
gut-wrenching speeds, only to land lithely upon the ice without missing so much
as a step.


Making the shoreline, she was careful of every foot fall. Here
arrows, spears, and every other type of blade she could imagine had been
abandoned and now lay hidden beneath a thin coating of snow. Though she doubted
she could be killed by stepping upon the blade of a sword, she did fear it
might slow her down, at least temporarily. That wouldn’t be a problem if she
and Borrik weren’t racing. Of course, then again, the flying wolf man had yet
to be let in on the competition.


Running nearly a third of a mile a minute, it was not long
before the tops of the great white towers of Valdadore became visible, its
walls stretching for miles and miles across the horizon.


Defying the possible, Sara pumped her legs even harder,
knowing her husband was again in reach. For a moment Borrik swooped down out of
the sky behind her, warning her of Sigrant’s camp ahead before rising again to
a safe altitude. Veering left she continued running, aiming for the north
corner of the city.


Onward she ran, forcing herself to move faster and faster,
feeling herself growing yet stronger by the minute as Sigrant and his troops
fed upon their countrymen. Still accelerating incrementally, she watched as the
city grew at a steady rate before her. Leaping a small tree, rather than go
around, she could see the base of the city’s walls before she again touched
down to the ground. Almost there! Faster still she urged her legs, stretching
out her strides as far as she was able.


Two miles…


She sprinted on, growing closer and closer before suddenly
changing direction. Upon the air the scent of his blood. She had tasted it
before, what now felt like a lifetime ago. Now that her senses were keener she
focused in his direction and could hear his heart.


Pumping her legs she angled towards the great door upon the
west wall that looked like a giant maw of a stone beast. Then, with one great
leap she rocketed into the air and invoked the magical boots her husband had
gave her.


“Jump!”


Up she went. Up and over. Then down she fell, those
defenders on the wall craning their necks around, completely overwhelmed. Falling
felt like forever, but finally she struck the ground, landing in a crouched
position with one knee low to the ground, her fingertips resting on the
cobbles. Before her stood the most powerful man upon Thurr, and rising, she
leapt into his arms, tears streaming from her eyes.


* * * * *


Seth watched her aura come. Though her life force was
bloated to be near equal to his own, he recognized her, as he would always
recognize her, as the only woman he would ever love.


Towards him she raced, moving faster than any human he had
witnessed. He wondered if she intended to plow through the great defensive wall
surrounding the city, or climb it like their last adversaries had done. Then he
heard her voice, and realized her intention.


Without so much as wiping the tears from his face, he rose
to his feet just as she struck the ground before him. Looking up to him, she
immediately burst into tears. Spreading his wings, he pulled her into his arms
and wrapped them both in a cocoon of his own flesh.


Together, wrapped within his wings, they spent many intimate
moments, their lips and bodies locked together as if they were one. Seth needed
her, and though he had sworn to keep emotion out of his daily life, he realized
now that for her he would make an exception.


Though she was likely one of the most powerful women on the
planet, she trembled in his arms, sobs wracking her body for many long moments.
After the initial realization that she was returned to him, Seth calmed
quickly. Realizing that they needed to catch up so that Sara could join him in
the preparations for a battle he believed would come this very night. Time was
of the essence and as much as he wanted to, he could not simply stand in the
street all day holding her small body against his own.


“I want to hear all about what happened to you,” Seth
whispered to the top of her helmet.


“You have some explaining to do as well,” Sara replied,
taking on a mock stern tone.


“I’m glad to have you back,” Seth whispered.


“I love you too,” she replied.


Unwrapping his wings from their bodies, he led her back down
the alley he had come from earlier, and rounding the corner Borrik plunged to
the ground to join them. Pulling the door open to the building where he had
changed all of the children into soldiers, Seth allowed his companions to
enter. Jonas, already inside and waiting, bowed low to Sara, welcoming her
home.


 


Pulling up cages that the rats had been stored in for
makeshift seats, each of the four companions sat. They looked around the circle
of familiar faces and each of them grinned.


“It’s an odd group we make, isn’t it?” Sara asked to three
responded nods.


“I’m afraid we don’t have a lot of time,” Seth began.
“Perhaps you should start, Sara. What happened to you from the time I was
struck until now?”


Sara appeared to think for a moment, her lower lip quivering
slightly as she recalled some detail, but steeling herself she began to speak.


“I panicked. I think everyone did. No one knew if you were
dead, or if you would heal. Borrik pulled you from the bolt, and you were gone.
I tried to save you. I bit you, but nothing happened…”


“Wait…” Seth interrupted. “You bit me?”


“Yes? Why?” Sara asked


“Just… No. Keep telling your story.”


“Well, then, the next thing I know some guy grabs me and
everything goes to spinning. All of a sudden, wham, we’re in a new spot and
then he teleports us again and again. Then, some big creature bangs me around
like a doll and tosses me in a cage. I was broken to bits, but I was healing. After
that, King Sigrant came to my cage. He offered me his arm and I took it,
thinking to drain him dry, but then the teleporter reappeared and hacked off his
arm. He used me, Seth. He used me to take the gift you gave me. He
figured out how to use me as a weapon against you and I’m so sorry.”


“It’s OK, Sara, this isn’t your fault. But keep going, I
want to hear everything.”


“Well, then I was hauled away on an ox cart across the lake.
When I got to the other side I got a new driver, and big black stallions were
swapped out for the oxen. They raced me past Westgate and into Sigrant’s lands
but then something really weird happened.”


Seth watched as Sara stopped and looked around to make sure
everyone was paying attention. Borrik of course knew the most about what Sara
was saying, but even so he listened intently.


“As we raced down a path through the forest, we were
attacked by the trees. I could never believe it if I hadn’t been there, but
Borrik can tell you that they are very much a real thing. It seems that Shadra
forest is protected by these huge tree people that can uproot and walk around. They
can talk and everything! Anyways, we get attacked and all of us, me, the
driver, and the horses get crushed pretty bad. But the tree people pick us all
up and haul us through the forest to Shadra keep. There isn’t much left of it,
but when I heal up, the trees all gathered at the keep and they talked to me.”


Seth found the whole story enthralling. Of course he
believed her, not just because he loved her, but because at this point he was
convinced that absolutely anything was possible.


“So what did they say?” he asked.


“They said that all life is precious,” answered Sara.


“That’s it?”


“They said that to end a life is wrong, and every life we
touch, we change that life’s destiny and fate. They showed me the monster I
have become, and made me realize what I was doing not only to the people I
hurt, but also people in general. It may already be too late, but they freed me
and gave me the chance to come back and put right what wrongs I have done. They
told me what you have been saying all along. That all life is meant to serve
life, not destroy it.”


“So then, I might have allies in these tree people?” Seth
asked anxiously.


“I doubt they want to get involved. They called me the
Plague Bringer, and you The Abomination. I think you have the same beliefs, but
different tactics,” she grinned.


“Then what?” Seth continued his questioning.


“Then Borrik showed up, a little worse for wear, but they
let him live too. At first I didn’t believe him when he said you had come back.
I wanted to, but I couldn’t bear the disappointment if he was wrong. But of
course he convinced me and we came back as fast as we could.”


Seth nodded slowly, reaching across to take her hand. He had
sworn never to leave her and yet he had done so. Giving her hand a squeeze, he
assured her that he understood.


“I suppose then that it is my turn,” Seth began, “but now I
have doubts about the truth of what happened to me. I’ll explain as I tell my
story, though. Let me see. I died, so far as I know. When I left this plane of
existence I came to stand before Ishanya, but I was not yet willing to give up.
At first I was angry but then I asked her to send me back. Obviously she did,
but not without conditions. She said I would be changed, though she never
actually said that she was going to change me. I think that I have you
to thank for that,” Seth said, smirking at Sara, watching her red tinted amber
eyes light up with a smile of her own. “She said that I was to see this war
through and then leave Valdadore to collect followers for her from around
Thurr. If I did not agree, then she threatened to absorb my power and I would
have ceased existing. At least that is how I envision it. But now, as I said, I
have my doubts. I can’t help but wonder at your bite, Sara. I rejoined my body
and already I was like you. Between what the tree people told you, and my own
understanding, I am beginning to think that there is more going on in the
heavens than we presume. I was already working upon my own plan, or rather,
Jonas was working on it for me, but I think I am going to need all of your help
in this regard in the future.” Seth paused a moment in silent reflection, his
features straining as he made previously unknown connections about his
understandings of what was transpiring around them. “I’ve strayed. Back to my
story. I awoke on the battlefield, and in a hurry to get to Valdadore I gave
myself these,” Seth said, raising his wings slightly. “Then, when I arrived, I
helped to fend off Sigrant’s initial attack. Long story short, Valdadore has
been decimated. Our troop numbers are pathetic. Garret is the only remaining
knight. We have perhaps two dozen battle mages, Thousand Hole Tommy, Borrik,
Jonas, and six others. Now we have you as well. I needed more troops so I had
my men gather up teenage orphans and I melded them with rats.”


Sara gasped, bringing a hand to her mouth.


“Yes, I know. Lives and collision. But I didn’t have a
choice. They are formidable for their size. I’ll look after them as best as I
am able. To continue, I still think we are destined to fail. Sigrant is too
strong. If he were to attack the city alone, I think he could destroy it. I
don’t know what his abilities are, but if I had to guess I would say they far
exceed yours, Sara, and I think I know why.”


“I know too,” she interrupted. “I know how it works and I
know how to stop him.”


“Yes, me too, but I don’t think it will work. My plan was to
destroy some of the strongest of his infected troops that feed him power. Then,
maybe when he is diminished, I will be able to end him.”


“It doesn’t work that way,” Sara interjected. “When we are
new and weaker, and one we have changed dies, it feels like we lose power, but
we don’t. We just lose a connection to the one feeding us the power. The power
we have already gained remains with us. No matter how many of his underlings
you kill, he will remain just as powerful as he is. There is only one way to
take away his power.”


“I won’t do it,” Seth replied before she could even explain,
having worked it out himself already.


“Seth, it’s what the tree people were trying to show me. For
many to be saved a few will have to die. If I die, how many could be saved? They
would all be human again. You could pluck the life away from Sigrant and it
would all be over. You know I am right,” she said, moisture threatening from
the corners of her eyes once more.


“You can’t ask this of me, Sara. I’ve sacrificed too much
already. I’ve killed people that I loved. I’ll not lose you too. There has to
be another way to kill him.”


“I think there is, m’lord.” Jonas said cautiously, then
waited for his master’s command.


Turning to face the werewolf, Seth eyes locked with the once
human’s own before he spoke. “Tell me how to save her.”


“It is a wicked thing that I speak of, but it seems that we
all agree that for many to live, some must die,” Jonas began, his voice deep
and guttural. “What if Sara was to kill the swine?”


“She can’t, he is too strong,” Seth answered, thinking his
hopes had been raised just to be dashed again.


“So we make her stronger,” the wolf man continued.


“Give her a blessing?” Borrik asked, his own feral mind
chiming in.


Then Seth watched as Borrik’s eyes widened in understanding,
having exchanged the idea telepathically between the wolves in an instant. Seth’s
hope arose once again at Borrik’s expression.


“Explain, Jonas!” Seth nearly shouted.


“Feed her the people of Valdadore and they become warriors,
and she becomes more powerful than he.”


Again, Seth’s hopes fell. It would work, but it put them in
the same predicament they were already in. The change would continue to spread
without end. Lives and collisions. Then it struck him.


“We would need a volunteer who was willing to sacrifice
their life for Valdadore. Preferably someone elderly without any family. Sara
could bite the volunteer, then they could bite more and then they bite more and
so on. Then, when Sara kills Sigrant, we lay the volunteer to rest and our
kinsmen are restored to their former lives! It’s brilliant, Jonas!”


“We will likely still have a fight on our hands,” Borrik
chimed in again.”


“Yes, but against humans,” Seth replied. “I can handle
humans just fine.”











Chapter Eight


Linaya rode her great white Valdadorian war horse with the
ease of a veteran. She was thankful to those who followed her, led by Zorbin. They
were not the force she had hoped to bring, but they were more blessed warriors
than Valdadore had, and as such she was certain they could help. Having left
the carnage of the battle with the giants behind, they had rode the remainder
of the day and straight on through the night. For the most part their travel
was free of incident, minus a dwarf or two hundred falling off their mount. It
would take some time for the smaller statured men to learn to cling to the
beasts with their shorter legs.


Even so, they pressed ever onward still, racing through the
day in hopes of reaching Valdadore by mid-day the very next day.


She prayed often that they would find Valdadore intact,
unharmed, and her army bolstered by the kingdom’s people. If King Sigrant
wanted a fight, she believed he would find one in Valdadore.


Onward they raced, finally breaking free of the mountain’s
forested slopes, thundering out into the foothills beyond. Linaya and Zorbin
had spoken earlier in the morning as the sun and moons crept into the sky and
seeing a reflection on the horizon now, she shouted and pointed off into the
distance.


“Zorbin, it looks like water over there!”


Though the only response she got from the stout dwarf was a
grunt and a nod, he veered his brave mount, altering their course, and the
course of the many who followed.


Within a quarter of an hour they thundered up to the large
spring-fed pond. Dismounting, they cleaned their faces and took their fill of
the cool refreshing water. Their mounts drank thirstily, and the thousands of
riders let them. Though Linaya was anxious to continue on, it would be of no
use if their mounts faltered before they reached the city.


Two hours later, the pond’s water level moderately depleted,
they regrouped, remounted, and rode off once again, pushing their mounts to
their limits in hopes of saving a kingdom.


* * * * *


Seth sat with Sara, finally alone together for the first
time in what felt like eternity. They had spoken a while, telling each other of
their affections and how much they had missed one another. But now they simply
sat enjoying each other’s company, leaning into a corner of the room together,
seated upon the floor.


Seth’s mind, as expansive as it had become, was at present a
muddled mess. He believe that he was beginning to unravel the truth that had
been kept from him. He no longer believed that Ishanya had sent him
back. If she had, then what was the purpose of changing him? He found it more
likely that it was Sara’s bite that had revived him. If that were the case,
then why the ruse?


Why would Ishanya bother with such a hoax? Making him
believe he had died and she was doing him some big favor by sending him back. Making
him swear to follow her desires precisely. Why, unless she felt she was losing
control? Could a god lose control? Could he be beyond her power? Did she have
the ability to simply end him like she had threatened? Seth had so many
questions that his brain hurt. But the questions alone were enough to bring him
to at least some measure of understanding.


Weeks ago, in a temple long forgotten in a land far from his
own, Seth had discovered something about himself when trying to revive Sara. His
aura was like hers, like every human’s in fact, except that the main connection
within him, that swirling maelstrom of connections, was different in him than
in any other being he had studied. Inside him it was the exact opposite as it
was within every other person. Something about him was fundamentally different
than every other human.


Seth wondered. He questioned everything. Lives and
collisions, the tree people had spoken of with Sara. He wished he had more time
to ponder the things swirling in his mind. But two things were certain. First,
he would follow his oath to Ishanya and uphold his bargain. His companions
might do different, but he, himself, would do as he had said. Second, he would
not bow the knee to a god again, and if faced by one, he would be ready.


* * * * *


In the plane of immortals, Gorandor looked out across the
tapestry that wove time with fate and destiny. He watched the tiny
possibilities grow, knowing that it was a risky thing, playing with fate. He
knew the possible outcomes, and knew that the margin between them was
uncomfortable to say the least. Even so, Ishanya could not be allowed all her
tampering without some retaliation. Looking out into space and time, Gorandor
could already see the first stirrings of ripples created by the tiny pebble
Valonore had cast into Thurr. None could judge with certainty the outcome of
the ripples, but changes were certainly occurring in the world below.


He peered intently into the world he had helped create, and
further still into the human kingdom of Valdadore. Delving further he stood in
the heavens, looking down upon what was perhaps his most powerful warrior. The
king of Valdadore called to him from the floor of Gorandor’s own temple.


He listened to the pleas of his devout follower, the human
asking for much of the same that most asked for. And yet Gorandor knew he would
provide the mortal with the support he needed. At least for now. Even the fate
of this mighty human was uncertain due to Ishanya’s meddling. Ahead, in the
ever flowing torrent of time, the warrior King of the human nation would reach
a fork in the road. The fork he took would determine his fate. All Gorandor
could do was hope that his loyal follower chose the correct path, as it was the
mortal’s free will that would be the deciding factor. If the mortal king
remained wise and honorable, Gorandor imagined him having a life that spanned
centuries. If he fell from grace, then it was likely he would meet his fate
much sooner.


* * * * *


It was Borrik and his wolves that had the deed of seeking
out that particular lamb that would be led to slaughter. Taking them to the
temple devoted to Ishanya, they spoke briefly to the grotesque priestess, and
within moments she asked her congregation if they held such a volunteer that
would be willing to die for the glory of Ishanya, and likely save the city and
her people in the process.


It all sounded a bit crazy when the woman said it. Glory
this, oh heavens that. Thee and thou, and the whole nine yards just
seemed a bit over dramatic. Had Borrik done it when he served as the priest
here, he would have been more direct. Then again, he hadn’t had a congregation
to speak to at all, so who was he to judge?


The great beast of a wolf man watched as the priestess
concluded, and hands shot into the air. If you could call the way old, sick, or
frail people raised their hands, shooting. To be honest, he didn’t care who was
chosen. Any one of them could die and it would make no difference to him. They
were old. They were about to die anyhow. Barely the sentiments of a priest,
Borrik chided himself. But it was true.


Picking the first hand he saw, the volunteer slowly
up-righted herself, first pushing herself with her hands to the edge of her
seat slowly, before rocking forward and grasping the pew ahead of her. Another
rock and she pulled with her tiny, frail arms and managed to rise to her feet. Hunched
over, and looking through her barely visible white eyebrows at them, she began
to shuffle her feet towards them. Borrik could have killed her then and there. Shuffle,
shuffle, shuffle, her feet barely moved, not even bothering to lift off of the
floor as she inched ahead so slowly, Borrik imagined he could drool faster.
Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle. Borrik looked to his men, his annoyance spread to
them via their telepathic link. One stifled a wolfish grin, replying with an
image of Borrik attempting to carry the woman, her heart failing in the
process.


It was true. Any little thing could make this relic keel
over. And yet at this pace, she would age another ten years and die well before
they brought her back to Sara. Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle.


“Jonas, go and see if perhaps Princess Sara would be willing
to come here instead, and as our prince ordered, we’ll leave him out of it.”


“I will bring her, besides, granny here can start by feeding
on the rest of the congregation.”


Borrik watched as his next in command darted through the
corridor and vanished up the stairs to the street above. He tracked his
progress through the city using visual cues from Jonas’s own eyes and thoughts.
The wolf was resourceful, climbing to the roofs in order to take a more direct
route. Borrik was pleased with the man.


* * * * *


King Robert Sigrant was growing impatient. His power was so
vast he could no longer speak with humans or even fledgling vampires. Even
slowing his voice and movements as much as possible, he was beyond their
comprehension. He needed neither rest nor food, and the desire to feed was long
behind him. The satisfaction his harem gave him was no longer enticing, the
constant flow of power into him far exceeding the pleasure mortal flesh could
bring. He could destroy Valdadore with his own two hands, he believed, ripping
the city stone from stone, if not for one thing standing between them.


Rumor had it the Dark Prince had returned from the grave,
and if that were true, then even Sigrant dared not guess the extent of the
black mage’s power. Instead of risking himself against the prince, Sigrant
would wait until his army was complete, a goal that was only hours from being
met, and unleash the entire horde upon Valdadore.


If nothing else, it would be a good test to see whether or
not the prince lived, and if he did, what were the extents of his powers. Though
trying to wait the remaining hours, a task that equated to several months for
someone who lived at such speeds, was hard enough, the real task over the
previous day had been keeping the army in check.


Nearly every one of his troops thirsted for blood. All of
them could smell the human city and see its walls, knowing blood was just
beyond them. Some resorted to biting one another but the result was less than desirable.
It seemed that vampire blood made vampires incredibly ill. Some to the point of
a rapid death. Word had spread quickly and fortunately no more of his troops
were succumbing to such a disgusting fate. Containment was becoming the issue,
though not nearly as much during the sunlight hours.


Sigrant paced around his camp, the sun no more than an
aggravation upon his skin and eyes. It was like a dryness that simply will not
go away. Even his harem could withstand the sun now, and the whores below them
could manage it, though not without some scalding, boils, and blisters. So it
was up to Sigrant himself, and the dozen women he shared seed with to keep all
the troops in camp. The thirst was driving them to extreme lengths and some
even attempted to brave the sunlight in search of blood. “Only a few more
hours,” he reminded himself.


Deciding to get things moving a little earlier, and knowing
that the gnomes’ machines needed time to warm up, Sigrant wrote his orders on a
sheet of velum, the only way he could communicate with those who were significantly
weaker than he. Frightening the abyss out of the messenger he walked up to, the
poor wretch probably unable to see him coming at such speeds, the messenger
read the order and dashed off like a snail, eliciting a glaring look to his
backside.


* * * * *


Sara reached the temple just as Seth arrived with a handful
of his new rat troops. Behind them they pulled a cart covered with a canvas
tarp. From the way they strained, she knew something heavy was in the thing,
and thinking back to her recent journey she had a fairly good guess what might
be beneath the tarp.


Smiling to her husband as she passed, Sara floated down the
stairs like a graceful dancer, admiring the statues of herself, Borrik, and her
husband in the entryway. Gliding into the main hall of the subterranean temple
she spotted Borrik quickly, who stood grumbling, an elderly woman leaning
dangerously close to him, petting his arm as if it were a cat.


Nodding to the giant wolf man and his comrades, they took
the cue and evacuated the building to stand guard in the street. Then, trying
her hardest to be gentle, Sara stepped behind the old woman and grasping her
head she pulled it back daintily and sunk her teeth into the old woman’s neck. Having
sworn to herself not to feed upon another person, Sara did not latch onto the
woman, drawing blood into her mouth, instead allowing the blood to naturally
flow from the wounds, mixing with her own through the deformity in her jaw.


Having been bitten, the old woman fainted, but Sara caught
her easily and lowered her to the floor. The congregation watching, a mixed
audience of shock and horror, Sara left the room without so much as a good bye,
a thank you, or a fuck you very much. One of her late mother’s favorite
sayings.


With a single leap she was up the stairs and out of the
temple. The door slammed closed behind her as she passed, and Borrik and Jonas
both slid a huge timber into place, barring it closed from the outside. In an
hour, maybe two, the old woman would rise and begin to feed. Her victims
falling unconscious, she would have free reign to change the entire
congregation, serving her, Seth’s, and Valdadore’s purpose perfectly. Thanks,
Ishanya!


Joining her husband, she grabbed him around the neck in a
hug before planting her lips in his.


“Whatcha got in the cart, love?”


“A torture device from Valdadore’s dungeons,” Seth replied,
an odd smirk on his face.


“Aww!” Sara replied. “For me?” she added with a giggle.


“No, for your progeny,” he answered pulling the tarp from
the cart, revealing the device beneath. “It’s like a coffin, but solid iron and
barely big enough to fit a person in. It locks closed with these seven clasps,
and turning each of these knobs tightens a chain wrapped around each extremity
and neck.”


Sara looked the device over. It did resemble a coffin
slightly, except that it was iron and had a distinct human shape to it. Inside
the device there were grooves for the arms and legs to fit into, allowing them
virtually no movement. The head area was similarly fashioned, and loose loops
of thick iron chain sat within the device.


“That should hold her,” Sara approved. “But I don’t think
the chains will hold her if we open the lid when it is time to kill her.”


“We won’t need to open it. I already have a plan that will
take care of that problem.”


“Of course you do,” Sara joked. “What was I thinking?”


They both smiled at the jest, but with little time for
dawdling, Seth began anew.


“I hope we have enough time to see this through. I expect
Sigrant to attack tonight. There will be no sun tomorrow,” Seth said, pointing
to the sky, careful, like Sara to keep himself deep in his cowl. “Even now the
moons catch up. With the winter eclipse, Sigrant will have two nights and a day
of total darkness. It’s what he has been planning for. Now that he is ready, he
will attack as soon as the sun sets.”


No more than Seth had said the words than a trumpet blared
from the west wall, to be picked up and repeated all around the city. They were
under attack.











Chapter Nine


Garret watched as the great, metal-clad beasts began their
slow approach to the city. He had already tried to combat the things, but it
was beyond his abilities. They were great hulking creatures and so far as he
could tell, impenetrable to harm. Seth had killed one, but even in death the
creature reached back to the plane of the living to do even more destruction. There
was nothing Garret could do but watch them come, and test the tower defenses on
them.


Already, Valdadore’s great ballista were being drawn and
loaded, their massive cranks being turned by crews of men upon every tower. Into
them, giant, steel tipped bolts were loaded before the mechanisms were swiveled
upon their bases to be aimed. Finally, a wheel was turned that raised and
lowered the angle of the weapon’s shot. As Garret watched the beasts come,
every ballista team trained their immense weapons upon the nearing line of fire
breathing demons.


Below, in the courtyards behind the wall, catapults were
being loaded and drawn to fling huge stones weighing hundreds of pounds over
the wall. These machines could not be aimed, at least not from behind a wall. All
the men could do, who operated the catapults, was follow orders shouted down
from above.


From down the wall a cheer arose from the new troops Seth
had created, and Garret looked on as his once twin winged in from above, the
petite form of Sara leaping from somewhere unseen to join him. Demons to fight demons,
Garret thought, shaking his head. What has become of Valdadore?


Above, the great were-beast, Borrik circled in the sky, his
own troops, as few as they were, climbed to the top of the wall to join the
rest of the defenders gathered there. The wall was defended well, though in
order to accomplish the feat, the other three walls of the city only retained a
skeleton crew of defenders. Garret could only hope that Sigrant attacked
directly.


Closer and closer the armored demons lumbered across the
fields, their hot breath pouring from their nostrils. Garret watched closely as
they came into range.


“Fire!” the king shouted, invoking his blessing to be sure
his voice carried.


The twangs of a hundred ballista sounded as the city’s wall
vibrated slightly, and a hundred bolts twice as long as a man and as big around
as a forearm sailed through the air. Again the cranks began to clank, their
teams drawing the weapons once again to be loaded. Then down the ballista came,
many falling far short of the mark, but yet others began to strike around the
beasts, some driving deep into the ground.


Garret watched as several deflected off the armor of the
creatures, but nonetheless, some bolts struck true.


One bolt struck a demon dead center from above, driving
through the beast and into the soil below it. Garret smiled in victory, but
quickly his smile faded. The beast lumbered on, apparently undiminished by the
savage wound. Behind it, a deep cut in the soil trailed where the spear tilled
the land like a horse-drawn plow. Dropping his head disappointed, Garret was
about to give the order to save their ammunition, when another cheer arose. Looking
out upon the field, he saw where another bolt had struck true, its shaft sticking
out of the head of one of the beasts. Steam and smoke poured from the beast
before fire burped from its mouth and nose once, and then the thing exploded.


To either side of the creature its nearest companions were
thrown aside from the blast, one of them overturning. A moment later the
overturned beast also began to whistle in an increasing pitch before it too
exploded. Those on the wall cheered, finding the creatures’ weakness. But still
the demons lumbered on, and there were more of the creatures than the ballista
teams could pray to get a head shot on. They needed something more accurate.


* * * * *


In the light of day Seth could see the creatures better than
he had been able previously. They were frightening things, all armor and gaping
maws. Smoke spewed from their nostrils and on they came at a steady pace. He
watched as Garret’s men managed to take two of them down, their corpses
exploding after they died.


“They’re not what everyone thinks,” Sara said, watching over
the field beside him.


“How so?” he asked, turning to face her.


She looked very much like the role she would be playing
later in the day. Dressed from head to toe in skin tight, black leather, with a
deep cowl and cape, she was the epitome of what Seth thought an assassin should
look like.


“They are gnomish mechanisms. Wheels and cogs and steam. I
saw them on my… well… journey to the west.”


Seth could not believe that he had not seen it sooner. Multiple
independent auras within one creature. It made perfect sense. Reaching out now,
it took him only a second to confirm it. Seth could simply rip the life from
the drivers of the mechanisms, but he had already seen that they would simply
keep coming. Seth had no idea if the wall could survive the creatures crashing
into it, tipping, and blowing up all along the base. It was a risk he could not
take.


“Should I mention that they have a design flaw? Of course
what gnomish machine doesn’t?” Sara added, before Seth could respond.


“Take your time, we have all day,” Seth replied
sarcastically.


“Their bellies leave the cogs that makes them move exposed. If
you can somehow tangle something in them, or perhaps jam something in there,
then they won’t be able to move.”


Sara was to be their savior, if only Seth could devise a way
to get something under the machines. He looked around for something he could
fling upon the field that might become entangled, but to no avail. On the
mechanical creatures came, and still Seth couldn’t find a solution. Looking up
and down the wall, it became obvious. All along the wall were his new troops. Formed
from melding humans and rats. Rats that could burrow anywhere and chew through
anything. Seth shouted his orders to the nearest werewolf, where they were
instantly relayed. Then the wolves shouted to the rat children and down they
wall they scurried.


It was an odd sight, all those bodies climbing head first
down the wall of the city to dive into the defensive pits dug at random beyond
the walls. Once in the pits, and out of danger from the fire from the gnomish
mechanisms, his warriors began to burrow.


Down on all fours they scratched and clawed at the soil,
working together to begin digging small tunnels near to the surface. Onward the
mechanical demons came.


Seth could no longer see progress of the burrows visually,
but switching vision he was surprised to see just how fast the tunnels were
progressing. It was no wonder how the creatures found their way into just about
everywhere.


Within moments the fire-breathing machines were too close to
be in range of the ballista, and as such the twangs and clanks ceased as
everyone watched to see what would become of the rat men’s counter attack.


The minutes passed slowly as the machines droned on, ever
nearing the city, but when their approach met the burrows of Seth’s child troops,
it became evident fast that he had made the right call.


Watching with his god vision, Seth looked on as his men did
not shove something into the drive gears of the machines, unable to carry
anything with them while burrowing. Instead, they themselves found entry into
the machines from below, and judging by how quickly the gnomes were dispatched,
Seth was left to assume that the gnomes had not been armed. One by one the
machines began to act erratically. Some began turning in circles and others
stopped in their tracks, simply spewing fire in whatever direction they halted.
Still others began to turn and head back the way they had come.


Seth smiled. Children were bound to play with the giant toys
after all, were they not? Apparently learning the basics of propelling the
machines within a few minutes, many more began turning to lumber back in the
direction of Sigrant’s camp as they each began to spew copious amounts of fire
from their jaws. How nice of them to share with the enemy. Then, trap
doors began to swing open from atop the creatures and out climbed Seth’s
creations, dropping to all fours and scurrying back towards the castle. Just
minutes later they climbed back up the walls and watched with their maker as
the beasts were returned to Sigrant. More than one went off course, but the
vast majority, it seemed, were right on target.


Seth was the first to see the commotion, the bloated aura of
Sigrant himself, moving at speeds beyond measure. If it had not been for his
god vision he would have seen what everyone else witnessed. The reptilian
machines began to fly from the ground, exploding upwards like so many leaves
upon the wind. Caught up and thrown, the things were flung one into the other
like a great hand had descended from the heavens and simply swept the mechanical
beasts away. In truth, Seth imagined that King Sigrant simply kicked and shoved
and threw the things one at a time, but so fast as to look simultaneous. It was
frightening, the power of his enemy.


* * * * *


Sigrant watched the gnomes go, every tedious second drawn
out to a damned eternity. Inch by fucking inch the things crawled, to no end as
far as Sigrant could tell. Leave it to the damned gnomes to annoy him further.


Impatient, Sigrant counted the hairs upon his arm as the
things crawled across an eternity. One blew up and then another, but
Valdadore’s pathetic defenses were nearly useless against the machines. Sigrant
smiled, knowing all too well what awaited the defenders there. Once the
machines reached the wall they would begin to heat the stone of the thing. They
could not melt the stone, that was near impossible. But within the stone would
be moisture, and if heated quickly enough the moisture would turn to steam and
expand. Once it did, the stones would either crack or build pressure until they
exploded. Then down would tumble the pathetic king and his smattering of more
pathetic troops.


Sigrant watched the span of another collection of forevers
as the mechanical weapons neared the wall. The anticipation was killing him. Literally.
If the damned things ever reached Valdadore, he would likely be too damned old
to see that far. If he still aged. He wasn’t sure.


Down came Valdadore’s defenders. They climbed down the wall,
too far to distinguish details from his vantage. He weighed foraying a little
nearer to get a better look, but uncertainty stilled him. If only he knew
whether or not the prince still lived. Then, what seemed months later, the
gnomish war machines stopped or turned while some began spinning in circles
before eventually tuning back. Why were they retreating? Then they began
spewing fire, before out climbed none other than the troops who had climbed
from Valdadore’s walls. Damn the child king! He was resourceful if nothing
else.


He watched them come, his anger seething from his every
pore. As they neared he could take it no more. Rushing out to meet the machines,
he began to fling them in a rage. Smashing some, and throwing and kicking
others until they were all destroyed. For a moment he stood upon the field,
looking for any sign of retribution, but none came. Damned Valdadore! He
still did not know if the little dark prince lived.


* * * * *


Garret watched the demise of Sigrant’s apparent machines. Once
again it had been his brother’s monsters to save them, and once again the
defenders cheered. Did they not understand what he was doing to the people
of Valdadore? How he twisted and ruined them? Cheer the victory, of course, but
not the abominations. The sun shrank, ever nearing the horizon. Soon, the
people of Valdadore would see just what monsters Seth had made.


With two hours before darkness enveloped the land, a pair of
creatures leaped and bounded across the fields, racing towards Valdadore’s
walls. The two moved too easily, too gracefully. They bounded entirely too far
per stride.


“Archers!” Garret boomed across the wall.


With bows raised, Garret’s few hundred remaining archers
took aim across the field awaiting the command to fire. Garret watched the
creatures grow nearer and nearer, the sun at their backs. As they came into range,
Garret realized that the creatures looked familiar, but barely more than
silhouettes he could not be certain.


“Hold your fire!” Seth yelled, and the archers began to obey
him.


“Maintain!” Garret boomed.


The archers raised their arrows once more and took aim.


“No!” Seth shouted. “Do not fire!”


“Fire!” Garret yelled, his blessed voice booming throughout
the city.


Arrows unleashed, the vast majority following his order as
they were supposed to. He was the king, not Seth. He was their master and
commander, and none stood above him. A second passed as the arrows arced
through the air, and began to rain down.


Suddenly, a great blast of wicked green and yellow flame
lanced out from atop Valdadore’s wall. Reaching out with licking fingers of
fire, the arrows were incinerated. Seth had opposed him directly. Then the pair
of approaching, bounding bodies came to a halt below the wall and peered up at
it.


“That’s some greeting,” the first of the feline girls
shouted up to the awaiting ears of the defenders.


“Mind if we come in?” the second asked, before they too
climbed the walls like the rest of Seth’s wicked creations.


Garret stalked off down the wall, his anger seeking to be
unleashed.











Chapter Ten


Sara winced as the first twinge of power joined with her.


“She’s awake and feeding,” she told Seth, who gave her a
compassionate look of understanding.


“I’m sorry, but this may be the only way. You should be
there when it is time,” he told her.


“I will, my love.”


Without another word, unwilling to say goodbye, Sara stepped
off the wall and plummeted down to the ground thirty stories below. Another
rush of power, and she was racing down the city streets. Leaping over people,
carts, and animals alike, she ran slowing only to round corners when needed. Another
rush of power. It seemed that granny was getting the hang of it. Faster the
power came, the space between them falling to just a minute or less between
each one. She was taste-testing, enjoying the physical pleasure and the growth
of her own power. Good.


Before Sara knew it, she was skidding to a halt outside the
entrance to the underground temple devoted to Ishanya. Outside the temple a
dozen of Seth’s rat troops stood guard, allowing no one to inadvertently
release those inside. Even from up here, the screams from below and banging
upon the other side of the door were heart-wrenching. Sara hated it. Hated that
she had done it. Not just changed the old lady, but fed upon people just as she
was doing. Now that she understood, the whole thing sickened her. But she had a
part to play. Collisions and lives or not.


Standing outside the door like a solitary statue, Sara
waited for the screams and pounding to stop and the ebb of power to cease. Then,
and only then, would she open the door. Dismissing Seth’s troops with a word,
she waited, praying that their plan would work.


 


The sun had already fled the interior of the city, its
inhabitants frightened into silence within the mighty protective walls. No
light for two nights and a day. The eclipse had always been an apprehensive
occurrence, but with an enemy at the gates that fed on people, it was
terrifying. Little did the people of Valdadore know, the monsters they feared
were already inside. The screams below ceased.


Sara sprang to the door and, thrusting the giant timber from
its hangers, she yanked the door open upon its hinges. Below, the scent of
fresh blood wafted up to fill her nostrils and the desire to feed stirred
within her. Sara refused it, watching the darkness for the monster below.


The old woman had fed upon hundreds, but even so was weak in
comparison to Sara. So it was not with fear that Sara waited for the woman. If
the woman escaped and was accidentally killed before they completed their plan,
was the concern. Sara knew she was stronger and faster, but sometimes shit just
happened. With that in mind, she crept slowly down into the depths, stepping
upon the unconscious victims of her progeny. Somewhere down here was every
child’s worse nightmare. A great grandmother with fangs and a thirst for blood.


Ahead, in a darkened corner she saw movement.


“Come for another taste of me?” the old woman asked from out
of the shadows. “Or perhaps the smell brought you back. Want to help me drain
them?”


Sara did not answer. She could taste the scent in the air
and her mouth watered. She dared not open her mouth lest she lose control and
feed. Instead, she moved toward the darkened corner, her eyes more than able to
make out the woman trying to hide there. Fool.


Preparing to lunge at the old woman, and tackle her to the
ground in order to subdue her, Sara was shocked when the lady attacked.


Screaming like a mad woman with her arms raised like claws,
Sara nearly laughed at the granny before leaping towards her and grabbing her
face. With her momentum she drove the old wretch to the ground and snapped her
neck. That’ll take a few minutes to heal.


Picking the old woman up, who barely felt like a feather to Sara
now, she carried her up to the awaiting mechanism and dropped her in. Pausing a
moment, she looked upon the woman’s face and was shocked by what she saw. Where
earlier had been a sunken wrinkled face, filled with lines and mottled with age
spots, now appeared a woman of perhaps her forties. It was the same woman, of
that Sara was certain. Her eyes and clothes were the same. But the change had
transformed the woman, erasing years. All Sara could guess was that aging was
basically your body breaking down a little at a time, and the change simply put
it all back together.


“A pity you won’t get to enjoy it,” Sara said, slipping the
loops of chains around the elbows, wrists, knees, ankles, and neck. Then,
slamming the great lid closed, she secured the clamps that held it shut and
turned the knobs to tighten the chains within, turning each until she heard the
snap. After all, if all her joints were broken, she couldn’t struggle to get
out, and with the chains remaining she wouldn’t heal either. Then using her
more than adequate strength, Sara pushed the incredibly heavy device over,
burying the knobs and clamps beneath it. Now, no one without a blessing would
be able to release the woman.


With the old woman secured, all that was left to do was wait
for those within the temple to rise. Sara did not intend to wait around for
that to happen, so instead she ripped the door from its hinges, assuring
herself that none would bar it once more, blocking Valdadore’s only hope to
defeat Sigrant inside. Looking over her handiwork to be sure she didn’t miss
anything, Sara turned and ran back the way she had come earlier. Only this time
she ran even faster than before.


* * * * *


Seth stood upon the wall, waiting for his pair of feline
sisters to make the climb. His brother had tried to kill the pair, overriding Seth’s
order to hold. He could not help but wonder if Garret had seen who they had
been. Something in his brother had changed.


He watched Sara dash through the city with his god vision,
at the same time he watched his brother stalk away and the feline girls climb
up the wall. He smirked, imagining where and what the teenage girls had been up
to. As they crested the wall, Seth gave the girls his best fatherly stern face,
pointing to them both.


“You two should not just wander off on your own. Especially
with all the fighting that has been going on.”


The pair just looked at him with their luminous eyes, each
jutting out a pouty bottom lip that just did not look right on their feral
feline faces. Then without warning they crawled to his side and clung to his
legs like frightened children, rubbing the sides of their heads and necks upon
his leg armor.


“It’s good to see you girls too, but if you hadn’t noticed,
we sort of have a lot going on.”


“We know,” said the older of the two girls,


“That’s why we came,” said the younger.


“So you came to fight, or for entertainment?” Seth asked,
assuming the latter.


“No we came to let you know that…” the older began.


“Another army marches towards the city,” the younger
finished.


“What army and from where?” Seth asked quickly. The city
could not withstand another enemy.


“But, master, you said you are busy so we will go,” the
older girl said, and both of them made as if to leave.


“I am busy, but I still need the answer,” Seth said,
perhaps a bit too harshly. “Apologies, girls, it’s just that I really don’t
have time for distractions right now.”


He realized all too soon that the words he had chosen were
all wrong. Though nearly as much feline as they were human, from their neck to
their naval they remained nearly completely unchanged, their small, young,
perky breasts still very much intact and completely visible. Upon hearing
Seth’s plea, the girls clung to one another, rubbing and pinching and licking
one another in every inappropriate way imaginable.


“That is enough, girls.” Seth half coughed the words, as
troops from further down the wall began to gather for the show.


“But, master…” the older sister began


“You said that…,” the younger added.


“We were a distraction!” they said together, giggling.


“OK, OK… So please will you now just tell me what army
marches for Valdadore?”


“Stinky dwarfs,” one replied.


“With puuurrrrty armor,” added the other.


The dwarves were coming to their aid! Seth sighed in relief,
feeling as if a weight had been removed from his chest.


“How many?” he asked, praying for high numbers.


“Many.”


“Many, many.”


“Lots,” they said together again.


“Can you give me an idea of how many?” Seth asked.


“More than him.” The older girl pointed towards Sigrant’s
camp.


“Many, many more,” the younger added.


“Do you know when they’ll get here?” Seth asked again,
already hearing the whispers down the line that aid was coming.


“Soon.”


“Very soon.”


“Tomorrow,” they said as one.


He would need to hold out until tomorrow and then they would
have reinforcements of more than fifty thousand men, if the girls were correct.
Finally something was going in his favor.


“You are sure that more than fifty thousand dwarves will be
here tomorrow?”


“Not if the…” the older started.


“Giants ate them,” the younger sister completed, licking her
hand and then rubbing it down the side of her face.


“What giants?” Seth asked exasperated.


“Big ones.”


“Big, big ones.”


“Are the giants coming this way too?” Seth asked, beginning
to feel like he was running in circles.


“Not unless they…”


“Are chasing the dwarves.”


That was enough for Seth, and out of courtesy he sent a
runner to tell his brother of the news. Turning his attention from the feline
girls, which was more than he could say about those men nearest him, Seth
watched as the trailing edge of the sun vanished over the horizon. Within the
hour the battle would begin.


“Borrik,” Seth said, looking over to his friend and guardian
down the wall. “Set the fires.”


With a nod Borrik turned, as the order was relayed multiple
times. Watching down the line he saw as all of his soldiers, both wolf and rat
alike, alongside their human counterparts, began taking buckets of oil from the
now refilled, great cauldrons upon the wall and carefully began pouring them over
the sides of the castle to coat as much as was possible. When they were done,
the oil would be ignited, and the gleaming white city would become a beacon of light
in the middle of the darkened plains.


* * * * *


Waiting until darkness fell was like a cruel torture
designed especially for King Sigrant. He passed the time trying to keep his
mind busy calculating and counting things. One of his favorites was counting
the eyelashes of the beauties in his harem as they blinked. Sadly, the task
only took him about a minute for all of them, and then he was forced to move on
to other amusements.


Sigrant was smart, calculating, and cunning beyond measure.
So when the time came to prepare his attack, he did not simply unleash his
vampire horde. He understood what would happen if those high in his vampire hierarchy
were killed. Those below them would revert to human form and be much less
valuable. As such, he decided to send them in waves. The newest, youngest, and
weakest of them would form the first wave, a full half of his army. The rest
would form two smaller waves behind, each stronger and faster than the previous.


As darkness fell, Sigrant strode through the camp, ripping
away the tents that housed his first wave of troops. Then, as means of giving a
command, he simply stood still and pointed at the city across the field from
them. Speaking to them was useless.


Tent by tent his minions were freed and set upon the city. Like
a pack of starved animals they rushed headlong towards its white walls when
suddenly the entire city, spanning miles, went up in flames.


Unfortunate, really. Now he would have to wait endless more
eternities for the damned flames to go out.


* * * * *


Seth stood upon the wall, watching across the field. Sara
had rejoined him just moments ago, assuring him all was in order. Time now was
a commodity they needed to buy as much of as possible. The more time they had,
the stronger Sara would grow. If they could hold out until tomorrow, Dwarven
allies would hopefully arrive and help them remove the detested invaders.


For now it was a game of chance, a roll of the dice. All
they could do was wait, and hope, and hold off the enemy as best they were
able. “All life is precious,” Seth reminded himself. Even those of
our enemy.


Just moments later and the world succumbed to darkness, the
last burning rim of the sun vanishing. And the monsters were unleashed.


Seth watched them come across the field in large groups,
like packs of wild dogs. They rushed across the field as fast as their bodies
would carry them, but before they could reach the wall, Seth gave the command.


“Now,” he said to Borrik.


Down the wall the call went out, and torches were brought to
the whitewashed stone of all four sides of the castle. Within seconds the city
was enveloped. Defenders were forced to fall back from the flames, the heat
singeing their hair and burning their throats. Thick clouds of black smoke rose
from the flames, the thick, greasy oil proving impure.


Seth watched with the vision only he had, and was pleased
when the enemy reached the wall and stopped dead in their tracks. They could
not climb the walls, and if any were able to jump them, they could not see
beyond the flames so were unsure if it was safe to do so. The fire was working
better than planned, the only problem being that the oil would burn quickly,
and there was not enough to keep the walls burning more than a few hours. Then
the defenders would be forced to fight. Seth watched and waited, those dearest
to him at his side. Minus of course, the brother who was not really his brother
at all.


* * * * *


Garret got Seth’s message and literally shouted in triumph. Fifty
thousand dwarves should do the trick! But more importantly, it meant that
Linaya and Zorbin were returning. What he wouldn’t give to have them at his
side. One in battle and the other in bed. There would be no more delay, they
would need to be married at once.


With his high spirits restored, Garret raced to the eastern
wall as fast as he was able. Though the majority of the fighting would likely
be on the west wall, the dwarves would be marching from the east.


Reaching his destination, he scanned the fields surrounding
the city’s eastern side to no avail. There were as yet no dwarves to be seen. Disappointed,
he remained for many long minutes thinking that if he waited just a little
longer they would come. So afraid to miss the dwarves approach was the king, he
did not realize how quickly the darkness would be upon them. He feared that the
moment he left the eastern wall was the moment the dwarves would arrive, Linaya
in tow. So, engrossed in his visual search, he completely missed when the order
was given to ignite the walls.


Flames sprang up before Garret’s face, and suddenly returned
to reality, he sighed loudly, his mouth forming a straight line, before he
turned and stalked back the way he had come.











Chapter Eleven


Two hours had passed since the walls had been ignited, and
already Sara had proof that their plan was working. Apparently many of the new
young vampires linked to her had arisen, and began to hunt and feed. Power
began to come to her sporadically at first, and then increasingly more
regularly. Now it trickled in nearly constantly. Though the influx of power
felt so good, eliciting completely inappropriate responses to an impending
battle, she felt disgusted by the process. It was a necessity, not a desire.


Sometime near the three hour mark, Seth’s cat girls bounded
away from the wall defenses, saying something about a mouse hunt, to which
several of her husband’s newest troops looked uneasy. Sara couldn’t help but to
grin a little, Seth giving her as stern a look as he could manage in response.


By four hours the fire upon the walls was running on fumes,
and Sara was feeling amazing. Another generation was already awakening and now
the power came to her quickly, gaining momentum by the moment. It was not long
before she began to really see the effects of gaining so much power, as the
world and people around her began to slow. It was an odd thing, the sounds
around her growing deeper, the movements surreal, as if she had struck her
head.


This early in the process, she tried to imagine what the
world would be like in a few more hours as her kind multiplied faster and
faster. She wondered too if it would be enough to face Sigrant. Seth was
afraid of him. And if Seth was afraid, Sara knew the man was powerful. But
there was only one way to know what the outcome was going to be, and that was
to see it through. Just one more collision of lives, and a huge one at that.


Watching through the dying veil of flames, she could see
them below the walls, pacing hungrily outside the city. She knew it was only a
matter of time before they got in.


“Just give me another hour,” she begged the night.


* * * * *


Linaya raced alongside Zorbin, their mounted allies fanned
out to either side, creating a wall of fur, fangs, and armor. The padded feet
of their mounts pounded the ground in a constant tumbling rhythm that sounded
like a waterfall in the distance. Linaya could only imagine what the defenders
of Valdadore would think upon seeing them, though really she was simply excited
to see her home again.


Though darkness had come already, she felt secure that they
would reach the city by morning. Already the foothills of the mountains grew
flatter, and less populated by trees and shrubs. It wasn’t until nearly two
hours after sunset that Linaya felt any reason for alarm.


As the sky grew ever darker she soon realized that something
was amiss. For in the distance, in the direction of her home city, darkness did
not claim the land. Instead, a great dome of light seemed to emanate from where
she knew the city was, though the city itself was not yet visible. The great
orange and yellow flickering light hinted of fire, but Linaya could not believe
that Valdadore could have fallen already. Perhaps it was simply besieged and
had lit fires around the city for light and defense. In any case, she knew that
it could not bode well for those she cared for.


“Zorbin, we must pick up the pace,” she shouted over the
constant drumming of wolven paws.


“Aye, m’lady. I see it too,” the Dwarven knight of Valdadore
replied.


Without even giving a command to his mount, Linaya watched
as Xanth propelled forward at an increased rate, and began driving her heels to
the flanks of her warhorse to try and keep pace.


Without so much as a bark or howl, the entire line followed
suit and the thunderous crescendo thrummed on, seemingly louder than before.


* * * * *


Seth heaved a sigh, his chest rising and falling with the
laborious breath. He had done much damage over the last few months. Most of
which for personal reasons. The consequences were not intentional, but
consequences never really were, he supposed. Many had died, not only at his
hands, but as a result of his actions and decisions as well. Even the blood of
those killed by his creations was on his hands. It seemed a relentless pattern
of events that led him to again and again to make decisions under duress. But
even so, every action was birthed of a decision, and only he could take
responsibility for the decisions that he had made.


Looking down the wall, he could see the direct proof of his
decisions both good and bad. Sara stood nearest him, her claim to life growing
with every measurable moment. Even graceful and beautiful by any standards,
Seth had made of her a monster designed to end life. Worse than that, his
ignorance had created of her an infectious breed that even now the spread was
both their curse and their only likely avenue of escape. Few beloved by Seth
had not been directly affected by his alteration of Sara. Even Borrik’s aura
bore witness to Sara’s deeds.


Though a powerful beast of a man in his own right, Seth’s
most trusted ally had become tainted by his bride in an effort to save the
once-man’s life. A single bite Sara had administered to Borrik, after the fall
from the wall surrounding the palace complex. The fall that had brought to
justice Sara’s would-be assassin. And though the bite had not been enough to
taint Borrik’s massive aura enough to give him the thirst, the alteration was
there. Like Sara, Borrik was infected with the alteration, only to a much
lesser degree. But it allowed the beast of a man the ability to heal
unnaturally fast. Seth wondered what would become of a man bitten by Borrik
that was allowed to live.


With a shudder coursing down his spine, he looked beyond
Sara and Borrik at his newest creations. They were not huge monstrous creatures
designed for slaughtering multitudes of enemies. No. These were different. Whereas
wolves, like the brethren of Borrik and his remaining men were predators, rats
were quite the opposite. Yes, they could fight. Yes, they could kill. Yes, when
backed into a corner rats could become ferocious, but that is not why Seth
created his newest troops. He needed them. Sure. Valdadore needed them in
answer to the vampire horde knocking at the west gate. But that still was not
what had led him to make beasts of children. Instead it was their most inherent
quality, a quality that humans detested, that led him to the action. Rats were
survivors.


Seth decided to create his newest troops as a means to keep
them alive. Rats were designed to avoid predators. They could jump amazing
distances, climb vertical surfaces, chew through just about any material, and
were agile beyond measure. They were designed to survive cats and humans and every
predator in between, and none had yet managed to eradicate them. They needed no
light, could sustain themselves off of just about any food source, and could
breed faster than nearly any creature upon Thurr. If humanity ceased to exist
because of his actions in the days to come, there was hope that a portion of
humanity could live on, inside these once-humans, and they could escape and
repopulate.


Though Seth felt he was the instrument through which humans
might perish from Thurr, he hoped that this small deed might at least allow his
race, or a closely related race, to rise from the ashes of his failures and
make up for the deeds he had done.


Shaking his head, Seth stretched his wings in preparation of
what was to come. If Sara needed more time to save Valdadore, then he would do
everything in his power to buy them every second he could.


Turning his gaze once more, it settled on his wife. Stronger
now, and in the absence of light, she had foresworn her armor, wearing only
skin tight black leather and her favorite pair of enchanted blades. Her once
amber eyes flickered red in the dying light of the burning walls of Valdadore. Reaching
to her, Seth ran the back of his fingers down her perfectly smooth cheek,
eliciting a smile from her deep red lips.


“I love you,” Seth whispered into the night, before
launching into the air with a leap and flap of his great wings.


* * * * *


Sara heard the deep sounding slow words of the only man
deserving of her love, and watched as he ascended into the night air. He seemed
to move impossibly too slow for flight, but she knew it was her own increasing
speed and strength that made it seem so. What felt like minutes later, though
was likely only seconds, Borrik followed his master into the air and Sara knew
the battle was about to begin. Though by her standards, about to begin
meant she had time to ponder a few things before she needed to lend herself to
battle.


The first thing that she thought of was fear. Not the fear
of losing the battle, or failing to do what she must. Nor was it the fear of
dying in battle. Sara realized that as she was growing stronger and faster she
was becoming more and more alone. Already she could not speak to normal humans.
Borrik and Seth barely understood her. In the hours to come she would become
yet faster and stronger and further distance herself from all that she loved,
and all those she knew. How was she to be Seth’s bride if she was unable to
touch him or speak to him?


For what felt like a long time she pondered the problem,
finally deciding upon two things. First, if given time, Seth would find a
solution to the problem. She believed in him more than any person in the world.
Second, Seth had enough to contend with, especially with the burden on his
conscious. If there was a will, there was a way, and Sara already knew one way
that was certain to relieve her of the power she was gaining.


Looking about, she witnessed as the first sections of wall
became free of flame, creating breaches in Valdadore’s defenses. Drawing her
blades, she hopped to the rim of the wall in front of her and stepped over the
edge into darkness.


* * * * *


Battle was upon them and Garret stalked down the massive
stairs from the city wall. Reaching the bottom, he spun on his heel and stormed
across the cobbled street towards the city gate. The massive gate was closed
and barred, and its portcullis lowered to protect those within the city. But
beside the large gate only a few yards away was a smaller portal unknown to all
but a few who were charged with the city’s defense. It was a hidden doorway
within one of the guard posts just inside the city wall. Daily guards inhabited
the small structure built up against the wall of the city, not only watching
their post at the massive gate, but also defending the secret of this hidden
entrance. In reality, most of the guards themselves were unaware that the
portal existed.


Entering the small building, Garret simply slammed an arm
through the wooden paneling that made up the back wall of the building. With a
quick heave he ripped the secret panel free from the wall and looked into the
darkened tunnel that stood before him. Though his brother preached to spare the
lives of as many enemies as possible, Garret wanted every last tainted monster
ripped to pieces and burned while he watched.


He knew not what had turned his brother into an instrument
of evil, but still held a diminishing hope that the man turned monster could be
redeemed.


Stalking into the darkness, Garret breathed deeply the
scents of moss, mold, and dank, stagnant water. Though he carried no light into
the darkness, and had never been here before, he strode confidently through the
blackness without so much as a raised hand to protect him from collision.


At first the darkened tunnel sloped down, then after
splashing through a cold puddle it again turned upwards. Ahead of him he could
hear the scurrying and squeaking of rats, a grim reminder of Seth’s latest
debacle. Disgusted, Garret slowed his pace and at last raised an arm and felt
the last few feet until he found the stone wall before him.


Feeling the creases between the stones, he located the one
he sought and gave it a rough twist. With a snap it spun a quarter turn before
he thrust it into the wall. With a breath, now filled with dust, the hidden
stone door swung silently open and before Garret stood the first of his enemies
where behind it milled hundreds of its kind.


Still within the confines of the small tunnel, he was unable
to call upon his blessing when the creature attacked. There was nothing to do
but draw his sword and fight his way out of the confines of the wall.


No more was the tip of his blade clear from the scabbard at
his side, than the beast was upon him. Clawing, scratching and biting, the
ravenous thing landed upon him drawing blood time and again. It clung to him
with tooth and nail, forcing Garret to relinquish his sword as he fell back
into the tunnel. Using his fists he pummeled the creature and finally breaking
its grasp he smashed it, first into one wall of the tunnel and then into the
other with a sickening crack. Throwing the lifeless body of the creature out
into the waiting horde, he watched as they converged upon the tunnel opening.


Daring not to have a repeat of the event, Garret ran
headlong out into the field beyond the wall, ducking only to retrieve his sword
before breaking free of the dank tunnel into the night air, where he collided
with two of his foes. As he cleared the opening he began to shimmer, and with a
concussive boom the king of Valdadore exploded in size, his flesh becoming that
of metal, his foes being thrown back further by the blast. Kicking the hidden
portal closed behind him, he flexed his massive shoulders, and with a crack of
his neck he raised his sword above him as a chuckle escaped his lips. It was
time to right the wrongs of his brother.


* * * * *


King Robert Sigrant watched with the unparalleled vision of
an inhuman night predator as the flames upon Valdadore’s walls began snuffing
out. He watched as a wave of bodies engulfed the once white walls. His troops
climbed like cockroaches up the meager defenses that stood between them and the
blood they craved. He heard the familiar boom of a blessed defender, though now
the sound carried on entirely too long and the seemingly lower pitch disturbed
his head due to his vastly improved hearing. He debated joining the lowliest of
his troops for some sport, but that idea was cut short.


Watching as his minions neared the top of the wall, from out
of the sky green and yellow magical fire lanced out and Sigrant felt the
emptiness that came with the loss of his underlings. With wicked speed the
cursed demon prince bore down upon his vampires upon Valdadore’s wall and
obliterated them, hundreds at a swoop. His suspicions confirmed, he dared not
face the prince in an open fight.


If that were not enough, the prince’s beast commander too
was in the air, throwing fireballs and ripping Sigrant’s weakest from their
holds upon the walls. Even so, with the events playing out in extreme slow
motion before him, he could not help but wonder if he could survive a blast
from the prince, or perhaps even attack the demonic man unaware. His speed was
so great, after all, that no mortal stood a chance against him. Sigrant nearly
acted on his impulse, but two things held him at bay when the momentous
decision was made.


First, his troops, though falling en masse before the
prince’s assault, were making progress, some of them beginning to top the walls
and battle the defenders. This meant, of course, that more power would be on
its way. If time would hurry the hell up. Second, even in the darkness,
at an impossible range, the invading king watched as a being moved so fast upon
the grounds surrounding the city that only Sigrant and his harem would be able
to track her movements with his eyes. He knew her in an instant, recognition
bringing forth a scowl. Not only had the prince somehow been resurrected from
whatever hell he inhabited after death, but so too was his bride restored to
his side, seemingly more powerful than ever. His scowl deepened. She was near
his equal, and reason made him believe that she, not the prince, was the bigger
threat of the two.


For now, there was nothing better for him to do than watch
and calculate odds.











Chapter Twelve


Seth let the wind gather in his great leathery wings and
used them to glide, more or less, in a great circle around the city. Sigrant’s
troops clung to every wall, clawing and scratching their way to the top like
horrid insects hell-bent on destruction. It was a precarious path Seth strode
down. One he knew would lead him to an inevitable battle of wills. But he knew
in his heart it was necessary.


For those watching his actions from the tops of the walls,
the fields below, or the camp belonging to king Sigrant, it appeared as if Seth
incinerated those vampires upon the uppermost reaches of the wall, but in fact
it was not the case at all. Seth had instructed all of his troops to only kill
as a last resort. Their main purpose at present was to buy time for Sara to
grow stronger than the invading king. Seth’s main purpose was to make it appear
that he was simply killing the enemy, and spare Valdadore’s troops as many
casualties as possible.


He knew it was impossible to save both sides of the conflict
in entirety. One sought only to destroy, the other sought only to survive. For
the majority to live, some had to be sacrificed.


So it was that Seth swept down from the darkened heavens
once again. With his hands out before him, he paralleled the great western wall
of Valdadore and sought out his enemies with the power only he could wield. Nearly
simultaneously, he siphoned the lives from nearly two hundred of the enemy
troops, before releasing a fraction of that power back as a great blast of
fire.


With this method, he contained the vast majority of the
tainted life forces of Sigrant’s troops, and spread magical fire upon the stone
of the city. The fire only lingered for a minute or two, but kept those
attackers below the blast from climbing further while it lasted, buying more
time. Then, seeking out their only hope, Seth unleashed the remaining tainted
power into the woman he loved, making her more Sigrant’s equal with every
feigned blast.


It was a dangerous game Seth was playing in more aspects
than was rational. The gods wanted the power from those dying on the field, and
by collecting it and pouring it into Sara he was denying them that which was
rightfully theirs. He could not help but wonder if such an act made Sara and him
a target of the gods. He imagined that eventually he would know the answer to
that question first hand. Another dangerous aspect was simply the unknown. Man
was not made to possess such power. At what point did the power take over and
the man lose control? Was there a limit to what a person could contain? Was
eternal life possible? It certainly seemed so. Would the immense power alter a
person in irreversible ways?


Seth himself was powerful by mortal standards. Hundreds,
likely near two thousand souls that had been sworn to him had perished and come
to join his own. But Sigrant, and now Sara too, far exceeded the power that he
himself contained. If the physical changes that were so obviously apparent were
so extreme, could not the mental and emotional changes be just as vast? Could
anyone recover from such extensive change and remain sane?


He had a plan to bring Sara back to a reasonable level, but feared
that like his previous attempts at saving her, something could go awry.


Flapping his wings, now against the cold breeze, he felt he
was finally getting the hang of his new appendages. Reaching out all along the
western wall of the city he turned to ash all that clung to the top half of the
wall before lancing fire to coat the stones in a temporary barrier. Again, he
fed Sara life.


Time. They needed more time!


* * * * *


Borrik felt utterly useless winging along the skies,
mimicking his master, throwing fireballs in an attempt to dissuade the
attackers from wanting to climb further. It was working, but his human and
feral sides were at war within him concerning the usefulness of such tactics. Through
his shared pack consciousness he watched as his few remaining men fought atop
the walls, hurling the blood-sucking beasts back over the side instead of
tearing them to bits.


From time to time he would wing in close to the wall and rip
an unsuspecting creature from its surface and fling it into the air, more for
show than anything else. But truthfully his more primal side enjoyed it
immensely.


Deciding that his feral need to kill, or at least maim and
injure, should be satiated once more, he swooped low to tear yet another of the
vampire creatures from the wall. Just as he grasped the foe, a flood of images
flashed in his mind of a sizeable breach not far from him. Releasing his prey,
he flapped hard and began to climb.


Within seconds he crested the wall and slammed to its top,
landing in a crouch, lowering one palm to the stone to assist in adjusting from
flight to land assault.


Before him, nearly two dozen of Sigrant’s bloodthirsty
monsters clawed and bit like savage animals trying to break through Valdadore’s
defenders and get into the city to feed. The bulk of the troops here belonged
to Seth, the rat troops commanded by Borrik himself via his wolven pack members.
Tucking his wings, and leaning yet further forward to charge, Borrik sprang
ahead, recalling his secondary arms as he ran along the wall.


Though he imagined himself an odd sight, a great wolven
beast of a man who was rapidly degenerating, a second pair of arms as he ran
with wings tucked against his back behind him, it was what he watched as he neared
that he found even more peculiar.


All along the wall, though especially right ahead, Seth’s
young rat soldiers battled the vampires. Both sides fought savagely, ripping
and tearing at their foes, like caged animals over a scrap of meat. It reminded
Borrik of a traveling troop of acrobats he had seen once. The way the
combatants fought was almost like a dance. They lunged and leapt over one
another and darted this way and that. Lunge and feigned attacks were used by
both sides, and he was impressed to find that Seth’s young troops seemed up to
the task of defending against the creatures. Oddly, both sides fought nearly
identically. They did not fight as men fought, but then again, neither side was
truly a member of human kind any longer.


As Borrik watched, however, he witnessed proof of not only
the power of his master, but also the thoughtfulness of the dark prince as
well. Witnessing as he rushed ahead to lend himself to his allies, Borrik saw a
small rat soldier fall beneath a pair of Sigrant’s creatures. Dragged to the
ground without a chance of escape, the small hairy soldier grasped at the
medallion given to him by his creator, and Borrik heard the scream that
followed.


“Seth, save me!”


That was it… Poof. The rat soldier vanished. No smoke. No
flash. No boom. Nothing. Gone. The rat soldier had disappeared and those who
would have killed him within an instant fell to the ground where he had been in
a tangle of teeth and claws. Borrik was astonished. He knew Seth had enchanted
the medallions, but had no idea what their effect could have been.


Reaching the spot where the rat man had went down, Borrik
grasped at the creatures who had felled Seth’s soldier and tossed them back
over the side whence they came.


“Poof,” he growled with a smirk, having done a little magic
of his own.


Looking up, he watched ahead on the wall as another young
soldier invoked his medallion and then another. But just when he feared that
the defenders would begin to grow too thin to hold the wall, up they came once
more.


From within the city the rat soldiers climbed back up the wall
to resume their posts in a fairly steady stream. Seth hadn’t made them vanish,
he had simply removed them from harm’s way so that they could fight on.


Smiling at his master’s genius, a wicked feral smile of
fangs and saliva, he charged forward once more to help those who fought on
ahead of him.


* * * * *


As the battle waged on, Sara felt her power growing by the
second. Then at other times she felt a huge wash of power through her, so
intense that had she been weaker she would have been overcome. Though she was
growing stronger and faster and more agile by the second, it was as much a
curse as it was a blessing.


Because she was constantly in motion, momentum was beginning
to become an issue. With each passing moment she moved faster. Higher speeds
meant more time to slow or stop, and also made it more difficult to change
direction. So even though time stretched out before her, she was in a constant
state of flux, having to relearn her limits and the consequences that came with
her power over and over again as they constantly changed. Even so, she was a
terror on the fields surrounding the city.


To Sara it felt as though she walked among the shadows of
men, so attached to the ground they seemed, that they appeared barely to move
as she slipped between them unnoticed. She grabbed them and hurled them like
playthings back the way they had come across the fields, and even at the
distance that they landed she could hear the cracks of their bones and their
screams as they slowly began to mend. She too understood that killing them was
a last resort.


Seeing that the defenders upon the wall were beginning to
see more than their share of the action, Sara rushed to the wall and, using the
climbing vamps like stepping stones, she leapt from one to another up the wall
simply to dislodge them, as she could now make the full thirty story jump with
little effort at all.


With bodies raining down below her, the lethal princess of
Valdadore cleared the top of the city wall and landed as lightly as a wraith
upon the stone defenses. Moving down the wall she walked among and between
combatants, breaking limbs of some enemies and flinging over the side the
screaming and wriggling bodies of others. It was a mundane task at best, as she
now moved too quickly and was too strong for any of them to combat. If it were
a fight to the death, Sara did not doubt that already she could handle the
whole lot of them at once. And that was before the third generation of her
underlings began to awake and feed.


Within two hours Sara had made a few dozen laps around the
defensive wall of the city, clearing its ramparts of invading vampires like so
many leaves into the wind. She had felt them begin to arise, not that she could
sense their actual awakening. But she could hear the new wave of screams that
began within the city, and could feel the power that now came at an even
increasing speed. Hundreds had turned into a few thousand and now that number
had spawned a generation of tens of thousands.


Sara had no idea how many people sheltered within the city. A
hundred thousand? Maybe three times that? She pondered going to count them,
thinking she would barely be missed in the short time it would take her to do
so, but decided against it. She did not want to see firsthand the source of her
power and the reason for its rapid growth. She knew that multitudes of people
within the city were facing savage creatures that had no regard for their lives.
She tried to stop her imagination when she envisioned young mothers and their
babies falling before the teeth of one of her kind. The thought sickened her.


Gritting her own teeth Sara knew she had to stick to the
plan, and the plan was to kill as few as possible and save all that could be
saved. But time was running out. Morning was coming, and the spread of her
alteration would have the Valdadorians leaping up to the walls within a short
time to feed upon their own defenders. Another generation, perhaps two, and no
humans would be left within the city. Time was running out, but if Sigrant had
fifty thousand men, Sara was not yet his equal. Just a little more time.


* * * * *


Garret stood within what could only be described as a hell
of his own. All around him the enemy swarmed, and they came at him several
dozen at a time in hopes of tasting his blood. They leapt upon him like wild
dogs, biting and clawing as he stomped, pummeled, and slashed the apparently
unending wave of demonic enemies. He could not believe the relentlessness of
the creatures, so driven by their need to kill they did not give up no matter
how many of their kind he slaughtered. After some time they came from
everywhere, swarming from all sides and even raining down from above on
occasion.


Though he felt as if he had been in constant motion for
several hours, cutting and slashing at his enemies he turned to see the wall of
the city only a few yards behind him. The twisted men, infected by the unholy
disease carried by his brother’s wife, were a difficult breed to kill. Even
with crushed bones or removed limbs they thrashed upon the ground or rose again
to fight with unnatural desire to kill. Perhaps it was the killing that made
them stronger. Garret had no real way of knowing. What he did know was that if
they did not die, the demonic enemy would mean the end of Valdadore.


No matter how resilient the enemy was, Garret was the
better, and with the hours of constant butchery in such a small area the bodies
began to pile up. When the change came, he stood upon a mound of the dead,
seemingly telling the enemy that he would remain king even if he had to kill
them all himself.


One moment the creatures were behaving as they had from the
beginning, the next they did something beyond peculiar. As if Garret was
suddenly forgotten by the enemy, they suddenly shifted their attention and
turned on members of their own kind. Around him, more than a dozen men screamed
in horror as they were beset upon by their allies. The sound was blood-curdling,
and Garret stood frozen as the men were fed upon by their own. Then, as if the
incident had not happened at all, the creatures turned their focus back on the
king of Valdadore, which was no disappointment to the king. Chuckling and
hurling insults, Garret resumed his slaughter once more.


The odd alteration of behavior would happen several times
within the next half of an hour, but Garret rolled with the punches and was
only slightly caught off guard when the second wave of creatures arrived at the
walls to his city.











Chapter Thirteen


It was somewhere near dawn, Seth guessed, when Sigrant grew
weary of watching his preliminary attack fail. With the absence of light, Seth
watched the second wave of enemies come, even while still fighting the remnants
of the only slightly reduced first wave. These troops moved faster, much faster
than the previous wave. But that was not all that had Seth concerned. Instead,
it was those among the approaching wave of vampires that had an ethereal
umbilical cord that stretched across space and time into the heavens, where it
was fed by a god.


These were not just average vampires. Some of them had fed
upon many people, growing stronger than any of Seth’s troops, minus perhaps
Borrik. Others were blessed troops belonging to the foreign king that had been
changed on top of their original blessings. Seth had no idea what to expect
with this new wave, except that his troops would fail in holding the walls.


If he did not do something drastic, none would be left to
cheer the arrival of the dwarves when they arrived. Then it occurred to him. To
save many he could simply kill one! Reaching out with his god vision he sought
the most powerful vampire that came with the second wave, watching all around
the city for the result. With a slight tug Seth felt the power relinquish its
hold on the body, and felt the shiver climb his spine as the power rushed into
him. Even with the power’s euphoria-like effect, however, Seth found defeat in
the face of victory.


It had not worked as he intended. Siphoning the life of the
more powerful vampire did not simply kill the creature and release those it had
changed. Instead, so intertwined were the connections of their auras, that
siphoning the one, killed not only it but all those it had fed on. Not only
that, but any they had fed on died as well, and so on. It was a tragic learning
experience, and one that gave him fear for the future. He had planned on
siphoning Sara’s granny progeny to end her, as well as Sara herself, as best as
he was able, to try and return her to normal. Not all at once of course, but a
little at a time, as there was no way he could handle the amount of power she
contained in a single blow. But now, he feared that even if he siphoned a
little, the consequence would be the deaths of those who had sacrificed to make
her powerful. He needed another approach.


As the enemy neared the base of the walls, Seth expected
them to leap and bound up them like the previous wave was still doing. Without
time to spare he reached out again, and locating a suitable target he struck
the tainted man with a bolt of crackling and sizzling lightning. Watching the
surrounding fields with his vision of the gods, he was able to watch the aura
of the vampire depart to dissipate as it returned to the gods, but no others
followed suit. Instead, nearly two hundred of Sigrant’s soldiers’ auras altered
slightly and Seth knew that they had been cured.


So it was, that Seth gained understanding. The auras were
like vines upon a fence. They wrapped around one another and were intertwined
even down to the smallest levels. Pulling on one, pulled on them all, yet
cutting one off and ending its life spared those that remained. Though fate
again laughed in his face, as his revelry only lasted a moment.


Within seconds of the invaders being restored to their
former human selves, they were set upon by their own brethren to be fed upon
and altered once again. Within only a few moments every one of the restored
humans was upon their backs, unconscious from lack of blood, as once again
their auras began to slowly change. That, Seth decided, would have to
work for now.


Reaching out again and again in rapid succession, he
handpicked one target after another and struck them down as thousands of lesser
vampires from the first wave were restored to their former selves. The feeding
frenzy that ensued brought nearly every vampire from the first and second wave
back to the ground to join in on the feeding. It was a gruesome means, but it
was buying precious time.


Seth reached out and fed the immense power of the vampires
he had just collected into the woman he loved and hoped to save. Her power was
growing vast, and quickly. She was nearly ready.


* * * * *


Zorbin saw the light in the sky vanish rather abruptly and
neither he nor Linaya could fathom any reason for the change. Though he could
see the panic in the eyes of his charge, the Dwarven knight of Valdadore dared
not venture a guess as to the meaning of the newfound darkness. Instead he
focused on the task at hand, leaning low upon Xanth to decrease the wind on his
chest and face. Just a couple hours more and Valdadore would be within reach.


It was a surreal realization, really. Knowing that they
would be returning to the city they called home, yet uncertain of the condition
of the city or its inhabitants. For all Zorbin knew, though he would never
voice it to Linaya, was that the fires had went out because there was nothing
left to burn. If he were a man who feared the uncertain, such thoughts would
have unsettled the stout dwarf. Fortunately he cared not for guessing, instead
preferring to lay eyes upon the situation himself. It was thoughts such as
these that were filling Zorbin’s mind to occupy the time when he heard the
first rumblings.


At first it sounded strangely like someone grinding their
teeth and then grew louder and louder until there was a great cracking sound. Valdadore
would be in sight any minute, but not soon enough to discover what the sound
was. Again the sound came and with it the ground trembled slightly. Then, as if
they were lost souls carried upon the winds, shrieks and screams drifted to the
ears of the mounted dwarves and the wolves that bore them. With ears twitching
the wolves sprang forward at an increased rate of their own accord, as if on
the hunt for some unknown game. All there was for Zorbin to do was hold on to
Xanth and let his mount and friend guide him forward to his fate.











Chapter Fourteen


Seth had already killed more than he was comfortable with. He
had bought them hours of valuable time with minimal casualties, minus those his
own brother slew near the western gate. Sara was strong enough. He hoped. Her
aura encompassed an undefinable space, it was so large, and when she moved
within it, it swept along with her like a bloated swarm of insects called to
dinner. In comparison to Sigrant, she was his better, though just barely so at this
point. Given another hour or two she would be able to squash him easily enough,
but they did not have hours. Even now, vampires from within the city were
seeking the defensive wall for a meal of blood. If the defenders were fed upon
they would fall unconscious and all would be lost.


With his vision of the gods Seth watched the spread of the
vampirism disease in real time and watched as it spread, uncontrolled, outward
from the city’s center. Hours was too long. They needed to act now.


Shaking his head, his shoulders slumping, Seth knew that he
had to continue killing some of the greater vampires and tried to mentally
prepare himself for the task. Tracking Sara’s aura with his mind, he looked in
her direction.


“Sara, you must go now!” he yelled as loud as he was able,
assured that her superhuman hearing would be up to the task. It was odd really,
the speed of her reaction. He had barely finished the words, and her course
changed and she was halfway across the fields to Sigrant’s camp, almost as if
she moved so fast she had heard the entire command before it was completed. Was
there a point that speed surpassed time? Was it possible that making Sara
stronger could disrupt the flow of time and perhaps fate and destiny as well? The
thoughts were immense, as was Seth’s mental ability, but he dared not ponder
the possibilities, for the consequences were unknown to a mortal. Instead he
turned back to the task he loathed, and realized that things had changed.


Far below him, at the base of the wall, Seth watched the
vampires take up a new tactic. Thinking them insane, he watched as they
scratched and clawed at the stones of the wall, trails of blood staining the
stone where their fingers passed.


Though they ripped out their own finger nails in the task,
after many moments he watched as some of the vampires began gripping finger
holds created by their incessant clawing and scratching. Working furiously, the
monsters he inadvertently created began to scratch away the mortar that held
the stones of the wall together, and within minutes the first stones were being
removed from the wall.


All along the wall, the assault from without had ceased, the
invaders having turned their attention to the wall. From below, Seth watched as
some of the blessed among the enemy began to swell in power. Then came the
attack in earnest.


Below the Valdadorian defenders the enemy vanished in a
thick blanket of fog dredged up by magical means, and from the fog fire lanced
through the air to smash upon the ramparts where the meager defending force
ducked low to hide from the assault.


Seth saw it for what it was, of course. The attack was not
meant to destroy the defenders, just hold them at bay while the attackers
worked down below to tunnel through the wall. Seth grinned. Problem solved. No
one was dying. The walls were thick and had stood for centuries, and Sara was
fast and growing in power by the second. All would be over well before Sigrant’s
forces gained entry to the city.


With his mental abilities trained on the spread of vampirism
within the city, the attackers in their tunneling process, and Sara in the
distance, Seth watched the maelstrom of godly power around him. The gods had given
the power to the world but now they wanted it back. They waged war on one
another. Not openly, yet it was as obvious now as light or air. It was
everywhere, and mortals were the instrument through which the deed was
accomplished.


If the all-powerful immortal beings were the ones who pulled
all the strings that started the wars and led to the division of the peoples of
Thurr, perhaps one of them could stop it as well. Seth wondered if it was
possible to enlist another of the gods in this endeavor. If anything was to
gain their attention, it would be this day of darkness. A day where two titans
of mortals clashed, and one’s power was returned to the heavens. Perhaps he
would be given the opportunity to speak to one of them face to face.


Seth watched the two immense auras, hoping that at any
moment Sigrant’s would dissipate.


* * * * *


Sigrant saw her coming. She was still growing faster at an
alarming rate and just as he had suspected she was now his better. For the
first time in over a decade he saw no means to escape this encounter unharmed. At
least not alone.


Calling his harem, the only underlings he had that could
understand him, he watched them appear from all corners of the camp in an
instant. They were the ones who fed him power, his only direct vampire
descendants. None of them was his equal, but each of them was nearly so. Any
two combined would surpass him, for he only got a portion of the power they
each received, but he received power from each of them making the total of his
combined power more than any one of them alone.


When the dark princess arrived, the result was an event
unlike any other. Sigrant watched as Sara careened towards him like a force of
nature, a blast of wind trailing her ,with dust and debris rising up from her
every step in a swirl that was caught up and carried aloft in her wake. Without
slowing and without hesitation the princess came for him, but she had not
expected his wives.


Like a pack of beasts the harem leapt at the leather-clad
princess in an attempt to drag her down and they nearly accomplished their
goal. Sigrant watched as they bit and clawed at the princess who fought
savagely on. So strong were those in the fight that they gouged huge chunks of
flesh and bone from one another with their bare fingers, tearing limbs from each
other’s bodies. So powerful were they all, however, that as soon as the
normally fatal wounds were scored, they would regenerate back just as fast. Before
long the combatants were all totally nude, their clothing having been
completely destroyed and still they fought on.


It was odd to Sigrant, that such a fight would appear as it
did. If you took away the spraying blood and disembodied limbs and scraps of
bone and flesh, the fight looked very much like an orgy. His dozen wives and
the demon princess were a writhing mass of nude flesh and long hair that in
other circumstances might have been arousing. It would have helped too if the
screams were of pleasure and not pain. Well, at least some of them. Watching on
at the damage inflicted upon the parties involved, Sigrant wondered if it were
possible that any of them could die any longer. Though sadly, it was not a
question that remained unanswered to him for very long.


* * * * *


Sara knew his face, and with her superior vision she sought
him out and found him simply watching her come. He looked confidant, defiant
even. Perhaps he was unaware of her power. So focused was she on her once
captor that she did not notice when the women gathered around him. She planned
to hit him full speed, hoping she would heal faster and simply be able to
dismember him, but plans were what you made while the world changed around you.


With the force of two boulders colliding, Sara was struck
from the side unaware and nearly went down as her spine, hip, and left leg
shattered before the blow. Bone fragments protruded from her flesh as she
faltered a step or two, though she maintained her control. Pain shot through
her entire body before it vanished again, only to return when her spine mended
and then vanished once more as the healing continued. Her momentum carrying her
forward, her injuries healed nearly instantaneously, but just barely before she
was struck several more times in rapid succession. Before Sara knew what had
hit her, more than ten women were upon her, biting and clawing but Sara was
determined to succeed though she had lost both of her blades in the initial
attack. Ignore the pain.


Fighting just as savagely as her foes, she snapped and
clawed, hissing and growling like the predator she had become. Grabbing one
would-be assailant by the hair she flung the woman, tearing her scalp away as
she was tossed bodily through the air. Another sunk her teeth in Sara’s breast,
while another two worked to grasp each of her arms and pin her down. Twisting
and kicking, Sara fought her way through the wriggling mess landing just as
many blows as she was taking.


Slamming her now bare foot through one attacker’s head, she
watched the blood spray another in the face as she grabbed an arm at random and
heaved with all her might. The arm came free of its socket, the flesh and sinew
tearing easily away. Using the arm like a club Sara smashed the face of another
attacker, a poor girl who looked barely thirteen. It angered her further that Sigrant
had tainted such young children to such a degree.


Fighting on, it felt like an end would never come. She still
felt the influx of power, and knew that in time she would be too strong for all
of them, but as it was, they were a formidable force. Sara could not wait
longer, she dared not give Sigrant’s minions time to gain entry to the city and
begin swelling his power once more. Instead she let her instincts take over,
and unleashed the monster that she had become. For at least a while, she would
free that which she sought to contain on a daily basis.


Savagely she grasped the nearest woman, one who had long
golden locks, one who attempted to hold her still by straddling her. Sara
pulled the woman down close, so fast her neck broke in several places. Jerking
her head to the side viciously, Sara bit into the flesh of her exposed neck,
ripping out her throat, blood vessels, and other important tissues the woman
could not survive without.


With her other attackers still ripping and tearing at her
flesh Sara discarded the throatless carcass and turned her attention to her
side where yet another nude blonde was ripping the flesh away from her leg,
digging her claws deep into the tissue of the muscles and ripping it out a
handful at a time. Back-handing one of the smaller women, sending her flying
through the air, Sara kicked out at another before reaching for the one upon
her leg. She never made contact.


No more than she sought to grasp the woman dismembering her
leg, than another leg lanced out and kicked Sara. The blow was astonishing,
connecting with her elbow so powerfully that the arm simply detached at that
point, the skin and muscle tissue severing with jagged tears, her blood
spraying out like pink mist into the air in the wake of the blow.


Disconnected ligaments and tendons snapped up into the stump
of Sara’s arm, and she screamed both in pain and rage as the new bone formed
quickly and new flesh stretched over the limb as the muscles grew and matured
instantly.


Thrashing wildly, she disentangled herself from the mass of
attackers and struck out with her newly formed arm and hand. With her fingers
straight she stabbed into the chest of the one who had injured her arm, her
hand spreading and breaking the ribs as it entered the other’s body. Then,
grasping the woman’s heart, Sara ripped it free of its confines, feeling it
beat once within her hand so slowly it nearly felt still. There she held it out
for all to see as she tore into it with her fangs, destroying it in entirety.


The woman she tore the organ from looked astonished for what
seemed an unnaturally long time to Sara, though was likely only a fraction of a
second, before she crumpled to the ground in a heap, the hole remaining in her
chest. The heart! That was the key.


The rest of Sigrant’s defenders would have been easy to
dispatch the same way, Sara thought, had the resulting seconds not changed her
battle so drastically.


* * * * *


Seth watched with his god vision as the vampires below him
tunneled deeper into the wall, the sounds of fingers and bones on stone making
hairs rise up on his neck and goose pimples to form on his skin. For now he let
them tunnel, hoping Sara would make quick progress.


He watched as she was intercepted by others of her own kind,
their many bloated auras becoming a soupy mess of power overlapping too much to
distinguish them as individuals. Seth had known there were other powerful
vampires in Sigrant’s camp, but had not expected Sara to face them all at once.
Even so he watched as her aura grew by the second, making her stronger than her
foes by an ever increasing amount.


Then something happened that they had overlooked. Seth
watched as one of the auras dissipated, its power retuning to the god the foe
worshipped, and watched still as several thousand auras returned to human. The
frenzy that ensued was absolutely horrifying. Even those vampires below within
the tunnel fled its confines, smelling the flesh that was not already altered.


Screams arose all around Valdadore where once vampires were
restored and then set upon. Blood-curdling cries filled the air in a deafening
wave as thousands were fed upon instantaneously, but that was not what bothered
Seth.


Watching, as only he could, he saw the event for the real
problem that it was. When vampires fed they gained power. When they gained
power their creator gained power, and the creator above that one too and so on.
So although Sara had felled one of her foes, she had made all the rest stronger
because they suddenly had fresh power to feed upon. If she did it again, and
then again, she would not stand a chance for long. He needed to act.


Seth thought for a long time, it seemed. He could not simply
rush in and do something that might lead to unforeseen consequences. Lives
and collisions. He needed a means to help Sara before those she fought and
Sigrant grew more powerful. Then another several thousand of Sigrant’s troops
reverted to human only to send up another agonizing wail of anguish. Sara’s
opponents grew stronger yet again before they returned to their task of tunnel
digging.


Discarding idea after idea, he watched as Sara seemed to
reach a plateau. She was gaining power at nearly the same rate she was
expelling it, burning through the power to heal herself. Seth studied the situation
over and again and only came to two real discoveries. First, he could not
simply kill those fighting Sara with lightning as he had done others, they
moved too fast for him to target accurately, and he was unsure if such strong
creatures would be affected the same. Secondly, there was a small measure of
time, perhaps a couple of minutes between when Sara killed a foe and the others
regained all the power from the reverted humans. There was a window of
opportunity.


Then Seth had his answer. It was a risk, but would work. He
knew it.


“I’m sorry,” he apologized into the night, then began to
gather his power and focus it. Then with a rumble that shook him, the world was
ripped out from beneath him with an earth shattering explosion.


* * * * *


Ishanya stared at the tapestry of time splayed out before
her. The battle of Valdadore had changed. It had changed immensely, but even so
she could see that at least her puppet survived. Looking further she saw the
possibilities of the future she desired, and noticed that some alterations had
occurred there as well, but all appeared to be intact nonetheless.


It seemed other players in this grand game were beginning to
take notice of her schemes, but already her plans were in play and taking
effect in the world. Soon, she would hold claim to vast reserves of power and
be able to confront them. Soon her puppet would claim for her the lives she
needed to fulfill her own destiny. Soon she would destroy her brethren, or
banish them as they had done to her. Soon she would rule the heavens of Thurr
and lay claim to it all.


Could she smile, Ishanya would have done so, and reveled in
the victory she felt was owed to her. But without physical form, she could not
and so did not smile, though she did take pleasure in knowing that the end she
sought was drawing nearer. Turning her attentions to other affairs, she watched
as other portions of the tapestry designed of time, fate, and destiny wove themselves
together, and again was pleased. The threads of her other servants were coming
along nicely as well. It would take time for their roles to be seen, as she was
just now able to use her power to create more champions to do her bidding.


With the spread of her followers on Thurr, it was time she defended
her following with champions, and blessed them with powers unrivaled upon the
mortal plane. Soon, very soon, her mortal followers would lead the charge that
would end the other gods for all time. All she had to do was wait, and gently
guide the collisions that wove the tapestry together.


* * * * *


Borrik stood near his master and heard his nearly whispered
words seeking forgiveness, when everything seemed to change at once. Upon the
wall, under constant random barrage of magical fireballs and the like,
Valdadore’s troops hid behind the ramparts simply waiting for the enemy to
come, though for several hours they had not. Borrik had taken several
opportunities to rise and peek over the side, but all that could be seen below
was a dense fog that blanketed everything. From below he could smell the enemy
and blood, and he could even hear the king’s sword clanging off metal as he
chuckled in his menacing way.


One man on the battlefield, the rest lying in hiding hoping
for the end to come. Valdadore did not have much going for it at present. Twice
now something had gone awry, and screams filled the fields surrounding the city
and the scent of blood drifted heavily upon the air, but it did not last long
either time. It was not until a few minutes after the second occasion that
Borrik felt the battle was over.


With a loud blast the wall shook, dust and stone fragments
exploding up and outwards in all directions. Hundreds atop the wall were
injured from the sharp shards of stone and then the shockwave blasted them all
from their feet. Yanked from their feet they fell, but found no bottom beneath
them.


Below Borrik and his master the wall gave way, destroyed by
some unknown means from below. Buckling in several places, large portions of
the immense thirty story wall began to lean and crumble beneath the tumbling
defenders.


Screams began but choked out on the thick clouds of dust in
the air, and before the stone wall even settled in the rubble of its own ruins,
Sigrant’s vampires were upon them. Borrik leapt to his feet, pulling a large
shard of stone from his thigh that had penetrated his armor. Touching his
bracer, he said the words that unleashed his blessing and with a boom he
exploded in size to meet those foes nearest him. Seth hovered a few paces away,
his expression blank and eyes unfocused as his great leathery wings flapped to
keep him aloft. Borrik’s master appeared as if he had not even noticed that the
wall of the city had collapsed beneath him.


Vampires by the thousands spilled into the void that was
filled only by a handful of injured defenders, seeking an entry to the buffet
that was Valdadore. Borrik knew the battle to be over. Valdadore was lost. But
he still had duty to his master.


Leaping nearer to Seth, he slowed his dissent with his wings
and began launching fireballs at those nearest to him, clearing a path before
him and his master above.


Thousands of Vampires simply rushed around him, flooding in
the city beyond and there was little Borrik could do except watch them go. The
void in the ruined wall was too large and the defenders who remained up top had
lost their nearest point of dissention with the destruction of the wall.


He felt helpless, trying to plan for the worst. As usual, it
seemed his master had other plans.


* * * * *


Seth felt the wall crumble beneath him, and felt as the stone
shards lanced through his body. Spreading his torn wings, he remained focused as
they healed and the wall fell away beneath him. There was little he could do
now for those upon the wall. No emotions. Keeping his mind in the fight, Seth
reached out the miles to Sigrant’s camp and did the unthinkable.


Unleashing a torrent of lightning he destroyed, everything
in Sara’s vicinity. Sara included. Again and again he blasted all those with
bloated auras with wicked unholy lightning that lit the sky in strobes of green
and yellow. He had no choice. He could not differentiate them from one another,
as fast as they moved. He could not train his focus on them because of their
speed, but he could lay waste to the entire area and he did so over and over
again, his power fleeing from him with the exertion. All he could do was watch
the auras of the woman he loved and her attackers, and hope that he was right…


 And he was.


As the blasts of lighting destroyed their bodies again and
again, Sara’s attackers’ powers waned, but not Sara’s, she had a constant
influx from her underlings within the city, but time was growing short. Seth
relented, stretching the time between his attacks, and watched with his unique
vision, hoping she would forgive him.











Chapter Fifteen


Just when Sara thought things could get no worse, she
realized that by killing the vampire female she had inadvertently allowed the
others to grow stronger and faster. She knew, though, that such leaps in power
took adjustment and through all the scratching, clawing, kicking, and biting
she used an opponent’s miscalculation to her own advantage.


The vampire she had thrown by her scalp had returned to the
fray, running headlong into the fight, though with her added speed she
miscalculated her leap towards Sara. Knocking the nearest two of her opponents
aside, Sara thrust her hand out and caught the woman in midair, new hair and
all, her hand penetrating fully though the other woman. In her hand she held
the mangled heart of the woman and, pulling her hand free from both the back
and then the front of the woman’s ribcage, she showed it to her before making a
fist and turning it to bloody ooze. Another fell.


Sara knew that this time they would grow even faster and
hoped to again be able to use it to her advantage, but they were relentless. They
tore at her, ripping her flesh and joints, pulling limbs from her body, and
crushing and breaking bones. If only she had a few seconds reprieve to gather
her bearings and launch a solid attack of her own. Then her prayers were answered
by an explosion followed by a nightmare.


Wicked lightning began to crackle down from the sky, seeking
those below with devastating effect. Instantaneously bodies were charred
through and through to the bone, limbs blasting off where they made contact to
the ground, and Sara was no exception.


Again and again her body was seared from the inside out, her
organs cooking, and flesh burning away in an instant as it healed back just as
quickly. Again and again she healed nearly completely before the next blast. Her
limbs became stumps in seconds, the blasts exploding them like fatty meat upon
a fire. She regenerated over and over only to endure the torture, screaming as
her lungs healed only to be silenced again as they burnt. Blackness claimed her
over and over, though only for fractions of seconds before she was restored to
feel the anguish again.


Then, for only a second, the lightning ceased and Sara’s
wounds began to heal quickly as her eyes focused, the puss clearing from them
in an instant. Before her an enemy laid, a charred carcass screaming in silence
as her lungs reformed in her chest cavity. Just as the woman’s flesh began to
turn pink and grow once more, Sara plunged her still re-growing hand in and
tore free her heart. The enemy’s healing ceased, but the lightning returned.


Again Sara was struck down, destroyed, but again she healed
enough to discern her surroundings and felled two more opponents before she was
again punished by the unholy power raining down from the sky.


The lightning relented again and this time Sara was on her
feet before they were even restored. Pouncing from one ruined vampire to
another, she tore at them with the bare bones of her fingers, ripping free the
charred remains of their hearts and shredding them as she leapt to the next
victim. Only seconds had passed, but Sara managed to destroy all her remaining
foes before trying her best to prepare for the lightning once more. But it
never came again…


Instead she heard a familiar voice.


* * * * *


Robert Sigrant was no fool. At the first sign that he might
get caught up in the brawl between the demon princess and his many lovers, he
was wise to give himself a little more distance. He felt the loss of his first
two lovers, but also felt the power that followed. The princess was winning the
battle but losing the war. With each opponent she felled, he became stronger
through the re-transformation of his wives’ progeny.


Though he was loath to lose his brides, he preferred it over
losing his life. So long as she continued killing his harem and being injured,
he imagined they would again at least be equals by the time she finished. If
even she survived all of his wives, for they grew stronger too.


Sigrant’s distance saved him when the lightning came, and
even at this distance he could see the source of the unholy storm. With a blast
the lightning had started, and across the miles the demon prince flapped his
wings in defiance as Sigrant’s hopes of killing the princess were dashed.


Again and again the lighting struck, dozens of times within seconds.
Again and again his brides and the princess were reduced to charred lumps of
smoking coal. But then the lightning slowed. From the ashes the dark princess
arose and sought out her enemies. She was the more powerful, and still growing.
She healed faster and in doing so she began to dispatch Sigrant’s harem between
the blasts. It was sickening, watching her rise, seemingly from the dead, to
kill those who could not defend against her. Sigrant enjoyed it immensely. She
was a beauty to be admired.


He watched as all of his wives were murdered and the
lightning ceased. He watched still as Sara rose to her feet, her nude body
preserved at the pinnacle of her life. Her raven hair stood in dark contrast to
her milky flesh and her round, firm breasts bounced with her movement. She was
perfection. Just like himself. She was powerful beyond measure. She knew
pleasure as only they could. She could drink it in with him, and together they
would be unstoppable.


He watched her turn, brushing the hair from her face, and
ash from her hands and knees. He admired her body, and wanted to taste it in
every way possible. But she wanted to kill him.


Sigrant faced a dilemma. Around him, the remaining members
of his army, the wave he had been reserving to end the battle, walked around
confused, uncertain what to do. Weak once more, they had become human again. Sara
would soon spy him and she wanted him dead. And she could kill him. She
was easily more powerful than he.


Calculating as he was, Sigrant thought of only one thing he could
do to turn things around.


“Princess Sara,” he began, “I wonder if you have thought
much about your situation.”


Watching her turn faster than even he could imagine, her
eyes locked on him and she bared her teeth with a hiss.


“Hear my words, princess, then we can fight if you wish.”


She approached him slowly. Stalking him as a cat might stalk
its prey.


“You and I are the same. Do you not find your new life
lonely? However could anyone love you again now that you are more powerful than
they are? Does your prince love you? After all, he just tried to kill you with
lightning! Or is he just using you to further his own power?” Sigrant let the
words sink in, hoping to see some change in her demeanor.


“You have left the race of humans behind, princess. Together
you and I could rule the world. Think of it. It would be perfection. We could
spend eternity together, you and I, and I would cherish you like never before. I
would love you, and we could experience pleasures of the likes we have never before
imagined. We could save the world from war and disease. There would be no more
death. Together we could build a paradise unrivaled.” That was it… Her
features changed. Her hatred lessened.


“Sara. You could be my queen and we could save humanity and
all other races from the pains of life. All wars would cease, and the entire
world could live in peace.” She froze in her steps, her expression changing.
Confusion? Was that what her eyes held?


Cautiously he reached out his hands and took a step towards
her. “Come, Princess Sara. Take my hand. Be my bride. Let us save the world
together.”


* * * * *


Seth watched and strained and focused his power over the
vast distance. He tried to remain patient. He watched the auras of Sara’s
attackers began to wither away, their power being drained by the constant need
to heal. Sara’s shrank too, but with constant power being fed to her from
within the city she failed at a slower rate. He relented his magical barrage
and watched as an aura dissipated.


Unleashing another round, he waited again and watched. Two
more fell. Again he attacked and again he abated. Sara must have taken the cue.
Within seconds the remaining auras were destroyed. The only remaining vampires
in Sigrant’s camp were himself and Sara, and it was obvious that Sara had the
upper hand.


Refocusing his attention, he was surprised to find Borrik
just ahead and below him, though now no fighting was going on. Thousands of
Sigrant’s troops had swarmed into the city but now they all milled around,
unsure what had befallen them. The battle had changed. Valdadore was still
badly outnumbered, but at least they were facing humans.


It took only moments for the fighting to begin anew,
Sigrant’s captains and commanders yelling out to create battle formations and
defenders spilling down from the walls to fight in the streets of the city.


Seth looked around and caught eyes with Borrik, who grinned
menacingly. Garret’s forces would have to handle the interior of the city, Seth
needed to stop the flow of Sigrant’s army and he had just the plan to
accomplish it.


Folding his wings he settled to the ground and, bending, he
traced a symbol upon the rubble beneath him. Seeking out the symbol near the
healers that he had created earlier, he siphoned the power from it, rendering
it obsolete. Then reaching out with his mind, he located all of the medallions
he had created in preparation for this battle. Grasping them with his power, he
sent the command out on tendrils to all of them. Seth, save me. That was
all it took.


Near a thousand of his rat troops, and a half-dozen of his
wolven commanders appeared with the blink of an eye, a confused and entangled
mass of bodies.


Heads looked this way and that, all of them trying to
comprehend what had happened to them. Even Sigrant’s troops froze, uncertain
what to do now that they were mixed with the inhuman forces.


“Hold this line!” Borrik commanded, and as if someone had
just animated their bodies both sides began to fight once more.


Seth watched, ashamed, as Sigrant’s nearest forces were
dispatched by his men. The butchery was short, but facing superior soldiers,
Sigrant’s forces outside the castle fell back a short distance and began to
regroup. Then, without warning, the war horns sounded.


* * * * *


Garret stood upon his mound of the dead, and hacked and
slashed those opponents ignorant enough to believe that they could feed upon
him. Near a thousand bodies lay wasted around him and beneath his feet.


He had fought the weaker creatures with no issues, and even
when the second wave arrived they failed to bring him down though they had
tried several times. It was not until the earth shook and a blast of stone and
dust clanged off of his metallic skin, that the king of Valdadore realized that
there was an issue that could require his attention.


Turning to stalk down his mound of gore, he cleaved a path
through the vampires who now gathered to climb through the rubble-filled
opening in the city’s defenses. Picking up speed as he charged towards the
opening, smashing those vampires to slow to flee him, he watched as every one
of them froze in their tracks and began looking around confused as if coming
out from under some spell. It was apparent almost immediately that they had
changed.


Gone was their agility, strength, and speed. Returned were
the human enemies Garret could hope to destroy. All he needed to do was keep
them out of his city. Twenty more yards and the king of Valdadore slid to a
stop, smashing the retreating forms of Sigrant’s soldiers beneath him, and
cleaving a few more for sport.


Within the chasm created by the wall’s collapse stood a new
wall of fur and fangs. Seth’s unnatural soldiers had taken up the call to hold
the intruders at bay. But why stop there when the enemy was on the run?


Looking first to his brother, then to the mass of ugly
little troops surrounding him, Garret pointed out to the fields surrounding
Valdadore and shouted,


“Attack!”


From atop the wall, arrows and a handful of fireballs lanced
out into the retreating forms of Sigrant’s force. Even Seth’s rat men and women
took to the chase, pouring out of the gap in the wall like the rodents they
were created from. Garret turned to lead the charge when the air was split by
the sound of many, many war horns. The dwarves had arrived. Grinning, Garret
knew that Valdadore would survive. It was time to put an end to Sigrant’s army.


* * * * *


Zorbin led the charge across the plains. They had witnessed
the lightning show and could now see the silhouette of the city against the
backdrop of stars in the daytime sky. Rushing headlong as fast as their mounts
would carry them, the contingent of Dwarven warriors clung to their mounts and
raced across the plains in leaps and bounds. At their current pace they could
reach the city in a quarter of an hour, though it appeared the fighting was
primarily on the opposite side of the city, judging by what they saw in the
flashes of lightning.


Less than half an hour, and they could lend the Valdadorians
aid.


 


 


A quarter of an hour passed under the thunderous drumming of
the wolven paws. Without a war counselor at his disposal, Zorbin was in charge,
and as such he thought about how to best approach the city. From opposite the
conflict, they could round the city to either the north or the south, but if
the enemy was concentrated on the western side, they could potentially flank
them from both directions.


Decided, Zorbin shouted his orders to the troops nearest him
and the word spread. Less than five minutes later, with the city looming larger
and larger, the Dwarven warriors broke into two units and turning away from one
another moved to approach the battlefield from both sides. Looking back over
his shoulder Zorbin spied Linaya, trailing nearly a mile behind, her mount
struggling to keep pace with the more agile wolves. From here she had a clear
path to the eastern gate of the city. She no longer had need of his protection.


Pulling the war horn from his belt, he pressed his lips to
the mouthpiece and blew with all his might. A deep blast issued from the
intricately carved horn, which was picked up and repeated by every dwarf
charging into battle. Bouldergate had come to Valdadore’s aid, and now the
humans would know it.











Chapter Sixteen


Sara crept towards the man who had made her his captive just
days before. She planned to kill him. She could not wait to hold his heart in
her hand. She even thirsted for his blood, but would not allow herself that
particular indulgence. No. Instead she would pull his heart from his chest and
thrust it down his own throat.


She heard his words. She ignored them. Moving ever forward,
prepared to spring upon him at the slightest sign of a twitch, she continued.


“However could anyone love you again?” he asked her.


The thought had occurred to her. She wondered just how she
could be with Seth when they now lived in virtually two different worlds. She
was so fast and strong, but physically he was fragile and slow. He could not
even understand her words.


“Does your prince love you? After all, he just tried to kill
you,” his words broke through again.


Would Seth really do that to her? No, it had to be a
plan. Right? Seth loved her. He would never hurt her. Would he? He did say that
to save many, a few sacrifices might have to be made. But surely he didn’t mean
her. Did he?


On and on Sigrant went, speaking of things that she all but
ignored, her mind so full of doubt and confusion. But then, once again, his
words caught her attention, stopping her in her tracks.


“We could save the world from war and disease. There would
be no more death.”


There it was. The tree people had spoken of lives and
collisions. Oh, what a collision this must be. Even Seth wanted to stop wars
and death. He would do anything to accomplish it. Was this what it was all
leading to? This moment? Is this what Seth had envisioned? Is this why he had
not yet changed her back into a human? Is this what the tree people foresaw
when they released her? Sara was a mess of emotion. His words were true. She
could feel it. She could see it…


In about a week a huge portion of the human race was changed
into vampires. There were a few other small nations, but they would be no
trouble. Within a few months’ time they could rule every kingdom. They could
change everyone into vampires and no longer would disease be a problem. The
solution was right there. The end to all pain and suffering. The end to all
wars. The end to the gods’ plot to use the races of man to their own agenda.
Sigrant had come to the solution that Seth had sought. Was he a player in the
same game of thwarting the gods? Sara focused through her confusion to listen
some more. Everything he was saying made so much sense.


“Take my hand. Be my bride. Let us save the world together,”
Sigrant concluded, stepping forward with his hands extended.


Then it occurred to Sara. Shaking her head to clear his words,
she focused on him again, realization of his true intentions filling the void
left by his empty promises. The man was afraid of her and was only trying to
gain her trust.


“Fuck you, I’m married!” Sara spat at the invader, and
sprang at him with all the speed she could muster.


* * * * *


Linaya’s mount was no match for the wolves at a dead run. It
simply could not stretch its limbs out the way the wolves could and so could
not cover as much ground in a single bound. Further and further the dwarves
pulled away and Linaya watched them go, simply happy she had brought aid. Not
long ago the ground had shook unnaturally and the sky was filled by magical
lightning. The war was raging and it appeared to already be at the gates of the
city. If Valdadore was besieged, the sooner the dwarves made it to the battle
the better. Who was she to slow them?


Racing along as fast as her Valdadorian warhorse could carry
her comfortably, she aimed directly for the eastern gate of the city. It was
dark for daytime, the eclipse hiding the sun completely, though she could still
see the darkened silhouettes of the moons against the backdrop of stars. Even
so, the stars seemed brighter somehow and she had little trouble picking out a
navigable trail for her mount.


Approaching the gate, she expected the massive thing to open
and permit her entrance, but to no such avail. She screamed out to the
defenders who should inhabit the wall, but no call came back in return. Confused,
she trotted directly up to the gate and pounded her small fist upon the wood. Still
nothing.


With no other options presented to her, besides waiting to
see if someone arrived, she decided to round the city to the next available
gate and present herself there instead. Surely someone had to be manning one of
the gates, who could let her in?


* * * * *


Just as if her move was announced by the horn blasts,
Sigrant watched Sara tense before she sprang at him and, expecting the attack,
he dropped and rolled to the side, barely avoiding the collision that might
have been his last. Damn, she was fast.


Rising again, he did all he could do. He ran. Sigrant
sprinted just as fast as his legs could take him, little more than a blur of
color to any of the humans on the field of battle. Sara was hot on his heels.


It was a poor conclusion, Sigrant knew, but he no longer had
any options in this battle. He could not simply go home, Sara would follow and
eventually she would catch him. The best he could hope for was to
destroy as much as he could while avoiding her wrath. A feat he was not sure he
could accomplish for long. Though she was faster than he, Sigrant knew it to be
both a blessing and a curse. She could outrun him in a straight line, but
because he was slower he could change direction more easily, needing less time
to alter his momentum, whereas she had to take wider turns in order to change
direction. It was that understanding alone that he would use to his advantage,
and began taking a very circuitous course across the battlefield.


Sweeping low as he exited the remains of his camp, he
scooped up a short sword and changed course towards his retreating army.


* * * * *


Garret led the charge on Sigrant’s troops, though slowed to
a stop as the war horns sounded. They had not come from anywhere on the
battlefield which meant that another force had arrived. The dwarves had
arrived. Linaya was home.


Garret looked upon the battlefield as the first mounted
warrior of Bouldergate spilled out from around the northern corner of the city.
Another blast of, horns and he turned to realize that another force came from
the south. Both forces of dwarves were small in comparison to Sigrant’s
remaining army, but even so, they each fanned out to flank the retreating
forces and pen them in. Instead of attacking, however, the dwarves created a
wall to either side of the invading army and dismounted their dire wolves.


It was the wolves who sprang at the enemy first, but then
explosions and popping sounds ensued as Garret realized what was occurring. All
down the line to either side of the enemy, blessed dwarves called on their gods
and charged into the fray. All but one.


Garret turned as he saw the giant dwarf upon a giant wolf
bearing down on him, and turned to greet his closest friend and most trusted
ally.


“Zorbin, you have returned!” Garret boomed in his blessed
form.


“Indeed, my king, did you have any doubt?”


“I did indeed, Zorbin, where is my lady? Where is Linaya?”


“More dwarves come, my lord, but seeing that you have them
on the run I doubt we’ll need them. Oh, wait… Linaya is at the eastern gate,
Garret. She is safe and well.”


“Good,” Garret said, turning away from the battle. “You take
over here.”


Without further word, Garret turned and ran back the way he
had come. Bounding through the rubble of the collapsed wall, he altered course
slightly, aiming for the nearest stairs to the outer wall. Valdadore’s
defenders had all but cleared them, making to the streets to fight off the
invaders who had made it inside the walls.


Climbing the stairs, he turned and ran across the top of the
immense structure, his eyes on the city below. He was disgusted by what he saw.
All the streets in the city were lit with torches and candles and lanterns, and
from their light he witnessed as Valdadorian soldiers in armor leapt upon
civilians and began to feed upon them. Everywhere was chaos, with people being
assaulted in the streets, people fleeing from the monsters that smashed down
their doors and crept through their windows. It appeared as if the whole of the
city had become monsters like Sara. It had to be the work of his brother.


Angered, he thundered on across the stone wall of the city
the many miles it spanned, and reaching the corner of the wall he peered over
into the darkness, seeking her out. Looking from his end all across the eastern
wall to the opposite corner, he could just make her out in the poor light,
approaching the opposite corner of the city. Finding the gate unmanned, she
must have decided to head to the north gate instead. Deciding to meet his
future bride at the gate, Garret began to run along yet another of the city’s
defensive walls, and kept his eyes on her retreating form in the darkness.


With every passing moment she grew more defined and he grew
nearer. He was gaining on her, but she neared the corner well ahead of him. He
would have to make up the distance upon the north wall. Focused on Linaya,
oblivious to even the chaos in the streets below, Garret was caught completely
unaware when his world was tore apart around him.


* * * * *


Seth watched as the dwarves joined the battle, and although
they seemed equal to the task of killing the humans, it appeared they fought
only the aggressors, sparing those with their backs turned. It was an honorable
way to do battle and Seth envied the dwarves this custom, even though they were
indeed killing. He turned and watched as Zorbin the dwarf approached Garret,
and still watched as Garret raced off, away from the battle. It was odd to see
Garret behave in such a way, abandoning his own troops.


Instantly, the giant of a blessed dwarf began to issue
orders and blast upon his horn. It was apparent who now was in charge. Seth had
a plan.


Leaping into the air, Borrik joining his side, he sped as
fast as his wings would take him to the apparent commander of the joined armies
of Valdadore and Bouldergate. Landing before the dwarf, Seth bowed courtly.


“Zorbin, it is good to see you returned. I should hope my
brother filled you in on our plan?”


“Kill the invaders?” The dwarf winked.


“Just the opposite, if possible,” Seth responded. “See if
your men can pen them in, and hold them. Let us see how much will they have to remain
in the fight.


“Aye, m’lord,” Zorbin replied and began to series of blasts
upon his horn.


It was an odd sight to see, but Seth watched on happily as
the dwarves fell into powerful lines on either side of the retreating horde,
and from behind the horde was penned in by his rat troops, but the real
surprise was one that none expected. From out of the mass of retreating
soldiers came a wall of bristling fur and fangs. There sprang ahead of the
retreat a wall of growling and snapping wolves, shoring up the only exit
Sigrant’s remaining troops had. Within minutes Sigrant’s troops laid down their
weapons, formally surrendering to the smaller force that was Valdadore and
Bouldergate. Apparently under Sigrant’s rule they had seen enough war.


All that was left was to bring Sigrant to justice and,
watching with his vision of the gods, Seth tracked the foreign king and his own
wife via their bloated auras of power.











Chapter Seventeen


Sara could not believe she had missed him. He had been mere
yards away from her and yet had manage to duck her attack and escape. Now she
was forced to give chase. It would have been easier, if Sigrant had chosen to
run a straight line back home. It would have been easier if he had chosen an
open path to tread, instead of running through and jumping over the masses of
fleeing troops. Anything would have been easier, honestly.


So instead of simply charging him in an attempt to run him
down, Sara was cautious. She wove like he wove among the fleeing troops,
slowing to better be able to maneuver. She jumped over the obstacles he jumped,
all the while trying to gain some ground. And she did. Until at least he broke
free of his fleeing army and raced through the mass of Seth’s troops, darting
and weaving a path of death in his wake.


It was odd that at such speeds, Sigrant could kill someone
without them even knowing they were injured until it was too late. It was
sickening that in just seconds he managed to kill nearly two hundred of Seth
newest and youngest soldiers. Snatching up a pair of short blades from those
Sigrant had felled while she ran, she maneuvered to force his direction. She
did her best to press him out of the ranks of troops, which he complied to by
striking down a pair of blessed dwarves and a giant wolf before he turned once
again and fled the field of battle.


Sara knew this was her opportunity and she did not hesitate
to pick up speed. Out across the field her opponent ran, kicking up a trail of
dust and dead grass as he pushed his legs to their limit. At first it appeared
that he planned to flee the city, but unexpectedly he changed course back
towards the battle. Sara was forced to slow and take a wider turn in order to
follow.


She didn’t dare let him enter the battlefield again to do
more damage and kill more innocents, so instead she sped up, running almost
parallel to him in a course to intercept or drive him away from the battle. Her
trick worked and he veered off in an attempt to skirt the city. Sara gave
chase. Together they eased around the north east corner of the city, Sara hot
on his trail, though her turn did take a much wider arc than Sigrant’s. Then it
was an all-out run, Sara gaining speed over the miles they ran westward along
the northern perimeter of the city. But yet another corner approached, and Sara
knew she had to act now or fall behind once again in a turn.


Doing her best to judge their speed and the distance she
would need to lead him, she threw the first blade and then the second, hoping
at least one would make their mark and slow him enough for her to overtake him.
So fast the blades flew through the air, she was amazed when the first struck
his shoulder, folding him over slightly as he reached the corner of the city. The
second blade soared past his now lowered ear, glancing off his shoulder,
changing its trajectory to find its target coming around the corner from the
opposite direction.


There was nothing for Sara to do at her speed but leap. As
Sigrant plowed into the unexpected white warhorse, his body tore clear through
its ribcage and side, taking the rider’s right leg with him. The blade that had
grazed his shoulder cleaved into two the head of the beauty that Sara
recognized just as her features were destroyed. Sara knew in that instant that nothing
would ever be the same in Valdadore, but she knew too that she still had a duty
to uphold.


Clearing the mangled horse and rider, she was surprised to
find that the impact had slowed Sigrant enough that she bore down directly upon
him. From above she twisted her body and landed on the invading king, just as
the deep booming howl exploded from somewhere behind and above her. She
recognized the anguished voice of Garret as she drove Sigrant to the ground.


Riding the invading king down to the earth, she thrust her
hand between his ribs, listening to the crack as he screamed sickeningly. Grasping
his beating heart in her small hand, she wrenched her arm upwards and tore it
out, ripping through each of his ribs and shoulder before extracting her arm near
his neck. With one hand she wrenched back his head, thrusting the heart in his
mouth with the other, before clamping his mouth closed by grasping his chin and
yanking upwards. His head tore free of his body with ease, his scream ceasing
with a gurgle as his eyes stared on into eternity, the glow in them fading
quickly.


Garret still screamed in rage from atop the wall, but Sara
knew that there was nothing she could do to save Linaya. The woman was dead
before she hit the ground. There was nothing left to save.


* * * * *


Seth watched Sara chasing the enemy around the battlefield
and then the city, and tracked their progress. He watched as another aura
familiar to him collided with those he tracked. Then he watched it dissipate. Linaya
was dead. Sara was involved. Garret was there too. Seth hoped beyond hope that
Linaya had not fallen to Sara.


Taking to the air once more, he climbed more quickly than
ever before, motioning for Borrik to stay. Flapping furiously, he turned and
flew the direction of his wife, and witnessed as Sigrant was brought to an end
through his god vision. The war was over. The enemy king destroyed. His army in
custody. Even so, there was little to rejoice at.


* * * * *


Garret watched Linaya slowing as she neared the corner of
the city, her mount maneuvering into the turn. One second she was there, atop
her mount. The next her mount was destroyed as if it had exploded, and as it
fell a broken and destroyed Linaya crumpled to the ground, a portion of her
head bouncing away from her body twice before coming to rest. At first there
was no sign as to what had caused the damage. There was only gut wrenching
loss.


Linaya was all that Garret had left. All that he looked
forward to. She was all that he had that was not tainted by evil. She was the one
light in a world filled with darkness and now she had been snuffed out. Garret
roared at the top of his lungs, anguished. Then he saw them.


On the ground below, where previously no one had been, Sara
landed stark naked atop a man covered in gore whom she viciously slaughtered,
ripping off his head. Garret did not need the details. He did not want them. All
he knew was that Sara had a part to play in Linaya’s murder. He roared again,
this time in hatred as Sara rose nimbly as if nothing had happened and spun as
if to show off her nude body to him. She disgusted him. What she was
disgusted him. What she had done made him hate her. He would see her pay for
Linaya’s death if he had to strike her down himself. But first he would see to
the woman he adored.


Turning, the broken giant of a man strode down the wall in
search of the stairs that he knew would lead him down to the ground level.


* * * * *


Sara was torn as to what she should do. She did not want to
flee the scene as it could appear to Garret a betrayal. But then again, what
betrayal could be greater than killing the woman the king loved? Scooping up
the blade that had felled the foreign king, Sara was filled with guilt, but
knew there was nothing she could do about it. She still had duties to attend to,
and in the big picture she should not wait to do them. She would leave the
fallen woman and Garret to be alone with her, and come to him later to give her
condolences and apologies.


Decided, Sara sprang into action and raced towards the wall
of the city. With a powerful leap she cleared the side and fell again to land
lithely upon the cobblestone road beyond. Turning, she raced down the city
street, careful to avoid those humans and her kind that inhabited the streets. Just
one more task and the battle would be won.


Racing towards the center of the city, she slowed as she
neared temple row, and her eyes fell upon the torture implement the old woman
was trapped inside.


Dropping Sigrant’s head, she approached the device and
kicked the giant steel object, rolling it over. The locks and cranks that were
designed to keep the prisoner within were still intact. The old woman was still
inside. Sara needed only to kill the woman, and the rest of the infected
Valdadorians would be cured of the plague she carried. The only problem was
that her original plan would not work.


She had hoped to simply build a fire around the giant metal
sarcophagus, but she knew the woman would survive the fire. Her heart had to be
destroyed. Nude, and with naught but an invading king’s severed head and a
short blade she did not remember collecting, Sara had no idea how to approach
dispatching the woman. She dared not open the device, even for a moment. There
was no telling how powerful the old woman had become. Sara only received a
portion of her power and it could be argued that she was the most powerful
person upon Thurr. Granny in the box was undoubtedly much, much more
powerful.


Without a solution at hand, it was not until the wings
flapped from above her that she knew her husband had come to the rescue as
usual. Too bad she couldn’t speak to him. Instead she simply stood still, and
threw up her arms as he landed, a show of her dismay. He smiled knowingly, and
removed his tattered but serviceable cloak and handed it to her to cover her
nude body.


With no other means of communication, after donning the
cloak Sara pointed to the torture device and drew an “X” over her heart. Seth
nodded and placed his hand over the metal above where the heart of the
inhabitant would be. The metal below his hand moved and flowed like fluid,
creating a hole straight down to the old woman’s chest.


“Now you may do it,” Seth said, though to Sara it really
took him an unnaturally long time, like several minutes, to complete the
sentence.


Plunging her hand into the device she extracted a bloody
heart and dropped it to the ground before she stomped upon it. Instantly the
streets of the city quieted. Seth smiled then and Sara watched him come.


Gingerly, and carefully Seth pulled her into his arms. His
touch felt so light it reminded Sara of spider webs. Tears streamed down her
face, knowing not only that it was over, but also that she had done many a
terrible thing. Redemption was beyond her grasp, of that she was certain. The king
would never forgive her. Seth could never truly love her in this condition, and
they could not even communicate properly. There was only one thing she could
do. Lives and collisions.


Pulling back carefully she placed the handle of the short
sword she carried in Seth’s hand and closed his fingers around it. Then moving
quickly, as only she could do, she reached out with her free arm and pulled him
to her as carefully as possible. She only winced slightly as the blade slid
into her abdomen and up into her heart and lung. She clung to Seth, listening
to his heart beat unnaturally slow, refusing to let him go against his
struggles. There they sobbed, together, until the deed was finished.


* * * * *


Borrik and Zorbin saw to the prisoners. Without orders they
knew not what to do with the tens of thousands of soldiers. Being that there
was already a structure in place, they made the surrendered troops restore
their camp, and there the blessed dwarves and Seth’s rat soldiers created a
perimeter to keep them contained. The dire wolves, apparently deciding they
were no longer in the debt of the dwarves, turned and sauntered off the field
of battle.


Seeing their work done, the two decided to seek out their
respective masters and see what orders they might be given. Together the Dwarven
warrior and the leader of the wolf men walked back to the city they called
home.











Chapter Eighteen


In the throne room of the palace inside the once beautiful
city of Valdadore, King Garret Valdadore, so named after his kingdom, sat upon
the throne, the broken corpse of the no longer beautiful Linaya splayed across
his lap. With her death her beauty had faded, leaving behind a plain and common
shadow of the vision she had been in life. Garret clung to her body and sobbed
there uncontrollably, all doors to his location thrown wide and left open, a
small trail of blood the only witness to his passage.


Though his heart was broken and all emotion within him was
drained, one yet remained and filled him so completely that his vision saw only
in shades of red. Staring ahead blankly, his tears having dried up long before
his sobbing ceased, he saw movement ahead and willed his eyes to focus better
through the haze that sought to shelter him from painful truth.


Seeing those who approached, he rose carefully from his
throne and delicately laid Linaya upon its surface, before turning to face the
open door. Summoning his blessing, the king of Valdadore exploded in size as he
rushed headlong to exit the palace, smashing doorways with each passage.


* * * * *


Seth could not believe what she was doing. In his arms,
Sara’s body fought to heal from the grievous wound she inflicted upon herself,
yet she held fast to him, keeping the blade lodged firmly between them. For
better than an hour they stood locked as such, her life draining away, expelled
in the exertion of healing that could not complete. Every moment her life fled
in a torrent and every moment it returned to the god she worshiped, the only
god she had ever believed in.


With each passing second Seth’s power grew, but it was the
power as a god received it, not the power as it was stripped from the life it
belonged to. As such it was given to Seth freely, untainted, and joined with
him freely, without the need to impose his will upon it.


Eventually her grip upon him slackened and he backed away
quickly, drawing the blood-coated blade with him. Her injury healed in seconds,
proof that she retained plenty of power.


“Thank you, love,” Sara grinned sadly. “Now we can still be
together, and you can understand me.”


“How did you know when to stop?”


“Your heart told me,” Sara answered. “I’ll never forget your
heartbeat.”


They hugged one another tightly, happy to have their lives
to share with one another, and Seth could not help but pepper her forehead with
kisses. It was some time before they released one another and spoke again, but
when they did the mood was somber.


“I think something is changing in Garret,” Seth warned.


“I’ve seen it too. Especially in the way he looks at me, but
I’m afraid I’ve made it worse.” Sara choked back tears.


“Do you mean Linaya?” Seth asked.


“How did you… never mind. Yes, I mean Linaya. It was an accident,
but Garret has no one else to blame but me, and if it weren’t for me it would
have never happened so it is all my fault!”


“What is all your fault?” a deep guttural voice came from
the road behind them.


Seth watched as both Borrik and Zorbin approached from the
darkness.


“Lady Linaya is dead,” Seth answered. He did not know what
to do about the situation. It seemed Garret was already struggling with more
than he could handle and yet here was another situation that could not be
resolved easily.


After several minutes of trying to discuss options it was
realized that there were none. Instead, it was Seth who had to make the call.


“We should go to Garret, and you can apologize and we can
all be there to show him support,” said Seth. “He is nothing if not honorable
and fair. Surely he will see that it was an accident, and he will forgive you. He
must.”


 


 


So it was that the four companions walked the short distance
to the palace complex where a guard was just being set, marking things as
relatively back to normal. They strode through the gate to many bows and spoken
titles, but Seth did not feel inclined to reply and neither were his companions
in the mood for civilities.


Reaching the palace itself they were a bit surprised to find
that no guards yet watched the gates, and the doors ahead stood open, directly
into the chamber within. There sat the king, the broken body of Linaya upon his
lap. Though they had paused briefly at the sight, Seth stepped forward again
and those with him followed his lead. Garret too moved and as soon as he did,
Seth knew that his intentions were not good.


Placing the maimed body of the woman upon the throne, Garret
turned and charged, invoking his blessing as he smashed headlong through the
walls and doors that separated Seth from his brother. Seth had no choice. He
had to react.


Throwing up a wall of protective power, Seth blasted Garret
in the face and chest as he broke free of the confines of the palace. Adding
more and more strength to the power, he brought Garret to a seething halt just
out of reach of those who cared for him the most. Still that did not stop the
grieving king. Instead, he drew forth his massive broadsword and attempted to
put it to use against those in front of him, but Seth reacted faster.


Seeing the sword, Seth pushed harder with his power, driving
the king backwards and out of range. Even so, Garret raised the sword as if to
throw it, his eyes locked on Sara. Seth had no choice but to try and make
Garret drop the sword.


Lightning burst forth from Seth’s hand, arcing across the
distance and licking the blade of the sword. There the bolt ran up the metal to
arc into the metallic flesh of the blessed king, to no avail. Angered, or
perhaps hurt, the king yelled unintelligible words of rage.


Seth could do nothing but look on, and hold his adopted
brother at bay with his power.


“Calm down, Garret!” he shouted. “You are not yourself. Let
us grieve with you.”


“You grieve with me? asked the king. “It is you that
I grieve, brother.”


Seth stared at his supposed twin, confused by his words, but
it was not long he waiting for his brother’s reasoning.


“I do not know who or what you are, Seth, or what happened
to the brother I grew up with, but you have been tainted by evil. You surround
yourself with demons and I can stand you no longer. Be gone from my kingdom,
never to return, for you are not my brother. He died upon an artillery bolt
days ago. If you should enter Valdadore again, I will see you killed myself. Leave
my city and take your beasts with you, for those who remain will be put in
irons and tortured to learn what evil guides you. I, King Garret of Valdadore,
banish you from the lands of my kingdom!”


Seth’s heart stopped beating in his chest for longer than
could have been possible. It was true he had made some bad choices and paid
dearly for them. Many had died because of his actions. But this… to lose his
brother too… it pained him beyond measure. He had thought them inseparable. But
now he was being banished. Garret was not thinking straight.


“Garret, this is not what Father would want,” he pleaded.


“Then I suppose we should talk to him,” Garret replied. “Oh
wait, that’s right, you killed him!” Garret spat. “Now be gone with you,
demon!”


Seth did not know what to think. His head lowered in defeat,
he released his control on the magic and let it fade as Garret dropped his
sword arm and turned his back on them to rejoin the dead lady Linaya, dragging
the blade behind him. Seth watched him go a moment before he turned and began
to walk away from the palace. Sara reached out and grasped his hand in comfort,
and Borrik placed one giant hand upon his shoulder as well.


“I’ll inform the men that we are leaving, and have them
gather provisions.”


“Very well, Borrik,” Seth muttered.


“Don’t ye go too far, Prince Seth,” began Zorbin. “He’s
justa hurtin’ and he’ll be regrettin’ his words soon. Ye’ll see. Send message
of where ye’ve went to and when he calms down a bit, I’ll send ye word.”


Seth simply nodded halfheartedly in reply, so Sara spoke on
his behalf.


“That is very kind of you, Zorbin, you are a good friend to
the king. I pray that you stay by his side and help him through these dark
times.”


“Oh I will, m’lady. The light is easiest to seek when
surrounded by darkness. We dwarves know this well. I’m sure Garret will bounce
back quickly. Just give ’im some time.”


And that was farewell. With nothing further, the dwarf spun
on his heel to return to the palace. Seth, Sara, and Borrik strode through the
city, three beings that everyone cheered and feared just the same. When they reached
the wall of the city they found the gate still closed, so instead they turned
and climbed the rubble of the crumbled wall to look down upon their waiting
contingent of troops. All of Seth’s wolves had survived the ordeal, and nearly
eighty percent of his young rat soldiers as well.


He did not bother to stop and address them; instead he
walked past, and the contingent of mutated soldiers who fell in behind their
god, their master, and followed him obediently.


“So where do we go, love?” Sara asked, a sad quality to her
voice.


“We go to claim Sigrant’s kingdom for our own. We have a lot
of work to do and it is just as good a place to start as any.”


 


-End


 







But Wait!  There is more you need to know!


I need YOUR help before I can begin writing book seven of
the series!  You see, at this point, I have two different paths to choose. 
From here forward, the stories of Seth and Garret will be divided into two
separate trilogies, one following Seth’s story, and the other, Garret’s.  But
before I continue writing, I need to know which story line you want to read
first!


 


What do you need to do?  Come and visit me on The Blood and
Brotherhood’s Facebook page here : http://www.facebook.com/bloodandbrotherhood


Like the page and simply let me know that you have read The
Crowned and which storyline you would like to follow first.  Also, you should
know that I do contests and giveaways on the Facebook page regularly.  Past
prizes have included cash, Kindle Fire tablets, armor (yes actual armor), and
signed copies of my books, including very rare publisher proof copies!  So stop
by, say hi, and tell me what you want to read!


 







MORE NEWS!


Available RIGHT NOW is a new Blood and Brotherhood trilogy
called Orc Destiny.  It parallels the timeline of the Blood and Brotherhood
Saga, but introduces new characters, races, concepts, and plot lines you will
want to be familiar with in books to come.  Come and visit the lands of the
Orcs, Trolls, and Goblins with me as another champion of the gods is born. 
Beware, here you find beasts with dark abilities!


Click here to begin
TWISTED FATE


(Orc Destiny, Volume I)


 







More About the Author


As many of you know, I am just another blue collar guy with
a passion for writing, that I one day hope to make a full time career.  I have
four daughters, an amazingly supportive wife, and a son who is due to join our
family in February of 2014.  We live in southern Louisiana in a small town
where nearly nothing exciting occurs.  But considering the hurricanes that
harass the area year after year, it is probably a good thing.


My dream becomes more and more a reality every time one of
you buys one of my books, and for that I am eternally grateful to you.  I do
appreciate the time you have spent with me on this journey through Thurr, and
hope to have you along for the ride when I write the conclusion.  It is you,
not me, who makes Thurr possible.  So it is with that reality, that I have to
ask of you a favor that will only take a few more moments of your time.


Though I love writing to no end, it is hard to sustain not
only the associated costs, but also the time involved in writing each book with
my large family and my normal day job as well.  But if you would just take a
few moments and return to the retailer where you have purchased my books, and
leave a candid review just two sentences long for each book, not only would you
be doing me (and my books) a great service, but you would also be helping me to
complete the next book in the series, by allowing me more time to write.


Now back to my wife’s “honey do” list….Thank you again!


 







Books by Jeremy Laszlo


Clad in Shadow
(Poetry for a Burdened Soul)


The Choosing
(Book One of the Blood and Brotherhood Saga)


The Chosen
(Book Two of the Blood and Brotherhood Saga)


The Changing
(Book Three of the Blood and Brotherhood Saga)


Crimson (Book 3.5
of the Blood and Brotherhood Saga)


The Contention
(Book Four of the Blood and Brotherhood Saga)


The Champions (Book
Five of the Blood and Brotherhood Saga)


The Crowned (Book Six of the Blood and Brotherhood Saga)


Beyond The Mask
(The Beyond Book One)


Beyond The Flesh
(The Beyond Book Two)


Beyond The Soul (The Beyond Book Three)


 





cover.jpeg
et £ o
‘THE'BLOOD & BROTHERHOOD SAGH
BOOK §IX






