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   Chapter 1 Dragonslayer


  



  Men should fear to speak your name, in case you hear them.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Children can be cruel, especially when it comes to names. The kid with the weird name was an easy target. Names like John Smithson, or Rose Tanner, were easy to bear, indicating solid family professions. Then there were kids like Eric Bastard (pronounced Bast-ard rather than -erd) and Gregor Death (pronounced Dé-ath), which were odd but not that bad. Hal Dragonslayer thought so, anyway. He cursed the name he had. No matter how often he was told of his proud lineage, which stretched back hundreds of years to a time when dragon slaying was an honourable profession—not to mention lucrative given the number of dragons which needed slaying—he often wished he had been born Hal Cooper, or Hal Shepherd. He would have settled for Hal Knobmaker and all the dick jokes that would have gone with it. But no, he was Hal Dragonslayer, the butt of spiteful teasing and worse.


  The problem was there were no dragons, so how could he be a dragon slayer? It didn’t help that he didn’t look like a dragon slayer, or have the temperament. He was tall and gangly, not built like a barbarian, and was well-spoken, well-behaved, and well-mannered. He had none of the traits a ruthless dragon slayer should have and few that served him well when it came to defending himself from the bullies.


  While growing up had been tough, things had changed. As a grown man, he suffered the odd snigger in the pub when someone heard his name—but even that had ended, for now there were dragons. Morden Deathwing had announced himself at Bostokov in impressive fashion. For a while, the pamphlets had been rife with Morden, the Dark Lord, and his progress eastward. The citizens of Krixos, knowing they were next in line to be conquered, had welcomed Morden. They petitioned him to turn into a dragon and terrify them—a petition he had duly obliged, and which the populace instantly regretted when they experienced the marrow-melting fear when faced with a Deathwing dragon.


  And then he was gone, seemingly chased across the sea by Count Vladovitch and his army, who had swept up the Dark Lord’s temporary conquests and returned things to normal. For Hal, though, life could never be normal again. There was a dragon in the world and he was a dragon slayer. The end of his line. He had a lineage to uphold and an opportunity to make good his name—if he could get the time off work.


  “Hal. Hal! Stop that daydreaming and bring me up another sack of flour.”


  “Yes, Father,” said Hal. Dreams of dragon slaying disappeared as he brought himself back to reality. He was a baker’s son. He had asked once why they hadn’t changed their name and been harshly reproached for the question. ‘We’re Dragonslayers’ had been the reply from his father, though clearly they were not. They were bread makers, sometimes confectioners, with a good line in patisserie, and had no experience in dragon slaying.


  Hal went down to the cellar to fetch the sack. He hefted it easily onto one shoulder, no longer the impossible weight it had been when he’d first started working with his father. Growing up he had been dismayed by how physically tough it was being a baker: hauling sacks of flour, pushing oven bellows, kneading dough. It had been a wonder his father was so fat—until he had realised he was doing all the hard work and his father was doing the baking. Apparently, he was serving his apprenticeship through hard labour and not through dough and pastry. He also thought himself old, at twenty-three, to still be an apprentice. It was true, his father let him do some baking, but only once all the laborious chores had been done. He didn’t mind though. He was lucky to have such good parents. Others were not so lucky, like Sam Crapper. Now that was an unpleasant family to be brought up in.


  Hal climbed the stair back to the kitchen and dumped the sack on the floor. His father was taking the first of the day’s loaves out of the ovens, each one a masterpiece. The Dragonslayer loaf was the best to be found in the city.


  “Make up the next batch of dough,” said his father over his shoulder, “there’s a good lad.”


  “Yes, Father,” said Hal. Though kneading dough was hard work, it was baking and Hal was happy at the prospect.


  He had just split the sack of flour when there came a rap from the front of the bakery. It sounded like one of the night watch beating on the door with their baton, but it was still early for them to be dropping in on their way home to pick up a warm loaf, as they often did.


  “I’ll go,” Hal said. His father was laying out the loaves from the oven to cool. “It’s probably Zara knocking off early again to get the freshest bread.”


  “If it is, it’s not the loaf she’s after,” said his father. “It’s your breadstick she has an interest in.”


  Hal’s father chuckled at his own joke. Hal was not so amused. He’d known Zara since childhood and they were no more than good friends, like brother and sister. In recent years, his father had become convinced otherwise. He said the way she looked at Hal was not like a sister to a brother. Hal was sure his father was wrong. When he’d asked her, she’d told him not to be ridiculous; though she had blushed, but who wouldn’t? Those matters were embarrassing. Zara Headcracker was a good friend and a member of the city watch, as her family, the Headcrackers, had been for generations. That was all. She was pretty though. He couldn’t deny that.


  There was another rap at the door. Its tempo suggested impatience driven by a growling stomach. The smell of fresh-baked bread spread quickly from the chimney at this time of the morning, enticing custom as it did. Another rap. This time urgency mixed with the impatience.


  “All right,” called out Hal, wiping his hands on his apron. “The bread’s not going anywhere.”


  Hal slid the bolt back and pulled the door open, expecting to see Zara tapping her toe. Instead there was a thin, pale-faced man with dark hair and a serious intent about him. His clothes were close-cut and expensive, though not foppish in nature—just extremely well-made, from the stitching and quality of leather. The man’s narrow features were set in a stern fashion that suggested he was not here for a bun. Hal opened his mouth to ask the man who he was but was too slow off the mark.


  “I am Mr. Chidwick, Personal Private Secretary to Chancellor Penbury. Are you Karl Dragonslayer?”


  “No, I’m Hal. Chancellor Penbury? What does he …?”


  The man stepped past him and into the shop. He cast his eye over the counters of day-old cakes, some a bit older—some considerably older, in the case of the fruit cakes with inch-thick royal icing. “I was told I could find Karl Dragonslayer here. Was I told incorrectly?”


  “No, he’s out back. I’ll get him.”


  Hal ducked behind the counter and out to the bakery. This Chidwick looked like he meant business and, if he was who he said he was, shouldn’t be kept waiting. Chancellor Penbury was a renowned gastronome. This could only mean one thing: the fame of their cakes, pastries, and breads had at last reached the attention of the chancellor, and Chidwick was here to commission them to bake for the great man. This was fantastic. They could put the chancellor’s seal on the door. They would be famous. ‘Bakers to the Chancellor’—it didn’t get better than that.


  “Who was that?” asked his father, looking up from the loaves he was individually tapping to ensure each was perfectly baked.


  “Father, you’re not going to believe who’s out front.”


  “Just tell me,” said his father. “I’ve no time for games, and nor do you. Plenty to be done.”


  “It’s Mr. Chidwick. He works for the chancellor. He says he wants to see you.”


  “Chancellor Levymore? What’s he want? I’ve paid my taxes.”


  “No, Father. Not Chancellor Levymore.” Hal could hardly contain his excitement. “Chancellor Penbury. He’s come from Chancellor Penbury. He wants to talk to you. Father, you’ve done it. Chancellor Penbury wants your cakes. Your cakes.”


  “Chancellor Penbury?”


  “Yes!”


  “Well, why didn’t you say?”


  Hal didn’t see his father flustered that often, only while waiting on an exceptionally tricky bake. He was a big man and did everything in a precise and particular manner. His attention to detail, especially when it came to the finery of cake decoration, was something Hal still struggled to match. Now, though, he didn’t seem to know whether he was coming or going. He straightened his apron, brushed his hands against his side, smoothed his hair, wiped his hands again, and pulled at the apron strings so they were tight around his girth.


  They found Chidwick bent over a cake, inspecting the pipe work closely. It was a unicorn with a candy horn and sparkles on its flanks, a popular birthday cake for younger girls, which sold well.


  “Mr. Chidwick, sir,” said Hal. “This is Karl Dragonslayer.”


  Chidwick looked at Hal’s father with an appraising eye. His thin lips tightened to a line. “Karl Dragonslayer?”


  “Yes, sir,” answered Hal’s father.


  Chidwick brought a finger to his chin and tapped it. “Not exactly what I had in mind.”


  “Don’t mind these, sir,” said Hal. “These cakes here are mostly for show. My father does custom cakes, to any design the chancellor could want, and he knows every bread recipe there is.”


  “Quiet, son,” said Hal’s father. “Now, Mr. Chidwick. What is it I can do for you? Anything you want, I can bake.”


  Chidwick dropped his finger and twitched his nose. “If it was a good pastry I was after, I am sure that would be the case. But I am not. I think I have been misled.”


  “What is it you wanted?” Hal’s father asked. The disappointment in his voice matched Hal’s own


  “Why, a dragon slayer. But it seems all I have is a baker. A good one, granted, but a baker nonetheless. Never mind. I am sorry to have wasted your time, and mine.”


  “A dragon slayer?” asked Hal’s father. “That’s just our name. I’m a baker.”


  “Indeed,” said Chidwick. “And a busy one, I’m sure. If I could have this cake here, and a loaf from the back, I’ll leave you to it. How much would that be?” Chidwick indicated the unicorn cake.


  Hal’s father shook his head as though to rid it of confusion. “Cake. Right. Hal, go and get Mr. Chidwick a loaf, one from the right of the batch, they’re the best. And no charge. It’s an honour to have you try my wares.”


  Hal was dumbstruck. Mr. Chidwick had come here looking for a dragon slayer. It was a dream come true. Ever since he had seen those first drawings of the black dragon in the pamphlets, something had awoken in him. There was a dragon and it needed to be slain. That was it. There was nothing else to consider. Morden was a dragon. He was a Dragonslayer. It was what he had to do, and now the opportunity to make this happen had walked in the door. He couldn’t let it pass.


  “Wait,” said Hal. “I’m Hal Dragonslayer. I’ll kill your dragon.”


  Hal’s father and Chidwick looked at him, their expressions contrasting: one of consternation in the case of his father, and one of sudden interest, with a hint of bemusement, in Chidwick’s face.


  “He’s your son?” Chidwick asked.


  “Yes, but don’t be listening to him. Hal, go get that loaf and stop your chatter.”


  Hal automatically moved to do as his father asked. He suddenly felt ridiculous. He was his father’s son, and his father was a baker. And so was he. Not as good as his father, but getting better. One day, this bakery would be his. That was his future, not going off on some dragon slaying adventure. While it was what he wanted to do more than anything, what chance did he have? As he stepped towards the counter, Chidwick raised a hand to stop him.


  “Not so fast,” said Chidwick. “I didn’t know you had a son. Now, that’s more interesting. Hal, is it? You look like a strong young man. What do you know about dragon slaying?”


  Hal was about to answer when the door swung open and Zara made her appearance at last. “Dragon slaying?” she asked, eyeing Chidwick in a manner that members of the watch were well practised in (which said whomever they were looking at better not be up to anything or their collar would be felt in short order). “Who are you?”


  “This is Mr. Chidwick, Zara,” said Hal, hurriedly. He was about to go on but a raised finger from Chidwick silenced him.


  “And you are?” asked Chidwick.


  Hal could feel the tension. Zara’s eyes narrowed in that way she had when she anticipated trouble. “Zara Headcracker of the Watch, and I’m asking the questions around here. Is this man bothering you, Karl?”


  Hal’s father shook his head. It was clear he wanted no trouble. The problem was that trouble and Zara were never far apart.


  “Young lady, I am Mr. Chidwick, Personal Private Secretary to Chancellor Penbury, and I am here discussing a private matter, of no concern to you, or the Watch. I suggest you collect your loaf, or whatever it is you have come for, and leave us to further that business.”


  Hal was not used to hearing Zara spoken to with such command and confidence. Even she seemed taken aback. Her eyes widened a notch.


  “You said something about dragon slaying,” said Zara. “That makes it my business. Especially if there is a dragon around here.”


  “It’s all right, Mr. Chidwick, sir,” said Hal as fast as possible. He could see this getting out of hand, and that could not end well for anyone, perhaps not even Mr. Chidwick. “Zara is a close friend. Now to answer your question, I know nothing about dragon slaying other than it’s what I was born to do. I come from a long line of dragon slayers. It’s in our blood.”


  “Dragon slaying?” snorted Zara. “Your grandfather was a baker, and his father before him. You’ve never even seen a dragon, except in those pamphlets.”


  “If you are going to stay, you will be silent,” Chidwick said. Zara’s mouth snapped closed. Chidwick’s tone chilled Hal, even in the warmth of the bakery. “You wouldn’t have an heirloom of any kind, would you?” asked Chidwick, addressing Hal’s father. “A sword, perhaps? No? Secret knowledge? In a book, or on a tablet?”


  Karl Dragonslayer shook his head. “No. Nothing like that. All I have are my recipes.”


  “Any of them mention killing dragons?”


  “Sorry, no.”


  “Very well. What to do?” Chidwick went back to his chin-tapping routine. “The last time I had this feeling was in a brewery, and I was right that time. So why not a bakery? Stranger things have happened.”


  Mr. Chidwick was making no sense to Hal. It was true, he was probably the least likely dragon slayer to be found. He was a baker’s son, and was happy with his life. And yet, opportunities like this only came along once in a lifetime. Though he didn’t know where this path would take him, or how it would turn out, he did know he wanted this chance more than anything.


  “I know I can do it,” said Hal. “I’m not sure the where of it, or the how, but I know it.”


  Chidwick varied his chin tapping with some thumb strokes down one side of his perfectly shaved jaw. “You know, Hal, I believe you. I hate to do this twice, and I had much better cause the last time, but I think you’re what I’ve been looking for. I trust you. I trust your father.” He turned to Zara. “You, I don’t trust. You’re trouble. But that may be part of it. Perhaps you should go with him.”


  Hal expected bluster and protest from Zara, and so was surprised when a smile spread across her face.


  “Try and stop me. He’s hopeless enough as it is. I’ll look after him.” She put an arm around Hal’s shoulders and squeezed hard. “Now, where exactly is this dragon?”


   Chapter 2 Good and Evil


  



  Victory should be expected but not presumed.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  In the eternal battle between Good and Evil, things were not going badly for Team Evil. From his vantage point on the lip of the smouldering volcano, Evil could see Morden’s fortress was making impressive progress. Orcs busied themselves around the near-complete walls and towers, like ants over a nest, their activity directed by Morden’s will. The orcs had been building the fortress for three years and it was finally looking as it should. Sharp-edged bastions punctuated crenellated battlements, with shard-like towers and buttresses reinforcing an overwhelming sense of unassailable strength. The wall loomed over the plain that stretched away from the fortress, and was anchored at each end by steep-sided mountains. The fortress’s main towers stood on the lower slopes of a third mountain, dominating a mass of buildings and barracks that lived in the shadow beneath the battlements. The volcano provided a backdrop some miles distant, its belching smoke giving a suitably gloomy air to the whole vista. Any who approached would be in no doubt that this was a Dark Lord’s residence. Discounting the army that lived behind the walls, it was ridiculously massive for just one Dark Lord and his queen, and spoke volumes regarding the ego behind it.


  Evil could feel his protégé. He was growing strong. Things were indeed going well. At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before Morden issued forth to lay waste the world, bring it under his dark dominion and, after so many defeats at the hands of his great adversary, Evil would finally triumph. Victory would be his, made sweeter by those past defeats and the millennium of crowing he had endured after each failure. And to think, all it had taken was a simple Handbook to guide and direct this Dark Lord.


  Evil’s patience was beginning to run low when he sensed his great adversary, late as always.


  “Finally,” said Evil. “Are you ever on time? It’s not as though I haven’t got better things to be doing.”


  “Punctuality is a compliment you pay to the intelligent and a rebuke you pay to the stupid,” said Good.


  “I’m not sure I understand what that means, but there’s no need for insults.”


  “None intended. Besides, the clock may be ticking but I am the master of the last-minute win. It makes beating you so delicious.” Good joined Evil to look down at the fortress. “I say, he has been a busy little Dark Lord. What’s his name? I lose track. There have been so many.”


  “You know perfectly well his name is Morden, and don’t pretend you’re not worried.”


  “Still plenty of time,” said Good. “Openings have always been your strength. It’s the endgame where you mess it up.”


  “Not this time. Even by your weak standards, your early game has been pathetic. Your hero is a nutcase. The sword is lost to you. You have nothing.”


  Good shrugged his incorporeal shoulders. “If you say so.”


  “I do. No hero. No weapon. No Forces for Good to speak of. I’ll happily accept a concession now. Admit you are beaten.”


  Good laughed. It was a laugh that, if heard, would kill a man with joy. The air could hardly contain such sweet tones, a complex harmony of hope which uplifted and gave strength. To Evil, it sounded like the shriek of a banshee, one suffering from the severest of stomach pains.


  “How can I possibly admit defeat when we haven’t got started yet? You are far too hasty in your assessment, my strategically-challenged friend. We can stand here and see Morden with his mighty fortress, his ever-increasing army, his strengthening will, but it doesn’t matter. The stronger the better. I’ll enjoy his humbling that much more. Your ability to snatch defeat from the cusp of victory should never be underestimated. You may not be good at many things, but that is one where I admit you are my unrivalled master. Do you remember that time when—?”


  “Enough,” said Evil. “You can gloat all you like on past victories, but they are gone. Your bravado is as transparent as your recent failure. If you are not worried, then why did you resort to such underhanded tactics?”


  “I have no idea what you mean.”


  “Oh, come on. Resurrecting Zoon? Using one of my own pieces against me? Too bad you had no idea how to play him correctly.”


  “You used Edwin.”


  “To counter Zoon. I’ll admit, your plan wasn’t bad. It was evil. Use an ex-Dark Lord to get rid of mine and then, in time, have him dealt with by your hero. Only you didn’t anticipate me bringing that last bit forward, did you? You think me stupid, but it is your hubris that will bring your ruin. You think yourself so smart.”


  “No need to get nasty,” said Good. “It’s just a game.”


  “You wouldn’t say that if you’d lost as much as I have. Anyway, I am meant to be nasty. It’s what I do.”


  “True enough. Now, why did you want to see me? There’s this thing I need to be doing …”


  “Laundry?”


  “Very funny. Get to the point.”


  Evil was enjoying himself. His adversary was rattled. The volcano rumbled and coughed a plume of smoke into the air. “Two things. First, I thought you’d like to see the progress that’s being made. It’s only fair. I’d hate you to claim you were sucker-punched when Morden issues forth with his considerable army and conquers the world.”


  “Have I ever told you how tiresome you can be?” asked Good.


  “You have, but let’s not spoil my moment. So, one: my Dark Lord has got his act together and before long will issue forth and lay waste. And two—”


  “Are you sure about that?” interrupted Good.


  “Of course, I’m sure.”


  “If you say so. Go on.”


  “And two …” Damn it. “Why did you have to ask that?”


  “Ask what?”


  “Am I sure?”


  “Don’t worry. I’m just playing the game. Sowing seeds of doubt.”


  Good always did this. Got under his skin. This was meant to be an opportunity to gloat, to heighten the anticipation of the victories that would follow. The volcano shuddered as though it, too, could feel the anticipation. The bulge in the centre of the crater, pregnant with fiery promise, visibly swelled.


  “I have no doubt,” said Evil. “I will win this time. And if I do, then you know what that means. I win and it’s over. Forever. No more games. It was a careless boast you made, saying I could never win. To bet it all for eternity thereafter was foolish. I will win and your overconfidence will have cost you everything.”


  “You still haven’t got round to the second thing,” said Good. “I didn’t come here to be monologued to death.”


  “Second—”


  The volcano exploded. Chunks of rock, the size of a small keep, were blown into the sky under an explosion of grey ash. The cloud grew in an instant to darken the day into night, lit only by a river of magma rushing from a split in the crater’s lip. The noise would have deafened any mortal, had they survived the storm of molten rock that thundered around Good and Evil. The fury of explosions continued unabated and violent tremors shook the mountain.


  “Oh dear,” said Good. “How unfortunate.”


  Evil was too transfixed by the violence of the eruption to pay his adversary much notice.


  “Why do you always have them build fortresses in such stupid places?” asked Good.


  The crater was now a lake of lava with explosions blowing fountains of magma hundreds of feet into the air. The force of the explosions was many times greater than anything Evil had seen before—and volcanoes were a speciality of his. Their heat was often the forge for blacksmithing and crafting of the most evil kind; most despicable works often resulted. It was beautiful. Evil wished Good would shut up and enjoy the moment. Destruction on this scale was rarely seen.


  Oh crap.


  Evil turned from the glorious display with half an idea of what he would see. He was wrong. It was much worse than he had anticipated. Morden’s fortress was being pummelled by a rain of rock that smashed walls, towers, and orcs into pulp. Where mere moments before a bastion of darkness and evil portent had stood, now there was a basalt demolition site. Only Morden’s tower seemed relatively unscathed, but, even as Evil watched, a rock the size of a small cottage, trailing smoke as it arched from the mountain, demolished the topmost spire. For a split second, Evil panicked. Had Morden been in there? No. He could still feel the Dark Lord, lower in the tower, moving hastily downward. Total disaster had been avoided. It was a setback, but that was all. Morden was alive and could rebuild.


  “That wasn’t me,” Good said.


  “Oh, piss off,” said Evil.


   Chapter 3 Volcano


  



  Brooding is like sulking, only cooler.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  High up in his Tower of Doom, Morden sat brooding on his Throne of Torment. The names had seemed appropriate when he’d thought them up but now he was less certain, even if the throne did give him chronic back pain. ‘Juvenile’ was a word Griselda threw around frequently when it came to what he called things and, although he didn’t like to admit it, she might have a point. He was still struggling with what he should call the dungeons beneath the fortress. Dank, deadly, and despair were words that, when coupled with dungeon, were accurate but lacked gravitas.


  Names aside, he was pleased with the fortress’s progress. The Tower of Doom rose sharply into the sky, dominating everything, which was impressive considering the size of the fortress itself. Its melancholy architecture depressed Morden, let alone those of lesser will who looked upon it. Dark spires jabbed into the sky and long, forlorn arches stretched up the tower, recesses of inky sadness that sucked hope from those who gazed on them. His throne room was towards the top of the tower, reached only by a single staircase. It had been carefully designed so that to any who climbed the stair, trepidation doubtless in their heart, the room would gradually reveal itself until at last they would see Morden, sitting on his throne, robed and shrouded in gloom.


  The throne was a twisted mass of demonic body parts, screaming heads frozen in basalt, gaping wounds, and sharp edges. It looked like it had been pulled from the morass of hell, and was even more uncomfortable to sit on as it was to look at. A cushion would have helped. But a Dark Lord couldn’t be seen sitting on a comfy chair. Griselda had overseen his first throne. It was comfortable and had two carved cats sitting upright on their haunches for his hands to rest on. (So he could scratch them, she said). He had humoured her for a month before commissioning this more suitable replacement. While better suited for a Dark Lord, he did regret having gone so overboard on the looks and the spiky bits. He had to remind himself his discomfort was just another burden, added to the many he bore as a Dark Lord with worldly ambition.


  It was not surprising, therefore, living in this tower, Morden was often in a bad mood. The same could also be said for Griselda. After three years together, he still endured her foul language and grumpiness. While some things hadn’t changed, others had—his brooding for one. When he had brooded on his first throne in the Bindelburg School for Young Masters and Prospective Brewers, he had thought himself adept. But he had been wrong. He now knew, as a more experienced Dark Lord, that he had many years of brooding ahead of him and he was still learning. Many, many, years. Without end. Brooding upon brooding sent him into deep melancholy.


  Distant rumbling matched the deepening gloom surrounding him, which was quite literal these days. When he was in a melancholy mood like this, even light avoided him. His minions had long ago learnt to leave him alone unless summoned. It wasn’t that he lashed out, but their bodies would start to atrophy if they got too close. Being caught in a bad mood had a whole new meaning when it was somebody else’s.


  Through the arches that let in what dim light there was, Morden could see smoke rising from the top of the volcano he had privately dubbed Mount Griselda (both being temperamental and prone to explode). Its true name, Firerock Mountain, was a direct translation of the Orcish and devoid of imagination in his opinion. He was still working on a better name. The mountain had grumbled and had occasional minor fits for years. Very much like Griselda. Occasionally, the earth moved. Again, very much like the time he spent with his queen.


  Morden smiled to himself and the gloom around him lifted slightly. He could have used his will to control Griselda’s tantrums but they were part of her. She was the most infuriating thing in his life by far—worse than the most incompetent of his minions—but he adored her more than ever. He knew it was wrong, that it was weakness, but the power she had over him was stronger than even his own formidable power over the host that did nothing other than await his bidding. There were times, in the dead of night, when all that could be heard was the distant rumbling of the volcano and Griselda’s snoring, he wished he had not taken her as his queen.


   Not that Morden ever slept. He knew no rest or respite from wakefulness. No wonder he was in a bad mood so much of the time. His mostly dead condition was to blame. But while there were the downsides, like the continuing degradation of his physical body—and of course the smell—there were benefits as well. His ability to induce paralysing fear and compulsion was approaching that of his old adversary, Zoon. He had also gained a number of mental powers, like being able to change his appearance in the minds of those who saw him. While the trick did not apply to himself, and he made his own stomach turn, thankfully it worked with Griselda. If she could ever see or smell him, as he did, she would without doubt run screaming. As it was, while he occasionally revealed his true self to minions to reinforce his image, she didn’t know the full extent of his decay.


  On the downside, he could still not assume his dragon form. Since that fateful night on the ziggurat in Deathcropolis, when Zoon had been brought down by Edwin and he had taken Griselda as his queen, he had learnt the dragon inside him had a lich counterpart which was dominant. He could only assume that death had tried to claim him when he had been shot, and since then it had become part of him. His inner being was locked in a life and death struggle, with death taking the upper hand. As the years had passed, the two seemed to have woven together and he was, in many respects, more powerful than ever. In time, he hoped he would once again be able to assume his Deathwing form and fly. It was something he missed. There were times he wished he could leap into the air and get away, even for a short time, to enjoy the thrill and exhilaration of flight. But being a Dark Lord was a full time job. All day and all night.


  Griselda complained they did not spend enough time together, just the two of them. Morden thought this was unreasonable. He was a Dark Lord, with a world to conquer, and that took a massive amount of planning and preparation. Not to mention there were those who would try to ruin his plans and have him killed by whatever means. Assassins could be anywhere. He had to take precautions. It wasn’t as if he enjoyed having ironclad orcs follow him everywhere. She had to realise the moments of intimacy he shared with her were also the times he was most vulnerable. He was as unhappy as her that they had to express their feelings in whispers, and strangle the cries of passion to save embarrassment. She had to understand history was littered with the corpses of would-be Dark Lords who had been taken unawares in the throes of passion. Having guards present while lovemaking was just another precaution he had to take. Not that lovemaking was in the cards these days. Sometimes, he wondered why he bothered with her. It wasn’t easy being a Dark Lord, and even harder being married.


  Footfalls coming up the staircase broke Morden’s reverie. The combination of obsidian stone and an echoing, cavernous space meant each step was clear. Morden had learnt to identify who was coming up from the sound of their footfalls. Stonearm made a noise like hammers on an anvil. Griselda was staccato in her step. Iron-booted orcs had a metallic note in their approach. These footfalls were none of those. These steps were more a shuffle that mirrored the despondency of the man. Kristoff. Sure enough, he came into view, dressed in his favourite jacket—so worn and stitched that patchwork seemed insufficient a description. What little hair Kristoff had left clung to his scalp like patches of moss. Morden wished he would shave it off and embrace baldness. It would be more dignified for the father of the queen. As Kristoff came closer, Morden could see the familiar lines of age and worry on the poet’s face. He had come to the conclusion poets were intrinsically miserable. Kristoff and Griselda both had an eye for the tragedy of existence that, even for a Dark Lord, Morden found depressing. His father-in-law came to a halt at the foot of the dais. None were allowed even to the first step, except Griselda, Stonearm, and his own father. The Handbook had warned him about letting anyone get too close, even if it was a harmless poet.


  “Kristoff. Good to see you, my friend,” Morden said.


  A flick of Kristoff’s eyes gave recognition to the lie. Morden couldn’t say he looked forward to their meetings of late, especially as he was certain what Kristoff was here to discuss.


  “Lord Morden. You know why I am here. I have a boon to ask.”


  “And you must know I cannot grant it.”


  “Nevertheless, I wish to go and find Edwin.”


  “You cannot,” said Morden. For close to a year now, Kristoff had made the same request and received the same answer. Did Kristoff think he was going to change his mind? Maybe he would wake up one morning and, in a sudden epiphany, decide what had always been a terrible idea was now a good one? Infuriating.


  “He’s my son. He needs me,” said Kristoff, his tone matching his demeanour.


  “He’s also a hero, and would, given the chance, hack me into small pieces.”


  “He was possessed. How could he harm you now?”


  Morden could think of a few ways, but this argument was not even the best of the many reasons he had to refuse the request. “It’s not just that he would, even without his cursed sword, try in every way to take you and Griselda from me, but more of who you are and what that means.”


  “I am a harmless poet, a threat to no one.”


  Morden could feel his ire rising. Did he not listen? “You are a threat to me in the wrong hands because you are Griselda’s father. There are those who would try to get to me through her, and thus through you. I cannot have you roaming the world in search of a crazed son for your own safety, and the safety of your daughter. Think of her.”


  “And you. For your safety.”


  “Enough.” Kristoff’s mouth locked and his body went rigid as Morden gripped him in a burst of compulsion so strong he thought he may tear the poet apart. He’d had enough of this. He was a Dark Lord. He didn’t have to suffer fools, least of all those who were of no other use than to write mediocre poetry. “You will go and you will not bring this matter before me again. My word is final. You will remain in this fortress. You will keep Griselda happy and you will not mention this conversation, or any other regarding this matter, to her. Now go.”


  As Kristoff marched off under Morden’s grip, outside there was a distant rumble and the tower shook slightly, enough for Kristoff to wobble. The poet paused, his head slumped, until he was stable. Firerock was having one of its more active days to be felt from such a distance. Morden watched Kristoff go. The flicker of remorse he felt was only that, a flicker, quickly extinguished. He had a fortress to complete, an army that was growing but not yet fully formed, and a world to conquer. He couldn’t afford to waste time and effort concerning himself with the well-being of a man and his son who, incidentally, had tried to kill him. Not to mention Morden had not yet come into his full power. It was a lesson etched into his mind from the Handbook and it was a worry. He could not come forth and lay waste until he had that power, whatever it was. He had thought it may be a thing, like a magic staff, or a globe, or some ancient artefact of inestimable power, but nothing had presented itself. It was well known that all Dark Lords had a source of power. If that were true, so far his had eluded him. While all else was going well, this power issue was troubling.


  “Lord Morden.”


  Morden looked up. Ironfist, his guard captain, was standing at the foot of the dais. “What is it? Can’t you see I’m brooding?”


  Ironfist’s face was unreadable behind the black dragon-winged helm he wore. He had risen to his position because, as the Common translation of his orc name suggested, he was an orc made of stern stuff and would not let a rebuff stop him from his duty.


  “My lord, the demonstration is ready. You asked to be informed. Weaponsmith Huang is ready in his courtyard.”


  This is more like it, thought Morden. Since his encounter with the eastern orcs, and the harpoon responsible for his current condition, he had at first cursed the weapon and then realised its potential. The eastern orcs had a black powder which they used for festivities in brightly coloured fireworks and, in the case of the sea-faring orcs, for the harpoon. It had not occurred to the orcs to apply the fisher orcs’ adaptation to a land-based weapon. Morden had taken Huang, the inventor of the new harpoon, and instructed him to come up with something that could be used on land to fire projectiles. Huang had been at it for close to three years with no success and an increasing death toll. Volunteers to work on the project had long since dried up and now it was seen as a death penalty to be sent to work with the enthusiastic, but accident prone, Huang.


  Morden had thought this might be the power he was meant to have before he issued forth to lay waste, but given the disastrous results to date, that notion had long gone. The potential to create something that might terrify an opposing army was offset by the likelihood it would have a bigger effect, and not a good one, on his own troops. Still, perseverance was something he had in abundance. Given the general low quality of the material he had to work with, he had no choice but to plug away.


  “Thank you, Ironfist. Lead on. Let’s go and see who Huang is going to blow up today.”


  They had reached to the top of the stair when an explosion rocked the tower. It was louder than anything Morden had heard before. Instinctively, he put his hands to his ears. What the hell had Huang done this time? Something flew past a window arch, trailing fire and smoke, and crashed into a curtain wall. Morden could feel the shock of impact through the floor. This wasn’t Huang. Morden went over the window for a better view. From the distant Firerock mountain, a massive column of smoke was roiling into the air and fiery projectiles were being spat from the crater. Lightning lit the black cloud as it mushroomed. A particularly large rock, flaming debris falling from it as it rose, arced with terrible grace towards them. Morden was transfixed. It was beautiful to watch, and it was coming directly at them. It would crush them all.


  “My lord.” Ironfist’s voice had a hint of urgency in it. “My lord, we should go. Now.”


  “Indeed,” said Morden, forcing himself away from the spectacle.


  They ran. Seconds later, a blast of ash and rock fragments blew them tumbling down the wide staircase. Morden felt several of his bones crack as he rolled. When he finally came to a halt in the lower antechamber, he had to roll quickly to one side to avoid being crushed by Ironfist, and then once more to avoid a sizeable lump of masonry. Lying flat on his back, he stared at open sky filled with ash, fire and rock. It was the apocalypse. The top of his tower was completely gone. The guards, his throne, everything. His throne. Never mind. This time he would have it made more comfortable, and with a dragon motif. All those demonic forms were too much.


  “Are you all right, my lord?” Ironfist had come to kneel at his side. Blood trailed from the orc’s helm and one arm hung uselessly at his side.


  Morden got to his feet. His ribs were cracked but he felt no pain. It was yet another benefit of being a mostly dead Dark Lord lich. Pain was something he inflicted but did not experience. In time, his bones would fix themselves and he would be fine. Unlike his fortress. Now he was standing, he could see the devastation being wrought by the volcano’s eruption. The Handbook had said a nearby volcano was a good thing. It was meant to be the forge for his dark arsenal. Watching rock rain down on his fortress, though, he thought it not the smartest bit of advice the otherwise reliable Handbook had given. At the earliest opportunity, he would have a read and see what it had to say for itself. In the meantime, he had to take charge and salvage what he could from this catastrophe.


  “It takes more than an exploding volcano to bring me down, Ironfist. I am unhurt. Go and find who you can and bring them to me. There is work to be done.”


  Rocks continued to hammer down. One squashed an unfortunate orc into paste. Then a dreadful thought struck. Griselda! Where was she? Was she safe? He half remembered she had told him her plans for the day, but he hadn’t been paying particular attention. What had she said? Something about food. She had been suffering from an irritable tummy and thought the cook was trying to poison her. Morden’s own thoughts were that her irritations were not confined to her stomach. Anyway, she was going to draw up a menu of acceptable foods and then set the kitchens in order. That was it. Which meant she should be safe, as the kitchens were at the base of the tower. He’d better make sure though. He didn’t know what she’d do if she was hurt and he wasn’t there to comfort her.


  A group of survivors had regrouped with Ironfist and straightened themselves out, waiting for instruction. The air was full of dust and smoke, and the orcs looked stunned and confused. Time to take control.


  “Captain Ironfist. The queen. Where is she?”


  His guard captain snapped away from mustering his orcs. “Below in the kitchens, my lord. She is unhurt but not pleased. She’s in one of her …” Ironfist coughed and waved a fist. “The smoke …”


  Ironfist didn’t need to finish his sentence for Morden to understand both his embarrassment and trepidation. No one liked being around the queen when she was in one her tempers, least of all Morden himself. But that’s what you got when you lived with the woman you loved.


  “I’ll take care of the queen. You go check on Huang and his devices. I will join you when I can.”


  Ironfist tried to hide his relief and failed. “My lord.”


  Standing in the ruins of the upper part of his tower, Morden watched his captain go. Firerock was still in full flow. The day had been turned to night, lit by the mountain’s fire. It was entrancing, but he had work to do. Much as he’d love to sit and watch the mountain belch destruction, he had a queen to pacify and a fortress to salvage. A Dark Lord’s work was never done.


   Chapter 4 Raven


  



  Economics is for bean counters. Conquest is for Dark Lords.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  There were times when Chancellor Penbury wondered if his genius would be recognised by history. He hoped so. Even if history failed him, he had ensured the chancellors who followed him would be under no illusion as to his greatness by writing everything he did down in the archives, highlighting those parts he thought most important. His handling of the box crisis was one such episode. History would not give him credit, as he was one of only two people who knew how close to total ruination the world’s economy had come. Unfortunately, it was more likely he would be remembered for the worst recession in recorded history—even if recorded history, his archive aside, did not stretch back that far given mankind had only been putting pen to paper, in a non-pornographic way, for a few hundred years. Only he and Birkenfeldt knew the recession had been the unavoidable consequence of so many institutions having wiped clean bad debts when their records had been lost in the great fire, which had been his rather elegant solution to the box crisis.


  What Penbury was sure history could not fail to credit him with was the manner in which he had overseen the recovery in the last three years, turning a disaster into a period of unprecedented growth. It was a tricky business pulling the strings of world economics when the vast majority were clueless as to what economics even meant. Most would guess it had something to do with cooking. Only the chancellors who followed him would be able, with perfect hindsight, to give him due credit for the remarkable work he had done. It was a shame he would be dead.


  “Are we there yet?” he asked Chidwick. They had to be close now. They had been travelling for weeks, which seemed like months, for his appointment in Xanthos, home to de Luca and his newly built fleet. In a grand ceremony, de Luca’s flagship, Helena, would be the thousandth ship of the new fleet launched. While only a fraction would be in the harbour, it would nevertheless be a spectacle.


  “Another hour, sir,” said Chidwick. “Would you like a pamphlet to read?”


  “I’ve read them all. I’m bored.”


  They could have sailed down the coast from Firena and arrived much sooner, but he disliked sailing for a number of reasons. The potential for drowning came only a little ahead of the dreadful food at sea. And even if the food was remotely palatable, he would have heaved it up in no time due to seasickness.


  “We could play a game,” suggested his personal private secretary.


  Penbury looked out of the rocking carriage window. “I spy, with my eagle eye, something beginning with ‘o’.”


  “Olives.”


  “Exactly.”


  While Penbury was eternally grateful for the olive, and its multitude of culinary applications, not much else grew in the dry, rocky terrain they were passing through. Mountains were pretty enough but, after two days of nothing else, they were boring. Metalled roads had been left behind in the west and the rutted road, more a track, defied the best sprung carriage in the civilised world. Every knock and jolt played havoc with his back.


  “I spy—”


  “Don’t you dare,” said Penbury. “Hand me that pamphlet. I’ll read Bonehead again.”


  “—something beginning with ‘o’.”


  “Olives,” said Penbury, humouring his secretary.


  “No,” said Chidwick, and from his expression he was not trying to be funny.


  Penbury’s curiosity was piqued. His seat was facing backwards, because that’s how he liked it, and it was clear whatever Chidwick had seen was coming up ahead. Penbury leaned forward and out of the carriage window to take a look. The ‘o’ was an orc, a dead one, hanging from an olive tree. Its feet were only a short distance off the ground, the trees being stunted in such a parched environment, but it only took a few inches to hang a man or, in this case, an orc. There was a placard around its neck. Penbury opened the small, shuttered window above his seat to address the driver.


  “Stop here.”


  Penbury stepped out into the dry heat and almost got straight back into the carriage. The midday sun was fierce. Chidwick, with typical efficiency, had a parasol up in a blink, which helped tremendously. He walked over to take a closer look at the orc. It was sunburned and had been pecked at by birds. ‘The only good orc is a dead orc’, read the placard. The statement had become a mantra in the more vitriolic pamphlets, credited to Sir Edwin, Hero of Bostokov. It reflected a political stance in the places where Morden and his army had caused the most havoc in their passing. Orcs had gone from being a marginalised and downtrodden segment of the population to one that had been driven out and hunted in places, and made into virtual slaves in others.


  From the front of the cavalcade ahead of the carriage, the captain of the escort rode up.


  “Is there a problem, sir?” he asked.


  “Cut him down,” said Penbury. “And bury him.”


  The captain’s horse shuffled in place, the dead orc seemingly upsetting it. “It will delay us, sir,” said the captain.


  Penbury turned to face the man. He was sweating profusely under a plumed helm and leather armour. He was about to sweat more. “Cut him down, Captain. And bury him yourself. Not your men. You.”


  The captain’s eyes widened. Penbury held his gaze.


  “Sir,” said the captain, and he dismounted. He drew his sword and cut the orc down. “Bring me a shovel,” he barked at his men.


  Penbury stepped over to the body, drew his fruit knife, and cut the board from around the orc’s neck. He handed it to Chidwick. The captain began stripping off his armour in preparation for his work. Even though he was a lean, muscled veteran, it would take him some time to bury the body; the ground was hard and rocky. While Penbury did not wish to spend more time than he had to in the carriage and heat, the captain had hit a nerve and they would wait.


  “I’ll take lunch, Chidwick,” said Penbury as he climbed back up.


  There was a trunk strapped to the back of the carriage with provisions that would grace most good restaurants, and lunch would improve his mood. It wasn’t a dead orc that had upset him but more the problem it represented, which he had been ignoring. Of all the issues he dealt with on a daily basis, this one was different from the others; it was a problem of morality. When it came to business, morality was rarely an issue for him. While he was aware his economic decisions had far-reaching implications, and doubtless brought suffering to some, they were also driven by a truth he considered fundamental to life, and that was wealth generated more wealth—normally his own, but also more generally. He did not see his role as one that directed the moral compass of society, or dictate only political policy—except where it impinged on his economics—but to manage wealth. It’s what he did, and did very well. His business efficiencies meant things got made and people got fed. He had his detractors, and haters, but he slept well at night—though that may have been due to a late night tipple of twenty-year-old brandy.


  Maybe he was getting old, and his own mortality was getting to him. He had noticed of late a worrying tendency for his amorality to slip, such as now. It was a dead orc. Clearly the orc had been hunted down and lynched, in all likelihood as a reaction to political scaremongering. There were a group of disjointed and disorganised politicians who had seized on the business with the Dark Lord Morden as a means of making political capital. Penbury would not have normally given it a second thought. He may have even encouraged it as, although not a squeak had been heard from Morden for a few years, it was certain the Dark Lord was going to come back at some point. It was in recognition of this that Penbury himself had not been idle.


  It also wasn’t as though death was not a daily threat for many, whether from starvation, or disease, or an oppressive king. Life was cheap. In fact, in many industries the raw materials were more valuable than the labour force. The life expectancy of a miner was well below that of a tailor or cook, and the metal rich ores were far more valuable. So why did one dead orc bother him so much? It shouldn’t. The orcs were the enemy. Many had fled east, but not all. Some had remained, to continue living and working as they had before. Many had no choice as they effectively became slaves. ‘Tenured workers’ was the expression being used, but it was slavery by any common recognition of the word. While he was not entirely comfortable with it, he had been as guilty as any when it came to the use of semantics to further his own aims.


  Lunch was a disappointingly lacklustre affair, despite an excellent pâté on crisp bread, washed down with a white Polonese as dry as the parched earth outside. Soon after lunch had been dispatched they were off again, and not too long after that descending. A whiff of salty air and a cooling breeze brought welcome relief from the heat. Penbury would be glad to be done with the journey and would be happy to risk days of retching rather than face the overland return journey. Before that, though, they had the Helena to launch. She was going to be the largest warship ever built and Paolo had promised him a surprise when it came to her weapons. He would have to play along, as he already knew they had been experimenting with gunpowder and his sources had reported a rudimentary weapon. Penbury, although no military man, and certainly no sailor, considered himself a man of extreme common sense, and the idea of a weapon that needed to explode to work being used on a wooden ship, with highly flammable sails, seemed like a bad idea. He hoped he would be proven wrong. Black powder had been known about, but little used, for at least a decade. It had found no serious applications to date, beyond use in small quantities as an amusement, and in larger quantities by the less risky averse parts of the mining industry, because it was hard to make, and even harder to use safely. To him, to use it in a weapon seemed foolhardy at best. Penbury’s fears were lessened when he considered Paolo was one of the more astute council members. Would he take such a risk, on such a big day, if he was not assured there was no chance for deep embarrassment? They’d find out soon enough.


  The cry of gulls could be clearly heard now.


  “We’re nearly there now, sir,” said Chidwick.


  “Excellent.”


  



  *****


  



  The walled city of Xanthos, capital and ruling seat of the Kingdom of Volosa, commanded a natural bay ten miles across. Forts on the headlands at the mouth of the bay protected the narrow entrance. If you were an admiral, and wanted a safe place to moor your fleet, this bay could hardly be bettered. The harbour was protected from the fierce storms that swept the region and gave the seas their treacherous reputation. The bay managed a heavy chop at best. Coming around the southwest side of the bay, Penbury could see a wide range of vessels either moored within the city’s packed harbour at the docks, or in the bay, waiting their turn. Smaller fishing vessels bobbed around the bay with clouds of sea birds in attendance, their hungry screeches clear on the wind blowing up the coast.


  It was Penbury’s first visit to the city and he was surprised by its size, it being smaller than he had imagined. Inside its outer wall there were subdividing walls that, at a distance, gave the city a patchwork look. The thick walls were a sun-baked, tan-coloured stone. Terracotta tiles blanketed the roofs, as was common throughout the region. Unusually for a city, Penbury could not see any obvious slum, though he was sure there was bound to be a less salubrious area, likely by the dock, that catered to baser tastes.


  They entered the city by its main gate, above which was the motif for the city and kingdom: a galley with a single bank of oars and two sails. Ships like this had been plying the seas for trade and engaging in warfare for centuries. Passing into the city, the narrow streets gave welcome shade from the sun. Shortly after, they arrived at Paolo de Luca’s residence. It would normally have been called a palace but the actual ruler of Xanthos, King Telem, was a touchy ruler and a basic tenet of the council was not to tread on political toes unnecessarily. None of the council had any political titles, only titles of position, such as chancellor, that Penbury enjoyed. Paolo’s head steward used his master’s formal name in welcoming Penbury and his party in the entrance courtyard.


  “Chancellor Penbury, Master of the Fleet Paolo de Luca welcomes you. He would be here in person but has been called away by the king on important matters. You must be tired after such a trying journey. If you follow me, I will take you to the guest suite.”


  If Penbury had been visiting royalty, he may have taken affront at not being personally welcomed but, in fact, he was relieved. He was not one for formal ceremony and wanted nothing more than to collapse somewhere comfortable and rest. And have a drink. He was hot and parched. Maybe a nibble to go with it.


  “Cadmus, isn’t it?” asked Penbury. The steward looked startled. He shouldn’t have, as Penbury had a good memory for all things. In this case, it was made easier by the partially withered left arm that hung at Cadmus’s side. “What I would like more than anything is ice. Do you have any? And some of that salty cheese. And grapes.” Now that his mind was on it, the whole affair with the dead orc had ruined his lunch and he was peckish.


  “Of course,” said Cadmus. He turned to a hovering servant. “Bring ice to the chancellor’s rooms.” He clapped his hands sharply to hurry the man on. “This way, if you please. My men will bring your luggage.”


  As they were led to their rooms, Penbury had a chance to appreciate de Luca’s residence and felt a twinge of jealousy, as a connoisseur of the fine things in life might expect when discovering a pleasure that had been missed. He hadn’t realised de Luca was a man of such delicate taste. There was a level of restraint in the scale and decoration that managed to impress with fine detail, and exquisite craftsmanship, without crossing the boundary of ostentation normally found with ruling aristocracy. The frescoes depicting ships at sea were sensational. The vibrancy of the blues used in both sea and sky were stunning.


  “Chidwick, get the name of the man who painted these and have him come and see me in Firena. Better yet, he can travel back with us.”


  Their refreshments were waiting in the rooms when they got there. In hindsight, when Cadmus had stopped briefly to describe a particular detail in a fresco, Penbury realised he had been buying time so his men could get ahead of them. De Luca had done well. The iced water was delicious. While he expected a man of de Luca’s resources to be able to afford ice, it was in some places reserved for the ruling classes as a status symbol in climates as hot as this.


  “Is there anything else I can get you to make your stay more comfortable?” asked Cadmus, hovering at the door to the suite.


  Penbury was already eyeing the four poster with the sheer silk insect screen and thinking of a nap after his nibbles. “That will be all. Thank you, Cadmus. You are most efficient.”


  The compliment had the intended effect and, while it did not bring a flush to the stoic Cadmus, the ever-so-slight stiffening of his frame and twitch of the lips made it clear he was pleased. And so was Penbury; it was always good to have men such as Cadmus on good terms. It made things that much smoother.


  Soon after, with nibbles and Chidwick dispensed with, Penbury kicked off his shoes, sank back on the bed, loosened his belt and relished the comfort of the bed’s plump pillows. A gentle, cooling breeze came in through the open windows—the wooden shutters having been latched back. The shutters were an exquisitely crafted latticework, made from what Penbury thought was sandalwood, given the faint hint of perfume. Appreciation of his surroundings aside, and with all being quiet, he lay back and allowed himself a snooze. The matters he was here to deal with could wait.


  His thoughts turned, as they often did, to food. That he would be well-catered for on the visit was without question. Instead, he went over in his mind the delights he may expect. The crumbly, salty cheese of the region was a particular favourite of his and it went very well in something he ate rarely, namely salad. Given the choice, he was a meat man. Or fish. Or invertebrate. Anything that had been killed, basically. Salad was all right, but generally unsatisfying. The one exception was here in Volosa where the salad was a refreshing delight. The tomatoes had a succulence unmatched elsewhere, and the chefs prepared the most piquant of dressings. He didn’t think it possible but he was looking forward to a slice of the local bread, baked so it had a good crust and a light, airy interior, and salad.


  Penbury’s ruminations were interrupted by a commotion at the window. Penbury opened one eye to see a large bird had perched on the windowsill. At first he thought it was a crow, but quickly realised it was too large—the beak was longer on the top and the tail was wedged. It was a raven. While a familiar bird in the west, he was surprised to see one here in the hot east. When the bird cawed it confirmed Penbury’s identification; the bird sat still as it made its cry, unlike the crow, which would bob forward.


  “You’re a magnificent specimen,” said Penbury, sitting up slowly. He didn’t want to frighten it off.


  “Caw,” replied the raven.


  It looked at Penbury sideways in a manner that reminded him of how he had been assessed as a trainee accountant by his first mentor, Mr. Hoon. While ravens had the reputation of being smart, they were still only birds; smart meant dropping a small rock on a snail shell. This one, though, seemed like it could have a good stab at finishing a harder pamphlet puzzle, or hold its own in a game of chess. It had that look about it.


  “What are you doing here, I wonder?” mused Penbury. “A long way from home, aren’t you?”


  “Caw, caw,” said the raven. It shuffled two steps along the windowsill and turned its head to look at Penbury with its other eye.


  Its scrutiny was starting to make Penbury uncomfortable. The bird had to weigh three or four pounds. It would go well in a pie, or perhaps its seared breasts in a salad. Casting around, Penbury spotted a small stone ornament on the bedside table. It was finely painted with small holes across its surface for the scented sticks that were burnt in the evenings to keep the insects away. With deliberation, Penbury reached out a hand. His movements did not go unnoticed.


  “Caw!” said the raven, and it squared up on its perch. “Caw!”


  “There, there,” said Penbury, inching his hands towards the ornament. In his time, Penbury had been a dab hand at pitching a ball. If he could manage a grab and throw, he may be enjoying fresh raven to go with the evening’s other culinary delights. His fingers wrapped around the weight of the stone. Penbury was quick, but not quick enough.


  “Caw!” said the raven. It leapt from the sill, easily dodging Penbury’s toss, and with a beat of its wings it was gone.


  From outside the window came a cry, this time human, followed by a shout. Excited jabbering in the local tongue ensued and moments later there was banging on the door. Chidwick’s raised voice calmed the commotion and moments later his PPS entered, preceded by his familiar knock.


  “Is everything in order, sir?” asked Chidwick, his eyes flicking around the room.


  “Just a raven,” said Penbury. “Everything is fine.”


  Chidwick went to the window and looked out. “Shall I close the shutters?”


  “No, Chidwick. It’s far too hot for that. It was only a bird.”


  “Very well. Paolo de Luca has returned and sends his apologies for not being here to greet you. Dinner will be in an hour.”


  “Very good. I’ll take a bath and dress.”


   In no time, Penbury was covered in scented oil and luxuriating in a marble bath inset into the floor. The dinner would be doubtless palatable, though he couldn’t help thinking how raven’s breast would have added a special something.


   Chapter 5 Black Dragon Flight


  



  A Dark Lord has enough problems without having children as well.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Soaring over the blistering Great Desert, Lord Deathwing was hunting the rare, but tasty, umbawa. A beast the size of a small pony, the umbawa was highly adapted to the dry conditions, and was itself a top predator, feeding on the shrewish mammals that scuttled around the desert. It may have been top predator in this habitat, but Lord Deathwing was the top predator everywhere and he had a hankering for umbawa. It was also a rare opportunity for him to assume his true form without being seen by humans. While there were a few nomads who plied the sands between the oases, and a terrifying black dragon was part of their folklore, there were few, if any, who had survived laying eyes on him. He had walked among them in human form and made sure those with a tale to tell met a sudden end. He was a survivor, after all, one of the last dragons who lived in a world that had once known them as an incontrovertible fact of life, rather than the stuff of legend. But that was the past and he was hungry.


  Far below a movement caught his eye. Some would say he had eagle eyes, but that wouldn’t be fair. Eagles were short-sighted bats compared to him. He could see the grains of sand the umbawa crept over, half a mile below. It was small for its species but it would do. It filled Lord Deathwing’s vision as he rolled over on one wing and went into a tucked dive. At one hundred feet, he breathed in and, a second later, exhaled a jet of fire that roasted the umbawa and turned the shrew it had pounced on to ash. Lord Deathwing settled on the sand and gobbled his prey. It was delicious and made a real change from the poor fare laid on at his son’s fortress. Catering was never a priority for a Dark Lord, which was a shame. The Lich Lord, Zoon the Reviled, had never eaten, and since Morden had gone the same way, he didn’t eat either. Lord Deathwing wished he would bear in mind that others did. He wasn’t alone in that thought either as Morden’s queen, Griselda, was always moaning about a diet that consisted of unidentifiable vegetables and worn-out beasts of burden. There wasn’t a green vegetable leaf to be found within Morden’s domain, not that Lord Deathwing ate his greens. He hated them. Some variation on the meat front wouldn’t have gone amiss though. Orc tasted foul, and their sharp teeth tended to stick in the throat.


  He wished he could spend more time at his own palace, a modest thirty-room affair on the coast, but that was a continent away, and it wasn’t the same without his wife there to chide him. He missed the old witch. Hard to believe but nevertheless true. After five hundred years of being together, he would have thought it may have taken a decade or two for him to wish she were around, not the three years it had been since she had gone missing. His infidelities weren’t nearly as exciting with the knowledge that Lady Deathwing wouldn’t be able to catch the smell of his latest tryst about his person. There wasn’t much he found more enjoyable than seeing his wife in full tirade. Her jealousy was all the reward he needed. That and sex. Such a shame she was only ever in the mood every twenty years or so.


  Regardless, he was far too busy with Morden anyway. It was hard work keeping his son on course. The Griselda woman didn’t help. She had a hold over Morden that was not right for a Dark Lord who would, if things went to plan, be issuing forth and starting his conquest of the world in the coming months. While he and Lady Deathwing enjoyed a relationship of mutual antagonism, it seemed to be one-way between Griselda and Morden. She annoyed the hell out of him and he pandered to her tantrums. Not right at all.


  It was probably time he got back. One of Morden’s plans was coming to fruition and he wanted to see the first demonstration of the new device the orc, Huang, had devised. Being shot by that fisherman’s harpoon had borne much fruit: a mostly dead Dark Lord and the idea for a weapon. It would be fun to watch from a safe distance; there was a tendency with the orcs to get things horribly wrong before they got them right, and they didn’t often manage to get it right. Their talents lay in more martial areas. Death, dismemberment, and throat ripping was their thing, not the devising of cunning weapons of mass destruction. He had better get going if he didn’t want to miss it. It would, without doubt, be entertaining enough.


  He made good time and soon enough the mountains that formed the backdrop to Morden’s fortress loomed large on the horizon. Below was the Great Swamp, as it was known on the unimaginative maps in the west, and the Stinking Bog by the few who had to live in it. Half orc, half inbred human, the inhabitants were known as the Stinkers. They scraped a living from the steaming mass that was the swamp, living off the crocodiles, fresh water turtles, and fish which lived in the veins of water criss-crossing the area. Cunning rather than bright, Lord Deathwing had little to do with them, even for sport—they were not runners, as he liked, but hiders, being able to blend into the thick vegetation and mud as though they were part of it. Not fun.


  It was with some surprise, therefore, that on the far edge, where the swamp petered out and the foothills to the mountains dragged themselves up, a glint of sunshine from metal caught Lord Deathwing’s eye. Far below there was an open fire and a small group who were not Stinkers. An orc, a man, and a woman were breaking camp. Now this was interesting. They were a long way from civilisation and had somehow made it through the swamp without having been caught by the Stinkers. It bore investigation and so he began a gentle spiral down, using the scattered cloud as cover for his descent. Between breaks in the cloud, he picked out details of the trio. The woman was slight, as was the orc. They were moving around the camp getting things together. The man was tall and gangly, and had a sword strapped to his side. It was peculiar that humans would be travelling with an orc, and to be found here of all places. His curiosity was well and truly piqued.


  Lord Deathwing was about to make his final approach when the shockwave hit him. While in no danger of being brought down, the sudden burst of wind from the east upset his glide downwards. With the wind came a rumble of sound. Looking east, it was immediately evident what had happened. Firerock Mountain had blown its top. A plume of volcanic ash rose above the mountain and, even at this distance, Lord Deathwing could see a rain of rock and fire.


  The group below was quickly forgotten. This was cataclysmic. At the sight of the eruption he was hit by a rare feeling: concern. It wasn’t concern for the fortress, or the orcs who would be killed, or Morden (he was a Dark Lord and not so easily killed). No, the thing he felt concern for was the cave at the base of Firerock where his good wife had laid her eggs. They had been safe there for hundreds of years, being kept warm for the day when the Deathwings would assume their rightful place in the world, albeit Lady Deathwing’s dream more than his. She’d had a plan, one that had looked like it would come to fruition until she had disappeared. He wasn’t unduly concerned with her disappearance, and less so once he suspected Penbury had her. She was more than capable of looking after herself. Her project had been of little interest to him; he preferred instead to lead his dilettante lifestyle and leave the scheming to his wife. He was happy enough to perform the odd errand as recompense for his dalliance that had produced Morden. He was a reluctant father; Morden was more than enough. He would settle for Morden Deathwing, the Dark Lord, holding dominion over the world. He didn’t think he wanted more children.


  So it was a surprise he felt the way he did, with his pureblood dragon offspring in danger. The thought of all those dormant eggs—his progeny—being consumed in molten rock sent a shudder of concern and fear through him. Lady Deathwing would be livid. She would be apoplectic and it would be his fault. He was the one who had always said to wait before she hatched them. He’d had no desire to be a daddy. It was him who had said they should bide their time. He had tried to make it sound like a cunning plan, but in reality he had just wanted to live a life of no responsibility and wallow in depravities of the flesh. And his good wife had believed him. After their infrequent matings, when she had the urge upon her, she had gone to the cave and laid another egg. There they lay, gestating slowly, waiting for their mother’s fire to bring them to term. And now this. It was potential disaster. The cave had been chosen specifically because Firerock had been such a placid volcano, merely belching lava at warming intervals. While this wasn’t the first time Firerock had erupted, it was orders of magnitude more violent than anything that had gone before.


  The group of strangers forgotten, Deathwing shot up to catch better wind and stormed east. The eruption was magnificent in its scale. Ash filled the sky, blotting out the sun. A river of lava flowed down the side of the mountain. Morden’s fortress, clear now as he got closer, was under a bombardment of rock. It looked bad, but Lord Deathwing suspected the damage was mostly cosmetic. The fortress was made from the hardest rock. Its outer walls were thick enough to stand twenty orcs across, and the gate took teams of beasts to open. Lord Zoon had laid strong foundations and Morden had used his host to build upon them. It was as impregnable and indestructible a fortress as any Dark Lord could want. The very fact it still stood meant Morden was alive and well. The walls and towers would have come crashing down if he had been killed. The fortress defied all scale and reason. Only the will of a Dark Lord made it possible. Only by his will could such a place rise from practically nothing in a few short years. Morden was getting strong and his fortress was testimony to that strength. The lad had done well. So far.


  He was flying in darkness now. Ash was falling like rain, turning the world grey. He could feel the weight of it settling on his back. He spiralled down, flipping as he went to shake it loose. He cleared the fortress walls and headed to the base of the volcano, which was still blasting rock into the sky. Smaller fragments hit him, cutting his side and tearing his wing. He bore the pain and dove to a defile in the mountainside. At its back there should be the entrance to the birthing cave. He was in luck. He could see the cave mouth and it was unblocked. The lava flows were coming down farther along the mountainside, so there seemed to be no immediate danger. He alighted, turning fluidly into human form, with dragon scale skin for safety, and ran into the cave entrance. It was pitch black inside but he could see clearly by the heat of the rock. It was the same warmth he could see with at night when he hunted warm-bodied prey, and it formed a clear path ahead.


  The passage twisted and turned before opening into a cavern. It took a second to confirm luck was on his side. The cavern roof above the eggs looked solid. Each egg was several feet tall and ovoid. They looked like a peculiar rock formation, laid out with equal spacing. He was surprised by their number; it was centuries since he had been here, when the first egg had been laid. Five centuries, mating every twenty years or so. The sums tallied. That was a fair number of dragons. And they would all be fully formed, having had plenty of time to mature. With ravenous appetites upon birth, they would grow to full size in no time. If this lot were birthed together it would be interesting to see how they got on. In the time when dragons were commonplace, each child would have been alone with no siblings as rivals.


  Lord Deathwing considered what to do next. Beneath his feet, the floor shook as the volcano continued its fury. Small rocks fell from above and cracks formed in the ceiling. The chamber was in a precarious state. As he saw it, his options were limited. The eggs could not be moved. They were fused into the rock as part of the laying and gestation. They were invulnerable to anything other than the entire chamber collapsing on them, or being consumed by lava, either of which could happen in minutes, hours, or days. He couldn’t hatch them. Only a mother’s fire could break them from their stone shells. He had to get his wife and bring her here. It was time the Deathwings became parents.


   Chapter 6 Swamped


  



  If sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, a Dark Lord’s wit plumbs the depths.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Hal thought the only good thing about the stinking swamp was that they were at the end of it. This would be the last camp they broke in the sodden miasma of the marshes. Ahead was a thin line of foothills ahead of sharply rising mountains. Ferg said Morden’s fortress was beyond those foothills, at the base of the mountain range. With an early start they may even have it in sight by the day’s end. They would be quicker on their way if Zara were to help him with the chores rather than berate him for the thousandth time about their orc guide.


  “He can’t be trusted,” she said. “It was a mistake bringing him with us.”


  “Hand me the kettle pot,” Hal said.


  Zara picked up the pot and tossed it at his feet, splattering his feet with mud. It was no matter—they were head-to-toe filthy already. It had taken them over a week to traverse the swamp, avoiding the worst of the sink bogs, predators, and hostile swamp dwellers. At the first stream they came to he would strip down and wash himself, and his clothes, to get the stink from him as best he could. He picked up the pot, wiped it with his sleeve, and pushed it into the top of his pack.


  “Have we missed anything?” he asked, scanning the ground where they had camped.


  “You’re not listening to me,” said Zara. “Now that we are through the swamp we don’t need him anymore. That was the only reason I agreed to have him along. We have the map. He’s done his job, and now it’s time we … you know.”


  “Killed him?” asked Hal. “That’s what you’re saying? Will you do it, or should I?”


  Hal tied up the pack, stood straight, and stretched his back. Zara was glowering at him. She was angry, but it would pass. He went over to where his sword lay propped against a tree. The scabbard, like everything else, was mud-covered. He would have to clean and oil the leather when he could; while they had been in the swamp it had been futile to keep anything free of filth. It caked everything. With the sword fastened at his side, he hefted the pack to his shoulder. It was heavy. It would have been lighter if he let Zara carry more, but he wanted to save her strength. It had been months of rough travel to get this far, living off the land as they went, and she needed the strength she had left for what lay ahead.


  “Kill who?” asked Ferg, coming back to the camp, something slimy still wriggling on the end of a stick over his shoulder. “Me?” An expression of feigned shock came to the orc’s face. “You can’t mean me? After all we’ve been through together? I’m disappointed. Hal. Zara. I thought we were friends.”


  While Hal wouldn’t have put Ferg on his Yule list for present giving, the orc had grown on him. It seemed a long time ago that they had crossed paths down in the docks of Xanthos. He and Zara had been trying to find anyone willing to sail east across the ocean. There had been a time when merchants risked the journey. Now, even backed by Chidwick’s promissory notes, they had been unable to find anyone willing to take the risk, no matter the reward. The lure of profit from the spices and other rare goods had been outweighed by the knowledge that across the ocean lurked a Dark Lord. He had been quiet for several years, but it was commonly believed he would be back. King Telem certainly seemed to believe so by the size of the fleet he had been building to defend his shores. Ferg had plugged them into the underground that was smuggling orcs and mercenaries east to join the Dark Lord. It was under this pretence they had made the crossing.


  “We’re not friends, orc,” said Zara.


  “Hal?” pleaded Ferg. He tossed the wriggling whatever-it-was on the ground. “You love me, don’t you? You wouldn’t kill a poor, defenceless orc.”


  “We have the map,” said Zara. “And I would.”


  Ferg turned to grin at Zara. His teeth were sharp and hung over his lips, top and bottom. The teeth and his yellowed tan gave him away as an eastern orc, and lent credence to his claim that he had been part of the Dark Lord’s army before slinking away when the work had become too hard for his taste. The map he had been able to draw of the secret ways into the Dark Lord’s fortress looked convincing enough. He seemed to know all the details, far more than a made-up story would contain. The lure of Chidwick’s gold had sealed the deal.


  “You can try, sister,” said Ferg, his grin widening. “It wasn’t my idea to come along, anyway. It was hard enough to escape in the first place. Blame him. I would be happy to go. You’re on a fool’s errand.”


  “We’re not going to kill you,” said Hal. “And you’re not going anywhere except with us. You’re a smart orc. Until we get inside, you stick with us.”


  “And then what?” asked Ferg. “You kill me then? You may as well kill me now. Go on.” The orc pulled his shirt aside. “Stab me in the heart. It’s what I deserve. It’s not like I haven’t kept you alive for the last months. You would have starved three times over in the jungle, died of thirst in the desert, and been Stinker bait in the swamp. No, go ahead. Kill my worthless body.”


  “Enough of this,” said Hal. “Pick up, or kill, that … thing you caught and let’s go. We made a deal. You get paid when you’ve done your part. I want to be out of this swamp and on dry ground again.”


  With dagger stares being exchanged between Zara and Ferg, the trio finished getting their stuff together and broke camp. Hal was sure if anything happened to him, the two of them would kill each other in short order. But despite the bubbling resentment between Zara and Ferg, he felt they had, if only through necessity, become a close-knit group in the last few months. When faced with fight or flight, they had acted as a group. They had fled the sand worms and fought the swamp crocodiles. It was through necessity Zara had taught them to fight, as their competence with weapons helped her survival; though there were times when she reached around him to adjust his grip that her touch was more familiar than perhaps necessary. Her touch was not so gentle with Ferg; her technique with him had been to beat on a weakness until he learnt to defend it. Both were now passable with their weapons, though not to Zara’s standard. If it came to dragon slaying with a sword, then Hal was not sure he was the right man for the job. How else he was meant to kill a dragon remained unclear. He had to admit he hadn’t thought the whole dragon slaying part through. In reality, it didn’t matter until they got to where the dragon was, and that had proved much harder than he had imagined. He’d read far too many adventures where the hero had breezed across continents to face the deadly evil and dispatch it. True life had turned out otherwise.


  Something tugged at his mind, like a feeling he was being watched. Hal looked up.


  “What’s that?” he asked Zara.


  Zara followed Hal’s finger to where he was pointing. At first Hal wasn’t sure what the black shape in the sky was, and then he recognised it. It was a dragon. High up as it was, the wings were unmistakable. It was black against the grey sky of early morning. When Ferg saw it he shrieked and went face down in the mud.


  “Down, down!” screamed the orc. “Get down. It might see us.”


  “That’s a dragon, isn’t it?” said Zara. “Do you think it’s him? Morden?”


  Hal was rooted, transfixed by the dragon that was moving so fast, high above what little cloud there was in the sky. A dragon. And he was a Dragonslayer, from a long line of slayers, but the first to have seen one for centuries. Even so high up, the dragon looked big. And it was so fast. It looked impossible to kill. By all accounts, it breathed fire and could terrify a man to the point of pissing himself. Maybe there had been a secret way to kill dragons, passed down through the Dragonslayer generations, only to be lost before he had had the chance to receive it. Surely his father would have said something. Anything. Perhaps there was a vulnerable point to strike, or a time of day when it would be in deep slumber and could be sneaked up on. Maybe it had a weakness for a riddle or some other trick. If there was a trick, he had no clue what it was. He didn’t understand why the orc was so scared though. The dragon couldn’t possibly see them from so high.


  “Let’s go,” he said. “It can’t see us. It’s lost in the cloud.” Ferg was still face-down in the mud, scooping weeds and muck over himself as though trying to bury himself in the swamp. “It’s gone, Ferg. You can get up.”


  “Don’t be so sure,” said Ferg, wriggling ever harder into the soft earth. “Tricky buggers, those dragons. You never know. They make you feel safe. You’re having a laugh with your girl, then whoosh. It sweeps in and the orc you loved is gone. A dragon snack.”


  Hal was taken aback. “Is that what happened? Ferg, I’m sorry.”


  The orc didn’t reply. He was now lying perfectly still, arms and legs splayed. Hal had to admit he blended into the swamp well. He looked up to check that there was no dragon swooping in. The sky was clear.


  “Hang on,” said Zara. She walked over to Ferg and prodded him with her foot. “You said dragons. Not dragon. Those dragons. Not that dragon. I know your common is bad, but …” She kicked the orc again, harder this time. “Hal, he said dragons.”


  Zara was right. “Ferg?” asked Hal. “Dragons?”


  The orc turned his head and opened one eye. It scanned the sky. He turned his head the other way and repeated the action. Seemingly satisfied, the orc stood up. “Two,” he said.


  “Two dragons,” said Zara. “Great. Can I kill him now? Two dragons. Fantastic. As though one for a baker’s son wasn’t bad enough.”


  “Baker’s son?” asked Hal. So that’s what she thought. “You think I’m just a baker’s son?”


  “Oh Hal, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way,” said Zara.


  She looked mortified, but her comment had hit home. “I’m just a baker’s son on some wild adventure. Is that it?” he asked. “A fool’s errand? What were you planning? For me to lay eyes on a dragon and then give up? Why did you come anyway? And don’t say Chidwick. You could have left any time. If it’s such a hopeless cause, why come at all?”


  “Hal …”


  He could see she was sorry. He didn’t doubt that, but now he knew the truth. Now he knew she thought he was no Dragonslayer at all. He was an idiot. And she was right. He had a name and that was it. He could make a plaited loaf and the best iced buns, after his father, but a dragon slayer? What was he thinking?


  Then Ferg started to laugh. “Priceless,” said the orc, a huge grin across his face. “I thought I was dense but, Hal, you take the biscuit. Maybe because you’re a baker.” The orc laughed again. “Too much. Really. Too much.”


  It was too much for Hal. After Zara’s burning condemnation, now an orc’s ridicule.


  “Shut up! Or maybe I will let her kill you. Two dragons? When were you going to tell us? You think I’m a fool too?”


  “Not a fool, no,” said Ferg, regaining his composure. “Just blind. Can’t you see?”


  “See what?” asked Hal.


  The orc’s eyes flicked over to Zara. “If she’s not going to say then maybe I should.”


  “Don’t you dare,” said Zara, and her hand went to her sword hilt.


  “She loves you, you idiot,” said the orc. “That’s why she would follow you halfway across the world. I thought it was obvious. Those sponge baths together to save water? Give me a break.”


  Zara’s sword was half out of its sheath. “I’m going to cut that miserable tongue out, you worthless piece of orc shit.”


  “Is it true?” asked Hal.


  His question stayed her hand and she looked at him, mortified. “Yes, it was to save water …”


  Zara seemed to blush at her lie. So it was true. She had feelings for him. And now he felt equally bad. She was like a sister to him, a sister he had never had. He felt comfortable around her, even naked, because that’s how he saw her. It was true she was beautiful, and every inch a woman—he had seen her naked often enough to know the truth of that—but he had never thought of her in that way.


  Until now.


  “Enough of all this,” said Hal. “The mountains are that way and there’s two dragons that need killing. You can come with me or turn back, it’s no different to me.”


  He hefted his pack, wriggled it onto his shoulders until it was comfortable, and strode off towards the mountains. Behind him he heard a slap, an exclamation from the orc, and then two sets of feet following behind.


  The dragon was lost to sight but clear in Hal’s mind when the ground began to shake violently, bucking hard underneath him. He managed to keep his feet. Zara waved her arms around to maintain balance, while Ferg dropped and hugged the ground.


  “Earthquake,” managed Hal. In the distance, over the mountains they were heading towards, Hal could see the top of a rapidly mushrooming cloud of ash, split through with flashes of lightning. Fiery rocks launched through the cloud as it climbed to the heavens. As he watched, the shaking stopped. Zara reached out an arm and clasped Hal to steady herself. He too felt oddly unbalanced, like those times as a child he had been spun around and then let go, only to fall over. Ferg remained cowering on the ground.


  “That can’t be good,” observed Zara.


  “Where is that, Ferg?” asked Hal. “Anywhere near Morden’s fortress?”


  “Close enough,” said Ferg. “Wow. Did you see that one? That must be Firerock blowing.”


  The orc sat up. There followed brilliant flashes of lightning, thunder marking their passing. Apocalyptic was a thought that came easily to mind as the cloud grew impossibly huge, blanking out the sky. The ground beneath them trembled with aftershocks. It was an odd sensation, like a boat on a gently rolling swell.


  “Maybe he’s dead already,” said Zara.


  She could be right. The eruption could have killed Morden before Hal even got there. Strangely, he hoped it hadn’t. The idea they had come all this way for nothing was oddly unbearable. He was a dragon slayer. If there were dragons to be slain, then he would do the slaying. He wasn’t going to be usurped by some volcano getting lucky with a rock or lava. No earthquake could do the job he was born to do.


  “I doubt it,” said Ferg. “His fortress is pretty strong. That and he’s a Dark Lord.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Hal.


  “Dark Lords don’t die easily,” said Ferg. “He probably caused all this for a bit of show. To impress us minions. That’s what they’re like, Dark Lords. Always showing off.”


  “Us minions?” said Zara. “There’s no ‘us’ here, orc. In fact, let’s be clear. Are you saying you’re his minion?”


  “A figure of speech, darling,” said Ferg. “All I’m saying is, we should be so lucky he gets a scratch.”


  Hal ignored the bickering. If he thought there would be violence he would step in, but otherwise it was a useful release. He watched the continuing eruption in awe of its scale and ferocity. It was a thing of terrifying beauty. He doubted the world had ever seen such force and it was madness they had to head towards it.


  “Let us not tarry,” he said.


  “Let us not tarry?” echoed Zara. “You’re getting weirder by the day, Hal. Is there something I should know?”


  Hal didn’t know what she was going on about. Delay was unnecessary. “Let’s go,” he said. “Happy now?”


  Surprisingly, Zara and Ferg fell in behind without argument as he set off to fulfil what he hoped was his destiny: to kill a dragon. Or two.


   Chapter 7 Homebound


  



  A Dark Lord has no nightmares. Rather, he is the stuff of nightmares.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  In three years, memories had become confused. There were times when Edwin wondered whether they were shadows of nightmares rather than the real torment of his life. These days, he could sleep undisturbed more often than not. Some nights, however, he would wake screaming with the memory of what had happened that dreadful night far across the sea, that night when the lie that was his life was brought into painful relief by the truth. He had been driven mad. His mind had not been able to contain the revelation that the love he had pursued was his sister. How that could be was still a mystery, but he had known the truth when his father had told him. Griselda was his sister, and now she was a Dark Lord’s queen. While that truth remained, other things had changed for him. He was no longer a hero, and the Dark Lord was no longer his particular foe. Morden was the world’s problem, not his. His sanity and Griselda were the things he cared for most. She was a wound in his heart but whatever path she had gone down, she would always be his sister and he would love her, wherever she may be, and whomever she was with, even a Dark Lord bent on world domination.


  His memories of the time he had spent in madness were even vaguer than when he had been a hero in pursuit of his love. What he did know was that he had fled Deathcropolis and let fate take him where it would; his madness was all that was left to him. Washed ashore and wandering as a wild man, he had scavenged as he went. He had fought with beasts over carrion to survive and let his humanity fall off him, like the armour he had once worn, to be discarded as a forgotten vestige of who he had been in a previous life.


  He was better now but he could still feel lunacy in his mind, waiting to take him. The cursed sword had left its mark. There were still times when he craved battle, to fight the righteous fight, to see a foe split from shoulder to groin and feel the warmth of their defeat as he was covered in gore. In his wandering, he had been set upon by footpads and thugs. Unarmed, they had thought him easy prey, but they had learnt the folly of their attack. Edwin had needed only a fallen branch to beat them. He had crushed their skulls and spilt their brains on the earth. Taking their weapons, he no longer walked unarmed and only the desperate and foolhardy ever bothered him, and in doing so they met a similar fate.


  He took no pride in remembering what he had done as a hero, or after. As a hero, he had been living a lie and possessed by an evil stronger than he opposed. The sword was surely a demon. After, he was mad, and fought as any animal would to survive. He had sunk as low as he could and it had taken all the time since to get to where he was today, sane once more and within a few leagues from where it had all started. Home.


  As dusk approached, ahead he could see a hamlet. He’d done work for a farmer who lived here when he had been a blacksmith in Wellow, before his hero days. More painful memories to dredge up. His now-dead grandfather had raised him well and he had abandoned him, unburied, to run off on a crazy quest. He should never have picked up that demon sword, never have left Wellow. He should have been a blacksmith and a poet. They were the things he loved most, though he had only done occasional blacksmith work for money on his travels, unable to write a line of verse. Recently, when he had bought ink and quill and tried to commit into words the agony of his being, he had managed only a scratch on the paper. It was still too soon. The day would come when he could express his feelings, but that day had not yet dawned.


  It was Little Wassop ahead. That was the name of the hamlet. There was an inn there, The Fat Lamb. The beer was good if he remembered correctly. There was something odd about it as well. He couldn’t recall what but he did remember there was a time when people travelled specifically to the inn for curiosity’s sake. It had been around the time he had started on his ill-fated path, but it was no matter. It would afford him a meal, good beer, and a bed for the night. These parts weren’t as safe as they had been when he had lived here before. The whole of the Western Reaches had turned ugly as a result of the Dark Lord rising and a traveller was best advised to be indoors at night. The Fat Lamb would be an ideal stop. He could rest and gather himself for the emotional torment that awaited tomorrow when he would return home to Wellow.


  The Fat Lamb was not as he remembered it. It had always been rough around the edges but delivered a good pint. As he approached, he noticed it had been painted a garish duck-egg blue, and had new highly stylised signs. The patch of grass in front, which a farmer may once have left a sheep to graze on, was now trimmed and surrounded by a short, white picket fence which served no purpose, given it could be stepped over with ease. Beds of primroses lay to either side of the doorway, to one side of which was a board with a chalked menu. It offered quail breasts on a balsamic bed of greens, poached rabbit, turned new potatoes, braised shallots and julienne carrots. For dessert there was stewed rhubarb with vanilla crème. ‘Full wine list’ was written in smaller writing at the foot of the menu. This was a far cry from rabbit and veg with a pint, as would have been on offer when he was last here.


  On entering, instead of a raucous assemblage of hard working and thirsty farmers and tradesmen, he found a room of intimate tables sitting groups of two to four, engaged in quiet conversation. Plates of food were being carried in that looked like they wouldn’t satisfy a moderately hungry man, let alone one who had worked up an appetite in the fields. Looking around, Edwin was unsure where he could sit when off to the back he spotted a single large table with benches, not chairs, around which were sitting rustic old folk, as opposed to the best dressed at the front of the inn. As he tried to make up his mind whether he was better off spending the night under a hedge somewhere, a woman approached. She was as full-bodied as the wines listed at the bar and had eyes that sparkled welcome.


  “Good evening, sir. I am Jesobel, your hostess. Will you be dining with us?”


  “Just beer, some bread if you have it. Perhaps some cheese and a room, if there is one free?” asked Edwin, and immediately wondered if he had the coin for such extravagance.


  “Would that be white or granary bread? We also now have wonderful crusty rolls with poppy seeds, or you may prefer a more savoury onion bread? To accompany that, we offer a wide selection of cheeses, including softer cheeses specially brought in from Pointelle.”


  “Just bread and cheese.” She was starting to annoy him. He took a deep breath to calm himself.


  “For beer, we can offer you a light pale ale, an extremely pleasant hoppy beer, Spotted Goose, and our speciality, a stronger beer, the Dark Lord.”


  Had he misheard? “Dark Lord?” Edwin felt his pulse quicken. What den of iniquity had he stumbled into? “What are you talking about? What Dark Lord?”


  “Dark Lord,” said Jesobel. “It’s a dark beer that packs a real punch. Very popular.”


  Edwin looked over to the bar. On one of the pumps he could see a painted shield, with a cowled figure on it, labelled Dark Lord. Now that he was looking, behind the bar, partially hidden behind the curly-haired barman, was a portrait of a black-cowled figure, with a dragon flying above and behind it.


  “Spotted Goose,” said Edwin, now uncertain he should be staying, but the smell of food won out. He was starving and even bread and cheese was better than a knotted stomach under a bush in the chill of night. “I’ll be over there.” He pointed to the table at the back. There was free space on the benches and from the dour looks those who sat there were giving the rest of the inn, they looked like more his kind of people. One, with a moustache as unkempt as the inn was prim, glowered as Edwin approached.


  “Edwin,” said Edwin, as he sat in an open spot.


  “Jurgen,” grunted the man with the moustache.


  “Tibault,” squeaked the mousy man sitting next to him.


  The two others ignored him, one taking a swig from his flagon and putting it down with sufficient force to imply Edwin was not welcome. The man stood.


  “I’ll be off.”


  He barged past Edwin as he left.


  “Don’t mind him,” said Jurgen. “We don’t get many strangers come sit with us. Most come here for the fine food these days.” Jurgen nodded to the other tables. “Mutton dressed as lamb.”


  “Ben in the kitchens says it sometimes is, what they serve,” sniggered Tibault.


  That brought a laugh and Edwin relaxed. The Fat Lamb may not be what it was, but there was good company still to be had. His beer and food appeared in front of him. The cheese was in carefully cut chunks and the bread was sliced. A tiny dish held the smallest portion of butter and had a pattern etched over its surface. He was starving and this didn’t look like it would feed a sparrow. There was another laugh from those around him.


  “Your face,” chuckled Jurgen. “Not much, is it? And wait until you pay. Criminal, it is.”


  “It is that,” said the one remaining who had not introduced himself. “I’m Gregor, by the way. What’s your story, stranger?”


  It was harmless enough a question, but it gave Edwin pause. What was his story? It was a long answer and one that would be painful in the telling. All he wanted to do was eat his meagre meal, enjoy a pint or two of beer, and sleep. “I’m a blacksmith on my way home.”


  The heads around the table nodded acceptance of his simple explanation. The brief silence was broken once more by Jurgen, who Edwin divined was the spokesman here.


  “And home would be? Round here?”


  “Wellow.” Saying the name of the village where he was born brought home how close he was. These people were his people. They spoke with an accent that made him feel comfortable, reminding him of happier times when he was growing up in the smithy.


  There was another pause as the latest of Edwin’s replies was digested. Edwin decided to pre-empt further prying with a question of his own. “What’s this Dark Lord business about? Seems a strange name to give a beer with all that’s happened. Is it a joke? If it is, it’s in poor taste.”


  “You’ve been gone a while then,” said Jurgen. “Things have changed round here. This pub for one. They don’t even like that name much, these posh ones. They wouldn’t be seen eating in a pub. Food’s still food. Beer’s still beer. Look there. Mrs. Dunster in her best frock just for a bite to eat down the local. Ridiculous.”


  “Mr. Dunster don’t look happy,” observed Gregor. “Where are we when it’s got to the point where a man can’t come in for a drink with his friends after work? What’s he to do?”


  “Go home and talk to the wife. That’s what,” said Jurgen. “I don’t know what the world’s coming to when a man can’t get drunk after work.”


  “Can’t afford to,” said Tibault. “Not with things being so expensive and money hard to come by.”


  Gregor finished his beer and put the mug down with a significance that said it wasn’t his round. Jurgen looked down at his own beer, and then at Edwin. Tibault examined the ceiling. Edwin didn’t have much money left, but he wanted answers and it looked like more beer was expected if he was going to get them. He attracted the attention of the serving lass.


  “Three more of whatever my friends are drinking, and the Spotted Goose for me,” said Edwin.


  “Three Dark Lords and a Spotted Goose. Coming right up.”


  Edwin’s eye couldn’t help but be drawn to Jesobel’s bottom when she leaned over to collect the empties. She was a good looking woman.


  “Harold’s wife,” said Jurgen when she had gone. “He’s the landlord.”


  The tone of his statement was clear to Edwin.


  “What’s this Dark Lord beer all about?” asked Edwin, trying to direct Jurgen back to the matter on his mind.


  “Stronger than the other beers,” said Tibault.


  “Good flavour,” said Gregor. “Does leave a sore head on you the day after, and you wouldn’t want to be using the outhouse after me, if you catch my drift.”


  “I’ll bear that in mind, but how did it get its name?” asked Edwin, his ire rising.


  Jesobel returned with the beers. She brushed past Edwin as she laid them down and he was certain it was on purpose. There was a smell of rosewater about her. Edwin judged she was getting on in years, but they had been kinder to her than most and she remained attractive.


  “You said you wanted a room for the night?” she asked, once the tray was emptied.


  “Yes,” said Edwin. “If there is one available.” Was that a faint smile on her lips? It may be his imagination, but she was being inappropriately forward for a married woman.


  “Plenty of room,” said Jesobel. “I’ll go and turn down the bed now.”


  When Edwin turned back to his newly acquired friends he was greeted with tight lips and stern expressions.


  “The portrait,” said Edwin. “Behind the bar. An odd picture to have, given what happened off east.” The three of them gave no answer, fixing him with their glares. “Married woman. I understand.”


  “Just make sure you do,” said Jurgen. “Harold’s not so bright but he’s a good fellow, and no cuckold.”


  “Leave him be,” said Gregor. “We all know how Jesobel can be. And you’re an honourable man, aren’t you Edwin?”


  Strictly speaking he was Sir Edwin, Hero of Bostokov, but that was in another lifetime. He would wake with cold sweats when he dreamed of those days and the ‘honourable’ actions that had driven him. He had so much blood on his hands. He had tried to defeat the Dark Lord Morden and those who had stood in his way had paid a terrible price. It wasn’t his problem now, though. His hero days were over. “I’m just on my way home.”


  “To Wellow,” said Jurgen. “And a blacksmith? You must have worked for Petor. Died a few years back.”


  Hearing his grandfather’s name sent a shock through Edwin. His memory of what exactly had happened was dim, as all things were from the time the sword had come into his possession, but he did remember his boyhood. He’d learnt everything he knew in those years. Grandpa had been stern but fair. It had been sad to see him age so quickly and become a shadow of his former self.


  “Wasn’t he murdered?” asked Tibault. “By his own grandson?”


  “Heart attack,” said Jurgen. “Everyone knows that.”


  “I heard it was murder,” said Gregor. “Breath squeezed out of him.”


  “And I was over there the next day, and it was a heart attack,” said Jurgen, with a finality that brooked no argument.


  Tibault was looking at Edwin, a strange expression on his face. “If you come from Wellow—”


  “You wanted to know about that picture,” interrupted Jurgen. “It’s simple. That Dark Lord, Morden Deathwing, he came from here. Right in this pub. He was born upstairs. ’Course, we were all a lot younger then.” Jurgen coughed as though to emphasise advanced years. There was plenty of grey in Jurgen’s moustache, and Tibault had few teeth left, but a life of country living and hard work seemed to have left them fit enough for old men.


  “Terrible night,” said Tibault. “A blood moon and a storm like none we’ve had since.”


  “And the demon,” said Gregor. “Don’t forget him. He cursed the child.”


  Edwin could hardly believe what he was hearing. He’d travelled across an ocean and a continent to get away from Morden Deathwing only to end up in the place of his birth. What cruel fate. However much he struggled, it seemed it was his doom to be forever haunted by Morden bloody Deathwing. Evil incarnate, self-proclaimed would-be Dark Lord, master of the world, and he came from Little Wassop, not five miles from his own place of birth. And if what Tibault said about the moon was true, on near enough the same night. He must be the victim of a wicked joke being played out. He’d been trying so hard. All he wanted was to leave the past behind and yet here it was, thrust in his face. A whisper in his mind said he should kill them all. He had lost the sword years ago but he still heard it. In the dead of night, when all was bleak, it would say things to him he found both abhorrent and compelling.


  Edwin drained his mug. “If you’ll excuse me, it’s been a long day and I am tired.”


  “Don’t you want to hear the rest?” asked Tibault. “Jurgen’s got a way of telling the story of the Dark Lord that none can match. He was an odd child, wasn’t he, Jurgen?”


  “He was at that,” said Jurgen. “And I always said he was no good.”


  “You did,” said Gregor. “All the time. To any who would listen. ‘Strange lad,’ you’d say. ‘He’ll come to no good, mark my words.’ You didn’t talk of much else.”


  “And I was right,” said Jurgen. “You have to admit that. I was right.”


  Edwin stood to leave them to it. All he wanted what the relief sleep would bring. He hoped he had drunk enough beer to keep the dreams at bay. Tomorrow he would be home and able to start anew. He wanted nothing more than to leave this Dark Lord affair behind him.


  “Hard to believe that Dark Lord Morden came from such a sweet woman,” said Tibault. “Or more nice a man in Harold.”


  “If you think Harold was his father, then you’re more stupid than we thought,” said Gregor. “It was that other fellow. The one with the black skin.”


  This much Edwin knew to be true. He’d heard it from the dragon’s mouth. It meant the woman who had been casting a flirting eye at him, Jesobel, must be the Dark Lord’s mother. Such evil could not be born of innocence. She was married but clearly wanton. And here she was, coming down the stair from having prepared a bed she wanted to share with him. He laughed out loud. He could hear his own insanity in its maniacal tone. He had been flirted with by his implacable foe’s mother. And now she winked at him.


  Looking down at the table he took the only weapon to hand, the butter knife. Clasping it, he strode to the foot of the stair.


  “I’ll be up later,” said Jesobel in a whisper when she was close.


  With his left hand he held her shoulder and pulled her close. With his right, he plunged the butter knife into the belly that had given birth to the evil that had ruined his life and taken his sister.


   Chapter 8 Dark Lord Tribulations


  



  It takes a heroic act of will for a Dark Lord to suffer those around him.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  These days, Morden was often lonely. As a Dark Lord, he felt he defined loneliness. Surrounded by dim-witted minions, he was doomed to spend his existence in intellectual solitude. It was one of the reasons he had such bad moods. The Handbook told him in a world of fools and idiots, he had little choice but to exert his will and dominion over all others, and suffer their company and ineptitude. Morden had the notion the Handbook had never met Griselda. She was no fool, nor idiot. On the contrary, she suffered fools even less than Morden, and numbered him amongst them. He wondered what had happened to the time when they had taken pleasure in each other’s company. Even though the wedding had been held under awkward circumstances, his taking of her as his Dark Queen in Deathcropolis had been the beginning of a glorious six months. He had been dark and moody, and she had swooned around him. He had enjoyed delights that these days were nothing more than a fond memory. Perhaps it was this lack of intimacy, as well as his intellectual isolation, that made him feel lonely while still in a marriage. All she gave him these days was a tongue lashing, and not the good kind.


  He wasn’t the only one who felt her wrath on a daily basis. Approaching the kitchens, he could hear her screaming above the crashing of rocks as they hit the walls. Some poor orc had probably burnt her toast or forgotten to add sugar to the black swill that passed as coffee in the fortress. Morden was glad he no longer had to endure orcish cooking, which stretched as far as the application of intense heat to dubiously sourced meat and little else. Griselda, however, was a different matter.


  Ahead of him a door slammed open and Griselda strode out in full tirade. “And if you ever serve me that crap again I’ll stick that ladle up your arse!” she shouted over her shoulder.


  There were times Morden wished she would temper her language. She should be aloof and moody, dark and terrible, of few words but ones which, when spoken, would cut to the bone. When he had suggested her language did not befit her station she had told him to ‘fuck off’ and that had been the end of it. As in many things, she considered her word final. His only relief was that she was still entirely absorbed by her artistic pursuits and not in the slightest bit interested in his work, which was fortunate as he thought she would represent stiff competition if she ever decided she wanted to rule the world.


  While some things had changed, one that had not was her beauty. Physically, he had gone downhill fast and had to play mind tricks with her to hide his decay, whereas she remained a delight to lay eyes upon. Especially when she was animated, as she was now. Her anger brought her alive in a way that never happened when she was reading him her latest poem. It was a vital part of her, more so than the verse she wrote.


  “Griselda,” said Morden. He used just enough of his power to raise his greeting over the commotion of Griselda’s rant and the battering from outside.


  “What the hell do you want?” she said, turning on him. There was another crunch of rock as another missile from the volcano hit and she twitched her head in response. “And what the hell is going on out there?”


  “It’s Firerock. It’s erupting. I came to see that you were safe. You are all right, aren’t you?”


  Griselda bristled and opened her mouth to say something and then seemed to think better of it. She frowned. “You did?”


  “You should see it. The fortress is taking a battering. There’s a massive cloud of ash and a river of lava on the mountain. It’s pretty spectacular.”


  As if to lend credence to what he was saying, another rock hit and debris fell from the ceiling. Griselda looked up and cocked her head, a faint look of worry briefly replacing the anger.


  “What have you done now?” she asked, rounding on him. “If my bedroom has so much as a cushion out of place …”


  “Done? Nothing. It’s a volcano. It erupted.”


  “Volcanoes don’t just erupt.”


  “Actually, they do.”


  “What did you do? One of your master plans? Don’t tell me, you tried to forge some kind of super weapon. Was it that mad orc, Huang? He’s going to get us all killed.”


  “You’ve got it all wrong. It’s a volcano. It erupted. There’s nothing else to it.”


  Griselda eyed him with suspicion. She seemed to be unable to admit that everything bad that happened wasn’t necessarily his fault. “So apart from an erupting volcano, everything is fine?”


  Morden was about to confirm this when it struck him that a huge boulder had taken the top off the Tower of Doom, and their chambers with it, which meant everything was not fine.


  “What?” she demanded.


  “What are things, really? Stuff can be replaced.” Over the years, as a Dark Lord, possessions had lessened in importance. In Bindelburg he had wanted trappings, and he was not short of those, but now he was far more interested in conquest and power. His few material needs had been reduced to a massive fortress, a suitably huge and imposing throne to sit and brood on, and a black robe, all of which he had. He didn’t need much. Unlike Griselda. “You’re safe, and that’s all that matters.”


  It was a desperate attempt at deflection, showing he cared about her—and he could tell, from the look she gave him, it was transparently so.


  “My stuff cannot be replaced,” she said, bristling. “My stuff is unique. My stuff is years of work. It’s my soul laid bare. It’s who I am. It cannot just ‘be replaced’ like a pair of shoes, which, by the way, are also irreplaceable. You may be able to wear any old boots but you know how I feel about my feet. So no. It’s not fine, you inconsiderate bastard.”


  Morden had to bite back his pedantry in regards to the shoe thing and her self-contradiction. His days of being meekly abused, however, were long gone. “You’re right. The world is a poorer place for the loss of your poetry. The Lost Works of Griselda will forever be a black hole in the literary world. Your ‘soul’ will pass unremarked.”


  “At least I have a soul, you deathless lich bastard.”


  “And that’s a bad thing for a Dark Lord because … ?”


  “That’s all you care about it, isn’t it? Dark Lord this, Dark Lord that. When I rule the world. What about me? There was a time when you cared, or was that a lie? Remember when you used to hold me and whisper in my ear about laying the world at my feet? Well, I never wanted that. All I want is to be heard. By you. You were the first man ever to show me any respect and it not be just about sex.”


  Morden had never pretended he understood women. Being only in his early twenties, they were a mystery to him. It was clear that Griselda was equally clueless when it came to him. In those early days, it had been all about the sex. The fact he didn’t force himself upon her didn’t mean he wasn’t a Dark Lord with an insatiable desire for sexual pleasure. The only thing that had held him back, and later put a halt to it altogether, was his degenerative condition. Illusion could do only so much. To engage in sexual congress now, while desirable, would be problematic given the state of his undead body. It didn’t mean he felt any less randy. Griselda still managed to stimulate his mind even if his body was unresponsive. Her naked form still sent thrills of pleasure through him on the odd occasion he managed to catch sight of it, which was increasingly infrequent. As for her, she had always been more turned on by whispered stanzas and rhyming couplets than the purely physical. He had become widely read in those early months, learning by heart sonnets that would drive her wild, in order to get laid, not because he enjoyed them, or held a common interest.


  “And you were right,” he lied in an attempt to end the argument. He had much to do and engaging in a blazing row with Griselda was a waste of his time. “You have a beautiful mind. That you have a beautiful body is but a bonus. But it’s not easy being a Dark Lord. There’s so much to do, and I can’t trust anyone else to get it right. Apart from Stonearm, and he’s off in Deathcropolis getting the fleet ready. I’m sorry your work got destroyed, but I remember most of it. We can get it written down again.”


  “You remember? Really?”


  How could he not? Her incessant reading to him had burned it into his mind. The particularly bad doggerel was like a ditty that would go round and round in his head and drive him mad. ‘Once cruel words spoken, her heart forever broken.’ How could he forget that? Awful. “Every word, Griselda.”


  And in a flash, Griselda launched herself at him and wrapped her arms around him. She squeezed him so hard, his spine cracked.


  “Oh, Morden. I’m so sorry. I know you care. Really, I do. I know it can’t be easy planning the conquest of the world. It’s just that I sometimes feel I’m lost in all that’s going on, and when you go out to conquer everything, you’ll leave me behind.”


  “I’m sorry too. It’s not easy being a Dark Lord.” He patted her back and squeezed her. He judged ten seconds was long enough a hug to calm her, and then let her go. “I’d better go and see how bad it is. You stay here. It’s as safe a place as any. I’ll be back when things have calmed down.”


  Griselda stepped back and sniffed. She wiped her face with her sleeve and smiled. Morden felt a tug at his heart. There were times he wondered why he bothered with her, and then that smile would remind him. He was lucky to have her as a Dark Queen.


  “I’ll go and see my father,” said Griselda. “He’ll have spare materials. A volcano exploding is pretty dramatic.”


  “Yes it is. See you later.” Kristoff’s room was far enough down the tower to be relatively safe. Even if it wasn’t, he didn’t have the energy to argue further.


  Morden turned and walked off. He knew she was watching him go, expecting him to turn around and wave, but there was only so much he would do. As a Dark Lord, he had to draw a line somewhere. He rounded a corner and saw an orc guard racing towards him. The orc skidded to a halt.


  “Lord Morden, Guard Captain Ironfist asks you attend the testing grounds.”


  Now he could get back to being a Dark Lord. Huang’s project was an important piece of the puzzle of how he was going to crush his enemies and bring the world under his dominion. It would be disappointing if there were a setback. He was itching to issue forth with his army and get things underway.


  “Very well. Lead on.”


  



  *****


  



  There wasn’t a day that passed when Morden did not read the Handbook, even if it was only to go over previous advice and lessons. There were certain chapters he had read dozens of times. One section in particular was the one on issuing forth, as that was the next stage in his march towards conquest of the world. The thing that was causing a problem was the point about having completed the previous part of the process, which was gathering his power. The Handbook was very clear that he should not be pre-emptive in issuing forth without having made sure his power was properly gathered. To do so would invite disaster. But what was his power? That was the crux of it. He was unsure. He had no magic devices or artefacts. He had no well of ultimate power to drink from, nor had he been able to summon an ancient being to imbue him with fantastical power. He had the Handbook, his robe, and his will. He’d lost his ability to change into his dragon form. He was stuck.


  He’d gone over everything that had happened to him a thousand times. Maybe it was becoming mostly dead, a lich of sorts, that was his power. He was not more dead, like Zoon had been, never having actually passed on and come back, but he was not human. He had a decaying body that felt no pain. He had no need for food, drink, or sleep. He could exude a wave of compulsion and fear that crippled those around him and had an aura that killed living things who were not under his dominion, which was fortunate for his minions and Griselda. He was an incredibly powerful individual. Was that enough? Doubt plagued him. It was not a trait he thought he should suffer from as a Dark Lord, and his concerns were something he kept to himself. He kept his outer demeanour powerful and strong. He could show no weakness or doubt to anyone, not even Griselda in their more tender moments. He had to be strong every minute of every day. He had to convince the world he was infallible.


  The trouble was, he didn’t feel like it sometimes, especially when it came to military matters. Warfare was not a strong point. He thought his strengths lay more in controlling and manipulation. He understood the nature of power and the will that was needed to wield it. He had no idea how to lead a huge army of orcs and men to meet the forces of good on the field of battle. It was true, he had some able orcish commanders, but they took orders from him. He was the Commander in Chief. He had to have the plan for them to execute. They trained and armed the men, and he directed them. He was no general, though, and he was sure that if he met Count Vladovitch on the field of battle, he would be defeated in short order. Numbers would only get him so far. He completely lacked the tactical knowledge of how to fight the battles. The Handbook wasn’t much help. It said all he needed was a massively overpowering army and to crush all who opposed it. It was short on detail when it came to the composition of an army and how it should be deployed according to terrain, weather, the army being faced, or how to manoeuvre units effectively. In the Handbook, it was merely a matter of armies clashing. Given the accounts he had of how Count Vladovitch operated, that was not enough.


  Either he had to become a world class general or he needed something that made such tactical nuance unnecessary. Zoon had had the Black Dragon Flight. All Morden had was the sole survivor of that flight, his father, and the only thing he could rely on from him was advice on how best to pleasure the ladies.


  He had brooded long and hard on the problem. In the end, he was left with one conclusion. He was who he was because he had been shot in the side by a harpoon while in dragon form and he had nearly died—he was still not totally certain he hadn’t died a bit. The more he had thought about it, the more impressed he was with those orcs and their harpoon. They had brought him down with something designed to catch whales. That was quite a feat. There had been a bang, a puff of smoke, and the harpoon had been launched like a ballista. He’d asked questions and found out all about black powder. He had tracked down the artisan who had been responsible for the harpoon gun and brought him to his fortress. Huang was the old, eccentric, eastern orc who had taken black powder, which had been used for fireworks and little else, due to the frequency with which it blew body parts off those who messed around with it, and applied it to catching whales at sea. Morden thought it was an impressive leap of imagination. He had asked the orc, with a hint of Dark Lord persuasiveness, to apply his methods to making a weapon that could be used on the battlefield or in a siege. Many, many explosions and horrific accidents later, Huang had apparently succeeded and was ready to demonstrate his achievement only to have the damned volcano explode.


  Now he was assured Griselda was safe, the well-being of his mad inventor orc was his next priority. He hurried through the maze of corridors that wormed their way between the various parts of the fortress to the inner courtyard gate, from which he could get to the test grounds. The grounds had been removed a safe distance from the main buildings due to several spectacular explosions, and consequent loss of life, when Huang had started his work.


  Morden emerged into the courtyard and a rain of ash. The world had been turned grey. There was no sign of any of his minions. Presumably they had the sense to shelter in the barracks. The lumps on the ground, scattered around the courtyard covered in ash, turned out to be the unlucky ones who had been hit by larger rocks. Morden hesitated and looked skyward. The bombardment had lessened to the point where there was only the occasional missile hissing down. If he paid attention, he should be all right. The gate on the far side of the yard had been hit and hung shattered on its hinges. It wasn’t looking good but Morden thought he had better make sure. Huang and his weapon were the edge he needed in the coming war of conquest.


  Keeping an eye open for rocks from above, he hurried across the yard to the gate. From there, he could see the full extent of the damage. Huang had built a series of buildings to support his work: a forge to cast the trial weapons, a workshop for carpentry to make the carriages he needed, and a flat building surrounded by large earthen banks where he had the black powder made. They were in ruins. There was nothing left of the black powder building. It must have been hit and exploded. Huge rents had been torn in the earth banks. Whether it had been this explosion or the volcano that had destroyed the other buildings was moot. Orc corpses and body parts were scattered among the wreckage. If Huang was dead, there was a chance they wouldn’t be able to identify his corpse given the carnage.


  What a disaster. Morden shuffled forward through the ash, kicking at a head to see if it was Huang. There weren’t even any cries from the wounded. There seemed to be no survivors. He made his way beyond the wrecked buildings to the demonstration ground. A glance told him his worst fears had been realised. A massive brass cylinder lay next to its carriage. The huge, iron-bound wheels had been blown off the carriage and lay cracked and splintered to one side. There were many more orc bodies here, along with a dozen dead mules attached to harnesses that ran off the front of the carriage remains.


  Morden went to take a closer look at the brass cylinder. It was simple enough to see the intention. At one end there was a hole, out of which Morden presumed the projectile would come, the other end being sealed with a rounded cap. A depression at the rear of the cylinder, with a small hole at its centre, must be the means for igniting the powder. The workings were simple enough in theory. The difficulty Huang had reported was the casting of the cannon, as he called it, and the mixture of powder and other agents needed as a charge to fire the stone balls being used as missiles. Walking around to the other side of the cannon, Morden found Huang. He was not in a good way. He was missing an arm and his jaw was at a weird angle. There was a distinct depression in the orc’s skull where he had been hit by something, probably a rock. Morden didn’t need to check to know he was dead.


  He looked up at the volcano to curse it, and as he did so he saw his father rising from the mountain. That was odd. He couldn’t have anything to do with the volcano exploding, could he? It seemed unlikely, but when it came to his father, he never knew. He watched as his father spiralled up before diving towards the fortress. Morden considered sending a wave of compulsion upwards to draw his attention but it looked like it was unnecessary as his father was arrowing towards him. He remembered with some sadness what it had been like to fly. He missed the freedom and thrill of soaring over the land. He missed his keen dragon senses as well. His father would be able to see him clearly. For the first time in a long time, Morden looked in on himself and willed a change. He wanted to leap into the air and sail away for a few hours. He wanted to get away from the disaster that surrounded him. But he could not. When he had first become a demi-lich, he had been able to feel the battle inside between the mostly dead part of him and the dragon, but now there was only the smallest spark of that dragon left, an impotent part of what he had once been.


  His father arrived with typical panache, assuming his human form as he alighted to the ground in front of his son.


  “That wasn’t you, was it?” asked Morden, indicating the volcano. He thought it a ridiculous notion, as ridiculous as Griselda having accused him of blowing up a volcano, but there was a smidgen of doubt.


  “Good to see you too, son,” said his father.


  Even after three years, Morden was not used to being called son, nor was he comfortable with it. Though he could not deny his parentage, there was something about his father that grated. Maybe it was his unrelenting pursuit of pleasure ahead of all other things. Perhaps it was the fact he was still a dragon proper and could fly while Morden was grounded. It may be either of these things, and more, but, above all else, he thought it was because his father was so good with women, even without having to exert his dragon powers. He had resisted all his father’s attempts to coach him, though. While he would have liked to have some of his father’s obvious charm, he had a world to conquer. Besides, even if he was charming, Griselda wouldn’t tolerate any harmless flirting he may engage in.


  “What can I do for you, Father?” asked Morden. He had no time to be dallying. He needed to get back to the fortress and start pulling things back together. He needed to show the orcs he was still in control and that, beyond a few deaths and some destruction, everything was on track.


  “I’ve been remiss, son. We need to talk …”


  Talk? Father to son? It was a bit late for that. “Father, I’ve been with Griselda for three years. I know all about that stuff.”


  His father arched an eyebrow. “Really? Anyway, that’s not what we need to talk about, though remind me to do so at a later date. It’s about time you spread your interests further in that regard. Get a mistress or something.”


  “Will you get to the point? I have minions to organise and an evil empire to manage. These things don’t look after themselves.”


  “No need for that tone, son. I am your father.”


  Morden didn’t believe for a second the hurt expression his father had assumed. Sincerity was something he was sure his father had never suffered. “Why is it always a game with you? Can’t you be serious, just once?” Every conversation they had seemed to be a joust. His father was impossible to get to grips with, being both evasive and elusive. Morden never knew where he was, or what he was up to, and thought it best he didn’t, given some of the more personal details of his father’s exploits that had reached his ear. “What do you want?”


  His father straightened from his normal relaxed stance and the twitch of a smile that always played around his lips vanished. “You need to come with me. Now.”


  Morden was taken aback. In a moment his father had become deadly serious. He’d never seen his father like this. It was thrilling. Morden could feel the tremendous strength of will coming from his father. A normal person would have had no choice but to obey. Morden, though, had felt real compulsion when he had faced Zoon, and his own will was considerable. He resisted the immediate urge to obey with ease. He would go with his father to see what was so important, but on his terms. He could see in his father’s eyes recognition of this as his compulsion slid off his son. An unspoken battle had been won and Morden was the victor.


  “Very well,” said Morden. “Lead on.”


  His father made no immediate reply. Was that pride Morden could see? It was the first time their wills had really clashed; all matters had been trivial between them until now. Whatever it was that concerned his father was clearly important enough for him to exert his power, and Morden had resisted it with ease.


  “Permission to carry you, my lord?” asked his father, with a hint of a deferential bow and an insouciant curl of the lip returning.


  “Carry away,” said Morden.


  



  *****


  



  Morden had to take a moment to let it all sink in. He was standing in a cave, under the lower slopes of a volcano that was still rumbling away, with what his father was telling him were dragon eggs. Lots of dragon eggs. They were the biggest eggs he had ever seen. Unbidden, the image of a large omelette came to mind; not that these eggs could be cracked. Their shells were stone and they were fused to the cave floor. Inside each, he was led to believe, was a fully formed, dormant dragon, ready to be hatched.


  “And these have been here for five hundred years?” asked Morden. He had been told once, but it was hard to believe or understand. The mating habits of true dragons had clearly eluded him, especially when it came to progeny.


  “The first ones, yes,” said Lord Deathwing. “I think those over there are the oldest.”


  “One egg, every twenty years?”


  Morden’s father pursed his lips. “Something like that. There were a few decades when we weren’t getting on. You know how it is. Marriage. Not easy.”


  “You’re telling me,” said Morden. His marriage with Griselda was certainly not without friction. Fortunately, the subject of children was one that had never cropped up with Griselda. Perhaps living in a Dark Lord’s fortress had suppressed any maternal instincts she had, or maybe her poetry was too important to her. Whichever, Morden had no inclination to have children. He couldn’t impose his will on the world if he was tied up raising a child, though from the parents he knew, he thought he may have the easier task. It wasn’t as if he had the slightest hint of paternal feelings. He dreamt of world domination, not bouncing a baby on his knee. “And Lady Deathwing is the only one who can hatch these eggs?”


  “Precisely. The eggs are temperature sensitive, and only the female of our species can breathe fire hot enough for the job.”


  Morden had never met his stepmother—his exact relationship to his father’s wife was hard to work out—and he had no inclination to complicate matters further by involving her if it could be avoided. “What if we light a fire under them?” asked Morden, more as an aloud musing than a serious consideration. No man-made fire would be as hot as dragon breath. “Never mind. So why tell me now? I didn’t think you wanted more children.”


  Morden glanced sideways at his father to try to read a response to his question. Lord Deathwing had assumed his human-ish form when they had arrived at the cave; his skin was black, smooth, and unreadable. His eyes burned with inner fire, and equally gave no hint of what was going on behind them. It was more than suspicious his father chose now to reveal that there was a flight of dragons held in stasis. If they could be hatched, he would have his Black Dragon Flight, just as Zoon had had all those centuries ago. He would have his power. In no time, they would mature into young dragons and he could bend them to his will. He would have the power he needed to issue forth and could begin in earnest laying waste the world. It had to be too good to be true. The last three years had done a good job of wringing his youthful optimism out of him. It had been nothing but a hard slog. He had never imagined how much effort was involved in being a Dark Lord. There had to be a catch.


  “Well …”


  Morden didn’t need to be able to read his father’s face to know the catch was about to make its appearance. And without doubt it would be a good one. “Yes?”


  “Well. It’s the wife. She’s disappeared.”


  “Ah.” Here it was. No Lady Deathwing. No dragon births.


  “Normally, that would be fine. Like I said, there were decades when we barely talked, and others when we didn’t see each other at all. She did her thing, and I did mine.”


  “Like a marriage break?”


  “I don’t think she would have put it like that, but yes. This time though, it’s different. We were getting on, by our standards. She seemed very happy with her conspiracy and schemes. It was all going so well.”


  “So what happened?”


  “I have no idea. I was following you around for the most part. And then there was that last mad dash to get that hero to take care of Zoon. It was hectic.”


  “She didn’t tell you her plans?”


  “She may have, but it’s not like I paid much attention to what she said. Our twenty years was coming up and I was trying to stay on her good side. I was doing what she told me to, which was largely to keep an eye on you and Edwin.”


  “Twenty years? The mating thing.”


  “Exactly. I wasn’t going to mess that up.”


  Morden was aghast. He thought he understood the depths to which his father’s libido drove him, but this was insane. “You’re unbelievable. All that trouble just to have sex?”


  Lord Deathwing laughed. Its condescension made Morden feel like a boy once more. “You’ve never had dragon sex, have you?”


  “Clearly not,” said Morden, trying to keep his anger in check.


  “If you had, you’d understand.”


  “Yes. All right.”


  “Amazing doesn’t begin—”


  “I get it. Best sex ever. I understand. Now, what about Lady Deathwing?”


  “No need to get worked up. I was only saying—”


  Morden gripped his father with his will. “Will you drop it and concentrate on the matter at hand.”


  Lord Deathwing shuddered as Morden eased off the compulsion to let him speak.


  “You’re so uptight. When was the last time you—”


  “Lady Deathwing. Where is she?”


  “I don’t know,” said Lord Deathwing. “But I’ll find her. I have my suspicions.”


  “Good.”


  Even though they were in a cave under an erupting volcano, Morden felt a chill in the air between his father and himself. While they had never enjoyed a typical father/son relationship—he had never been one to call his father ‘dad’—Morden had never exerted his power over his father like this before. But if he was to be the Dark Lord Morden then everyone, including his father, had to have no doubt he was in control. They were now both father and son, and Dark Lord and minion. Morden relaxed his will entirely.


  His father shook himself and looked at Morden with a curious expression. “That was impressive. It’s been a long time since I have felt a will so strong.”


  Morden considered an apology but thought better of it. He was a Dark Lord and could do what he wanted with whomever he wanted, and if that meant imposing his will on his father then that was fine. “Go and find Lady Deathwing and bring her here. Whatever it takes. I need the Dragon Flight reborn.”


  “As you command. But you should get laid more often,” continued his father, a smile of razor-sharp white teeth spreading as he spoke. “It would help relax you.”


  “Father …”


  “All right. I’m going.”


   Morden watched his father leave and then turned his attention back to the eggs in the cavern. Here was the power he needed. The world had not seen the Black Dragon Flight for five hundred years. With these dragons at his command, even young ones, he would be unstoppable. No city wall could stop them. No army could stand in their way. He felt like he had taken a big step towards seeing his dreams of conquest realised. The only missing piece of the puzzle was Lady Deathwing. He would have to tread carefully with her. He was sure she would be made of sterner stuff than his father, and brute force may not be sufficient to win her over. In the meantime, he would get a team of orcs in here to add shoring to the cavern ceiling. It looked solid enough, but it was best to be sure. As he left the cavern, the floor shook and the volcano rumbled, perhaps reminding him there were forces at work that were bigger even than him. No matter. Cataclysmic eruption and furious row with Griselda aside, it had been a good day to be a Dark Lord.


   Chapter 9 Handbook: War


  



  There is no sweeter sound than the lamentation of your enemies.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  A Dark Lord has but one goal and that is to rule. Everything. No exceptions. All else is a consequence of this goal. Many would say that a Dark Lord is only interested in war, death, and destruction. This couldn’t be further from the truth. While a Dark Lord will not shy away from a fight, and is not squeamish when it comes to death and destruction, these are the undesirable side effects of being opposed when in the pursuit of bringing the world under his dominion.


  The most wasteful pursuit for a Dark Lord is that of war. War should be the last resort, not the first. This may seem at odds with the reputation of Dark Lords, but it isn’t. War is wasteful and costly. A Dark Lord should not seek war but be prepared for it, to the extent that those who may oppose him are left with little doubt as to the consequences of resistance. It is this preparation and readiness that confuses so many. A Dark Lord must assemble the biggest, most terrifying instrument of destruction possible in the hope that none are stupid enough to test this instrument.


  When a Dark Lord issues forth, he must have an army at his back. It is there to prevent war, not start it. It is there to keep those who are to be brought under the Dark Lord’s will and dominion safe from harm. It may seem like occupation, but that is one of the common misconceptions of those about to be put in thrall. A Dark Lord’s army should be welcomed, not opposed. It will guarantee there will be no future wars by its mere presence. It is a force for peace, not conflict. Through strength comes peace.


  Sadly, those who are not keen on being looked after and cared for by a Dark Lord will take to arms and seek battle. This is sad. While it is true that a Dark Lord will brook no opposition, when it comes to power sharing, it is for a good reason: a Dark Lord knows best. It’s that simple. All a Dark Lord ever wants is to bend the world to his will for its own good. Freedom is misunderstood and overrated. Who is ever free? The wage slave is not free. It is an illusion. The religious man is not free; he is a slave to his god. The democrat is not free; he is slave to the popular vote. The family man is not free; he is a slave to his wife and children. Love is his master. All are slaves to one thing or another. The Dark Lord is the only one of these masters who is honest and open. Yes, you will be bound to the will of the Dark Lord, but otherwise things will be better. A Dark Lord brings peace and order. A Dark Lord tolerates no crime, as every crime committed is against him, and punishable by death. A thief who steals from the shopkeeper is stealing from the Dark Lord, for everything that shopkeeper has can be called upon by the Dark Lord on whim. The man who despoils another man’s wife commits a crime against the Dark Lord; those he holds under subjugation are his alone to treat in any way he sees fit. A crime against society is a crime against the Dark Lord and will not be tolerated.


  Economically, things will be much better. Any who would seek wealth and economic power are in direct competition to the Dark Lord and will suffer the consequences. A Dark Lord demands only complete obedience, and if that is forthcoming, then comes reward. A Dark Lord is extravagantly generous to those who serve him. With the world under his sway, his generosity goes far. None would be denied food. A starving man is of no use. Any who obey will be rewarded. The only thing required is to bend a knee and accept the Dark Lord as master. It’s a simple thing. Any who say they bend a knee to no man are liars. Everyone bends a knee to someone or something, whether they recognise it or not. Only a Dark Lord is honest enough to demand explicit obedience.


  A Dark Lord should understand and communicate this message. Submission is a simple thing and is the path that causes the least amount of pain and suffering for all. If, however, submission is not forthcoming in a timely manner, then there is a clear alternative: war. And in this instance, the Dark Lord must also be as clear as possible. If it comes to war there will be only one outcome, and arriving at that outcome will not be pleasant. This war will not be by rules of conduct. This will be total war. There are no forbidden ways to kill the enemy. The notion that particular means of death are more acceptable than others is a reflection of the decadence and deeply flawed ideology the Dark Lord seeks to sweep aside. A Dark Lord is not bound by constraint or convention. If there is to be war, then it is to be as terrible an affair as possible. It is not so the horror will prevent future wars—that would be naive—but to make it clear that war is the last resort.


  It is therefore a good idea for a Dark Lord to prepare for war, but to also make an effort to avoid it if possible. To this end, envoys may be sent out prior to coming forth as ambassadors to the so-called ‘free world’ with a clear message: a Dark Lord is coming. Either welcome him and bow to his rule or oppose him and face the consequences. It’s probably a good idea to dress this message up a bit with incentives to comply and use more diplomatic language, but that’s the essence of it. The envoys themselves should be impressive. They are the Dark Lord’s representatives abroad. The envoy should leave the impression: ‘You think I’m bad? Wait until you see my master. He’s a whole lot worse.’


  The envoy should also be expendable. It’s not unknown for them to be poorly received and incarcerated, or sent back in a box minus limbs. While expendable, they should be competent, as far as competence in minions allows, as they will sow fear and confusion to delay and hamper your opposition. A good envoy can spot opportunities to play sides against each other, leaving it a simple matter for the Dark Lord to sweep in and pick up the pieces. Scheming, lying, double-crossing, and all-round underhand shenanigans are the order of the day. The envoy who presents himself with the message surrender or die often gets nowhere. Threats need to be more subtle than that, and need to be tempered with seductive rewards. ‘Bow before me and you will be wealthy beyond your dreams, and enjoy pleasures of the flesh that would stretch even your imagination,’ is an inducement many a cowardly ruler would succumb to when offered.


  But if all that fails, then it will be war. Be ready.


   Chapter 10 Fortress


  



  The secret ways into your domain should be well signposted.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Some hours after the eruption, the trio stood on a hilltop and looked down the valley to the east and Morden’s fortress. It had been hours of hell. Hal had thought after the filth of the swamp, they would find water and get clean. They had indeed managed to wash off the swamp mud, but only in time for the ash rain to start. The mud had been replaced by heavy grey snow from the volcano. It made breathing difficult. The closer they got to the mountains, the thicker it had fallen. In the foothills, many of the trees had lost branches, some even collapsing under the weight of the ash. With ash thick on the ground, it had been hard going.


  Hal hadn’t been sure what to expect when it came to Morden’s fortress. Something black with a sense of foreboding. He wasn’t disappointed. It was as big, as black, and as foreboding as he could have possibly imagined. Setting eyes on it sucked the will to live from him. It was depressing in every facet, from the heavily crenellated walls, to the implausibly massive bulwarks, to the towers that rose in ranks behind the outer wall. Inner walls formed a series of rings beyond the first, each higher up the sides of the mountain, though it was less a fortress and more a city. That it belonged to a Dark Lord was self-evident.


  Surprisingly, the fortress looked largely undamaged. The most obvious hurt it had suffered was the top of the largest tower, which had lost its peak. Hal had thought perhaps the wall may have been breached by the eruption and they could have crept in that way, but seeing the scale of the fortress, that was a ridiculous notion. The fortress had been rained down upon for a day and, though battered in places, was intact. The volcano’s bombardment had been no worse than the attentions of siege machines, which the fortress had been designed to withstand. There would be no easy way in. So it was fortunate they had Ferg and his map of the secret ways into Morden’s fortress.


  It needs a name, thought Hal. Though the tiers of walls and spires reminded him of a towered cake, Morden’s Castle Cake was hardly fitting. ‘Fortress of Depression’ sprang to mind, as it was by far the most depressing thing he had ever laid eyes on— more depressing even than his first, and failed, attempt at a Genoise sponge, which had collapsed in spectacular fashion when he had taken it from the oven. Not a great name, but it would do for now.


  “No wonder you ran off, Ferg,” Zara said.


  “Depressing, isn’t it?” said Ferg.


  “The Fortress of Depression,” said Hal, thinking he could try out the name he had given it.


  His two companions turned to look at him in unison. Neither looked impressed.


  “That’s the best you could come up with?” asked Zara. “Really?”


  “Well, it is depressing,” suggested Hal.


  Zara shrugged. “It’s a better name than I have.”


  “Ferg?” asked Hal. “What do the orcs call it? Something poetic? Fortress of Sorrows. Maybe something more intimidating? The Fortress of Ultimate Fear.”


  “Now you’re being silly,” said Zara. “It’s a fortress. Giving it a name isn’t going to make it any more pleasant, and staring at it isn’t making it get any closer, either.”


  “I can’t see ‘the Shit-Heap’ catching on,” said Ferg. “Which is what I call it.”


  “You don’t like Morden, do you?” said Hal.


  “Oh, I like what he’s trying to do. Orcs are fed up to their back teeth with being oppressed. Us eastern orcs may have had it easy compared to those in the west you abused, but I like the idea that Morden is going to kick your asses and set things straight. The thing I don’t like are dragons who eat my girl. That’s not right. We’re strong enough now we don’t need a Dark Lord, and we don’t need dragons snacking on us. Orc payback. That’s what I like.”


  “Revenge,” said Zara. “I like that.”


  Ferg glanced over at Zara. Hal could see suspicion in the orc’s expression. It wasn’t often Zara and the orc were in accord. Normally, they’d only join forces to win an argument with him—like when to stop for the day, or whose turn it was to dig the privy hole.


  “Lead on, Ferg,” said Hal. “Show us how we’re going to get into ‘the Shit-Heap’ without getting ourselves killed.”


  The orc started off down the slope and Hal fell in behind. The ash was thick enough on the ground that walking single file made it easier. Soon the fortress was out of sight under the ash-laden canopy of trees that covered the slopes. A strange quiet surrounded them. It was like they were walking through a dream land. There was no sound. No birds. No rustle from the undergrowth. It was as though they were the only living things in the woods.


  The scale of the fortress played a trick on Hal’s mind, as it took much longer to get close to the walls than he thought it would, taking until dusk to reach the edge of the woods that bordered an open stretch of ground to the walls. He couldn’t see them but Hal presumed there would be a close watch all along the wall. The wall itself stretched away in both directions to anchor itself against the sharp incline of the first mountains. Going round was not an option. A short distance to the south was the gate. It was so big Hal wondered how it could possibly open or close. The road from it went over a span that crossed the deep, but dry, moat running the full length of the wall.


  It looked impregnable. Now it was time to hope the orc was true to his word and knew the secret ways into the fortress.


  “Now, aren’t you glad you didn’t kill me?” Ferg asked. “You have to admit, it’s impressive. Took a lot of building, did that. Good orcs gave their lives to put those stones down.”


  “On the contrary,” said Zara with a calmness that had Hal worrying for the orc. “I wish I had killed you and we’d gone home. There’s no way we can get inside there unseen, and even if we do, what then? We’ll be picked up and thrown in the dungeons to rot, or, if we’re lucky, they’ll kill us straight away. Dragon slayer or not, we’re screwed.”


  “Yup, a lot of orcs in there,” said Ferg, seemingly ignoring Zara’s outburst. “And a lot of orcs means …?”


  The orc looked at Hal and raised his eyebrows as though that would get an answer. Hal had never understood how someone pulling a face at him ever made it more likely he’d know something he didn’t.


  “… a lot of orcs means a lot of … shit,” said the orc, when it was clear Zara was too busy glowering and Hal wasn’t playing the game. “And that has to go somewhere. Now, you could dig a hole, but that would have to be a very big hole, and it would fill up and so? So …? So you channel it away. Out of the fortress.” The orc stopped to make a sweeping gesture with his arm. “Out of the fortress. And where something is coming out …?”


  “We can get in,” said Hal. “Bit obvious though, isn’t it? Can’t be that easy.”


  “Stupid orc,” said Zara.


  Ferg was grinning now and immediately Hal got worried. “I’ll remember that,” said Ferg. “Obvious, yes. You might say, encouraged. A Dark Lord isn’t going to be able to stop heroes trying to break in, and so he has to get cunning. And that’s where orcs like me come in. It’s our job to make sure these secret ways are not so secret. It’s a honey pot kind of deal. Except instead of honey, it’s shit, and that’s funny because if you fall for it, that’s what you end up in. And, boy, did you fall for it.”


  “You’re unbelievable,” said Zara, reaching for her sword. “You miserable, double-crossing, soon-to-be-dead orc shit-head.”


  Ferg’s grin got wider and now Hal was sure the orc was having fun with Zara.


  “Wait,” said Hal, reaching out to hold her arm. “Let him finish. He wouldn’t be telling us this now if there wasn’t more. We haven’t sprung the trap yet.”


  “Smart lad,” said Ferg. “And not-so-smart Dark Lord. It’s a plan with a real weakness.”


  Zara stopped struggling against Hal, though in truth it was more for show than real intent. She wasn’t stupid and Hal knew she’d be thinking things through.


  “And that weakness is that you can’t trust an orc,” said Zara.


  Ferg’s smile was as broad as Hal had ever seen it. “Ta-da! She has a brain after all.”


  “Let me go, Hal. I’m going to punch that smart-arse orc where it hurts.”


  Ferg took a step back, feigning alarm, and perhaps in case Hal did let Zara go.


  “It wouldn’t hurt to be nice,” said Hal. The constant peacekeeping was exhausting. “Both of you. Ferg, show us the way. Zara, don’t let him wind you up so easily. And Ferg, be nice.”


  At his words, Zara looked genuinely hurt. He let her go and she turned her back on them both, her head raised slightly.


  “Ferg, apologise,” ordered Hal.


  The orc gave Hal a ‘you’ve got to be kidding’ look. Hal folded his arms and frowned.


  “Okay, okay,” said the orc. “Zara, I’m sorry.”


  “There,” said Hal. “Ferg’s apologised, so can we get going?”


  “I’m sorry you’re wound up tight because you so desperately need to get laid by Hal, but he’s too nice to take advantage. Really sorry.”


  With a scream of rage Zara turned and launched herself at the orc, but she was too slow. Ferg was already off at a sprint, laughing hysterically. Zara set off in pursuit.


  “Damn,” said Hal, and gave chase.


  With the weight of the pack slowing him, Ferg and Zara were pulling away. Hal shrugged it off as he ran. It wouldn’t be hard to find given the trails being left in the ash. Even with the pack gone, he had to work hard to get close to Zara before she ran down the orc. Ferg was smaller than both of them and his little legs seemed to be tiring in the heavy going. Zara was gaining fast, but so was Hal. He leapt at her as she jumped on the orc. The three of them went down in a cloud. The ash stung Hal’s eyes and made breathing almost impossible. The three rolled over and Ferg was flung free, with Hal ending up lying on top of Zara. All three coughed as the ash swirled around them. Zara struggled but Hal was too big and strong for her. He pinned her arms with his knees and sat his weight across her belly. Zara became still and Hal was aware of a change in her body as it relaxed, and in his own. He was suddenly aware of her under his hips, her heaving chest. From the smile that came to her lips, Zara could also sense a change in the body language between them.


  “About time,” said Ferg, getting to his feet and dusting himself off, which had no more effect than putting more dust into the air. “I’ll leave you two for some … privacy.”


  Zara wriggled under Hal, increasing his discomfort. He felt both excited and ashamed. She was Zara. He’d known her since they were little. He’d caught diseases off her when their parents had made them share bathtubs. They’d played, fought, and grown up together. They’d got drunk for the first time together, and been in countless bar brawls, always coming out on top. He couldn’t imagine her ever not being around, but he’d never felt the way he did in this moment, far from home, on a crazy quest to kill a dragon, in sight of a Dark Lord’s fortress, covered in ash from a still-rumbling volcano that continued to smoke. So why here, why now, was he having these feelings? He was no stranger to sex. He’d had his share of liaisons in his time. He knew what it was to feel those urges, but he’d never had them with Zara. Not like this. It was both exciting and wrong.


  Hal jumped to his feet and stretched out a hand to help Zara up. She took it and he hauled her to her feet.


  “Bah,” said the orc. “And I was looking forward to a peep show. I’ll be discreet while I watch. I promise.”


  Perhaps sensing his discomfort, Zara was keeping a straight face, but Hal knew her well enough to see the amusement in her eyes. She was clearly enjoying this. Her attention only made his situation worse.


  “You two wait here, and don’t fight,” said Hal. “I’ll get the pack.”


  He started to backtrack in the ash. He’d gone maybe forty yards before he heard Ferg say something and Zara burst out laughing. He quickened his pace. At least they wouldn’t be killing each other while he was gone. Instead, Ferg would doubtless be telling dick jokes from his seemingly bottomless supply of them. Zara knew a few as well, from her time on the watch. It was almost the only thing she and the orc had in common.


  A minute later he found the pack, hefted it onto his shoulders, and began to trudge back to his companions. As he drew close, the two of them exchanged glances. It seemed that in those few minutes, they had come to an understanding. There was definitely a thaw in the air between Ferg and Zara. Good. Now perhaps they could concentrate on the matter at hand. There was a Dark Lord’s fortress to be entered and a dragon that needed slaying.


  “If we’re all ready?”


  Ferg and Zara nodded and, without a word, the orc led them north along the tree line. Hal fell in behind Ferg with Zara behind him. Eyes fixed on the orc’s back, the only thing he could think of was Zara’s body beneath his. Its firmness. Its curves. Its movement when she had struggled against him. He had better get a grip on himself. Now was not the time. Best if never at all. A casual fling was not worth their friendship. But then a thought struck. What if it were not so casual? Ridiculous. In the same way he had on occasions gone home from the pub with a woman, Zara too had had her dalliances. In fact, she’d often been open about them the following day. And in every case she had been dismissive of them. They never meant anything. She’d never seen any of them again. As she had said, she had urges that needed satisfying and occasionally she satisfied them.


  With Hal, it had not been so clear cut. He thought he’d been in love a few times. He’d even had his heart broken when he was seventeen. Clarinda Flowerseller. She had been as pretty as the posies she and her mother sold in the market. She had also turned out to be cruel and fey; she not only tormented Hal, but all the boys who pursued her.


  Hal sniffed. A terrible smell was being brought to them on what little breeze there was. A thousand times worse than the odours Ferg was capable of, it smelt of orc. Soon after the smell came the sound of running water. That was good. Hal’s throat was parched from all the ash they kept kicking up.


  “We’re here,” said Ferg, calling a halt.


  Coming to the top of a bank, Hal’s anticipation of a cool drink was dashed as he looked down on the gurgling rush of a dirty brown stream. It cut deep into the earth with high banks on either side until it reached the moat, where it was carried from the fortress by an aqueduct. There was no cover at all across the aqueduct’s length. Any eyes that were watching could not fail to see them if they tried to cross now.


  “We’ll wait until dark,” said Hal. “We should rest while we can.”


  Hiding in the tree line, all thoughts of Zara left Hal’s mind as he looked at the fortress and thought on the dragon lord within. At last, he was going to earn his name.


   Chapter 11 Poetic Suicide


  



  Genius is too easily credited, except to a Dark Lord, whose balance is full.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Lord Deathwing’s plan to get his wife back was, even if he thought so himself, genius. That Penbury was involved was without dispute. What he needed was to pay the chancellor a visit, but he couldn’t go empty-handed. He needed collateral to deal with a man of finance. He needed leverage. Then it came to him. He could solve two problems with one stroke if that leverage was Morden’s queen. He could get his wife back and rid Morden of Griselda. It would be for his son’s own good. What he needed was a means to get to Griselda, and her father was the answer. Kristoff was her weakness.


  As he approached Kristoff’s room, he heard the familiar raised voice of his son’s queen.


  “He said what? Right, that’s it. Let me sort him out.”


  Lord Deathwing managed to dodge into an alcove before Griselda went storming past. It looked like Morden was in for a roasting, which was of no concern other than she would be out of the way.


  He found Kristoff in his room. It had survived the volcanic bombardment by virtue of being well below Morden’s quarters. It was a drab, dungeon-like room, with a single window that looked northeast to the mountains and through which the smouldering Firerock Mountain could be seen. The room was scant of decoration and had the scent of an abattoir, thanks to the muddy brown tallow candles that lined the mantelpiece, with a hint of piss pot (it having not been emptied in a while). The smoky candles lit the room with misery. A grubby cot covered in unwashed linen was pushed against one wall, above which was a crude painting of Griselda. She wasn’t smiling.


  The desk was against another wall, littered with scraps of paper, crumbs, a half-empty cup, an inkwell, and black feathered quills. Kristoff was sitting at the table, his chin in one hand, elbow resting on the table. The other hand grasped the cup loosely. His body sagged like a badly stuffed pillow.


  The entire tableau was so depressing Lord Deathwing considered leaving and letting nature take its course. Kristoff was bound to kill himself sooner rather than later. But no, he couldn’t let the whim of time and a depressed poet upset his plans. He needed the poet dead now, and seemingly by his own hand.


  “Kristoff!” said Deathwing, trying hard to sound upbeat despite his surroundings. “How are you, my old friend? You look well.”


  It was a lie. Kristoff looked marginally better than the stale piss in his pot. Every time Deathwing saw him, he seemed to have aged disproportionately. Though white hair could be distinguished on some, Kristoff was not lucky enough to have gone prematurely white, but ash grey. The colour was only part of the problem. What straggly bits of hair he had left clung to his mottled scalp like moss to a stone.


  Kristoff turned from the window to greet his guest. “Are you here to torment me? I wouldn’t bother if I were you. The desolation outside is merely a mirror of my soul and the torment I already suffer. Even you cannot increase the pain I feel in the nail of one finger more than that which burdens me. I am without hope, without future, and … without love.”


  He was also without doubt the most pathetic creature Lord Deathwing had ever had the misfortune to come across. Now that Deathwing was fully into the room, and close enough to smell him above the room’s stench, it was clear Kristoff was also without any sense of personal hygiene; his stink was stale and choking. Deathwing had to wonder what it was that kept Kristoff from ending it all.


  “Torment you? If I have in the past been less than delicate with you, I apologise. I am not here to torment you,” said Deathwing with what he hoped was sincere reproach. “I am a friend to you now. Are we not related with your daughter married to my son? Do not despair. You have Griselda, and your poetry. How rich you are compared to many! And it is your poetry I am concerned with. I was wondering if you might pen something for me. A few lines would suffice. Perhaps your misery may be lessened if expressed in metre and verse?”


  Kristoff stared at him, then reached out for a quill, dipped it, and scratched on a scrap of paper he had to hand. He gave it to Deathwing.


  Fuck off, it read.


  Now he knew from whom Griselda got her language. The urge to coerce the miserable wretch into doing what he wanted was strong, but he couldn’t take the risk. He needed a few authentic lines of depressingly crap poetry. Griselda would know if the words were not her father’s. It took skill to be so bad.


  “Come, come, Kristoff. You can do better than that,” said Deathwing, tossing the paper onto the table. He walked over to the window, more for the fresh air than the view, which was indeed desolate. “I don’t suppose you have heard from your son? I understand you want to go and find him.”


  There was a scrape of chair on stone as Kristoff spun round in his seat. “What do you know of Edwin? Where is he? Tell me.”


  Deathwing continued to stare out the window, withholding immediate reply.


  There was another jarring scrape as Kristoff stood. “Tell me, damn you. If you know anything of my son then I must know.”


  “Morden has forbidden you to go and find him, hasn’t he?” asked Deathwing. “I know nothing of your son, except his madness and that he remains lost. He’s probably wandering unknown to any across distant lands. He would take a lot of finding. At least for someone like you.”


  “But not you,” said Kristoff. “Not for someone like you.”


  “Like me?”


  “A dragon. You can fly. You can cover continents and see everything. I’ve heard the talk. I know how you hunt. You could hunt for him. You found him once before, so I’m told.”


  “I did?” It was true he had found Edwin out on the steppes and brought him with haste to Deathcropolis for his showdown with Zoon, but he thought only he, Morden, and his wife knew the details. Except if Morden had said anything to Griselda, and she had told her father. He would have to have a chat with Morden about loose talk on the marital pillow. It could get people in trouble.


  “Griselda told me how you found him and brought him to that cursed temple,” said Kristoff, confirming Deathwing’s suspicions.


  “That time. Yes. Well. I had no idea he was related. I thought he was only a hero. I did that to rescue Morden. And you, as it turns out. You have me to thank for your life.”


  “Life? What life? The grave would have been a mercy. I have you to thank for my continued anguish. And for making me prisoner in a Dark Lord’s fortress. I can thank you for bewitching my daughter and being father to a monster who is going to bring ruin and misery to the world. That’s what I can thank you for, Deathwing.”


  All true, thought Deathwing. He’d done well so far. Now if only he could get this poet to write him some suicidal verse, he could be on his way.


  “There. That’s it. That’s what I’m talking about,” said Deathwing.


  “What?” said Kristoff.


  “Your insight. Your poet’s eye. Most fear death, but you see it for what it is: a release from suffering. Life is suffering. Death is freedom from it. I see it now.”


  “Life is suffering … death the escape …” Kristoff suddenly seemed to be elsewhere. He was staring at nothing, his lips moving wordlessly.


  Deathwing moved to Kristoff’s side and gently pushed him into his chair. He took a quill and put it into the poet’s hand. He flattened out a crumpled piece of paper and laid it on the table.


  “Write,” whispered Deathwing into Kristoff’s ear. “Life is suffering … death the escape … and don’t forget Morden.”


  Trance-like, Kristoff started to scribble. Deathwing left him to it. He went back to the window and peered over the sill. Even though Kristoff’s room was in the lower part of what remained of the tower, and most of it was intact, it was still a long way down to the courtyard below. There was plenty of activity now that the eruption had stopped spitting out orc-crushing rocks. In the courtyard, there were piles of ash where teams of orcs had swept it. A large pile was directly below the window. He’d have to make sure Kristoff’s body cleared it. In all likelihood, it wouldn’t cushion his fall, but why risk it?


  Behind him, the scribbling had stopped. Kristoff was holding the piece of paper and reading, seemingly oblivious to his guest. Lord Deathwing went over and took the poem from the man’s loose grip. The writing was surprisingly elegant, with well-formed letters and no blots. It was so distinctive as to be almost impossible to forge. This suited Deathwing well. That Kristoff had written it would not be in dispute. Now, for the poem itself. Had the planted seed borne fruit?


  ‘What is life but suffering,


  Under a Dark Lord’s shadow?


  No hope.


  No peace.


  Only in death,


  Can be found release.’


  Indeed it had. Perfect. He’d never been one for poetry himself, so could not vouch for its quality as a piece of art, but it was more than adequate for his purposes.


  “Kristoff,” said Deathwing, trying to gain the poet’s attention.


  Kristoff turned his head dreamily.


  “Excellent work, my friend. You have managed to express the essence of all that we have spoken of in a short, but bitingly accurate, few lines of verse. Well done. Really, well done. Come, let me read it to you in the light of the window as you stare out over the desolation that mirrors the work and your very being.”


  Deathwing took Kristoff’s limp hand and pulled him gently to his feet and over to the window. In a daze, Kristoff stood and stared over the fortress and beyond, to the ash-covered mountains. Dark clouds hung over the peaks, lightning splitting the darkness with flashes, the echo of their passing rumbling in the air. Deathwing placed one hand on the small of the poet’s back and started to read the lines he held in the other hand.


  “What is life but suffering,” he started, “Under a Dark Lord’s shadow? No hope. No peace. Only in death …” Deathwing grasped the back of Kristoff’s trousers and heaved him up and out of the window. The poet arced gracefully out. Deathwing was disappointed Kristoff did not scream. Perhaps the poet realised the futility of it. There was a crack as skull hit stone below. “… can be found release,” finished Deathwing.


  Deathwing leaned out to see Kristoff’s body in a broken heap, blood pooling around his head, and the first orcs coming over to look at the mess. Deathwing ducked back in before any of them looked up, which they were bound to do. He looked around the room. There was nothing else to be done but to replace the poem on the desk next to the still-wet quill and leave. His job was done. Now all he had to do was find Griselda and break the tragic news.


   Chapter 12 Fleet


  



  A show of force is not nearly as credible as the application of force.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  For Penbury, dinner the previous evening had been a disappointment. The starter had been a predictable, and rather dull, feta cheese salad with pine nuts, wilted baby spinach, and an uninspiring dressing. It had not boded well for the rest of dinner. A bistro-quality starter was not what he had been expecting. The manner in which the other dinner guests had tucked it away, with appreciative grunts, suggested that the standard of gastronomy was low in this distant corner of civilisation. From the comments that had been made, the chef had performed wonders in combining average ingredients in a casually thoughtless manner resulting in a dish whose only real quality had lain in the craftsmanship of the platter on which it was served, which was a beautifully decorated bone porcelain—easily identified as such by the thinness of the plate and its translucence.


  Breakfast that morning had been equally lacking. As a result, the Chancellor found himself on a balcony overlooking the bay with King Telem and other dignitaries with his thoughts more on lunch, and how it represented a last best hope for some good food before he passed on from a malcontent stomach, rather than on the display of revolutionary military power that was about to take place.


  “What are those boats there, Chidwick?” asked Penbury of his aide, indicating a line of scruffy-looking vessels that had been parked on the downwind side of the bay in a ragged line, anchors holding them in place.


  “Those ships, sir, are the enemy. For the purposes of this demonstration.”


  “That’s what I thought. So who’s on those boats? I’m sure I can see crew members.”


  “They would be the ships’ crews, sir.”


  Penbury squinted in the sunlight and indicated to a nearby servant to bring the shade to cover him more so he could see better. There was something odd about the crew. Not only were they static, they were all of a common frame and tan. If he was not mistaken, they were all orcs, and it looked like they were lashed to the various parts of the vessel.


  “I’m confused, Chidwick. Why do these boats need crew? I thought the idea was that they were going to be destroyed by that lot.” Penbury pointed at the gleaming new ships arranged in a line upwind. (The wind placement was not too relevant, as their sails were furled and they were being manoeuvred into final positions by more traditional means for warships, the oar.)


  Chidwick looked perplexed. “I’m not sure, sir. I’ll ask.”


  Penbury’s secretary sidled over to one of the naval dignitaries, resplendent in his feathered hat, and muttered his question before sidling back.


  “They wanted as realistic as possible a measure of the effect these new ships will have on the enemy and so provided crew from captured orc insurgents,” said Chidwick.


  “Get me a telescope, Chidwick,” said Penbury. It had been an oversight. He should have had one from the start. His eyes were not getting any better as the years passed and he had not appreciated how far from the action they would be. With custom efficiency, Chidwick returned with two telescopes. Penbury examined both and picked the larger one, allowing Chidwick to use the smaller. He took a closer look at the so-called enemy. He could clearly see the ‘enemy’ crew were indeed orcs, and bound in place. They were a mixture of young and old, some small enough to be children, and others that looked like women, though it was hard to tell with orcs sometimes. None of them looked in good shape. Many had passed out in the heat.


  “I’m a man of detail, Chidwick, but this seems a touch unnecessary.”


  “Excuse me, Chancellor, I couldn’t help but overhear.” With an immaculate coiffure and clothing to match, a man with more teeth in a smile than Penbury had seen in a while, proffered a hand. “Delegate Antonio Amerigo Raimonto Giuliano Giovanni Flaviano Taddeo Pepe, at your service. My friends call me Pepe.” Penbury shook the offered hand. The grip was loose. “I can explain, if you like?”


  “By all means,” said Penbury. He could feel Chidwick tensing at his side. His aide didn’t like any intrusion on the chancellor that did not go through him.


  “Your assistant was quite correct. Every detail must be observed if we are to succeed in this enterprise, and so it was I who suggested these enemy vessels should be crewed, in a manner, so our crews could see as closely as possible the enemy they would be facing when they are in battle for real.”


  Penbury remained unconvinced and let his face say so with a frown.


  “They are all, each one, enemies of the state,” continued Delegate Pepe. “They were scheduled for execution for insurgency anyway. This way makes some use of their forfeit lives.”


  “So instead of being beheaded, or hanged, they are to be used for target practice?”


  “I see you understand,” said Pepe, his smile widening. “I am confident you will be impressed.”


  “Chidwick, I need a drink,” said Penbury.


  The new ships were in line now, side on to the enemy. Through his telescope, Penbury could see the cannon that had been developed lined along the decks. Three men stood behind each. Officers strode up and down the lines behind their men, barking orders that, at this distance, could not be heard but the effect of which had the men bustling around the new weapons. Each cannon was not particularly big, perhaps a man’s length. Into each, a shot, comfortably held in two hands by one man, was rolled in one end after the charge—charge being the word for the black powder parcel that fired the weapon, if Penbury remembered correctly.


  Chidwick returned with a glass of red wine and a small plate with an assortment of canapés. Penbury took one, a red grape and soft cheese cracker, and washed it down with the wine, which was good. The food in these parts was nothing exceptional but the wine made up for it.


  The men on the boats had resumed their positions behind their weapons. The line of ships was a hundred and fifty yards away from the ‘enemy’ ships. To Penbury’s left, King Telem rose from his chair and produced a small white kerchief. He let it drop and a man with a flag, bearing the king’s crest, waved a signal to the fleet.


  “How exciting,” said Delegate Pepe, clapping his hands.


  Others around joined Pepe’s applause. From the populace gathered around the rest of the docks and shore front, a cheer went up. Despite this up-welling of excitement and anticipation, Penbury could not bring himself to join the general enthusiasm. He had a bad taste in his mouth that he tried in vain to dispel with another slug of the fine wine Chidwick had found him.


  Puffs of smoke shot out along one side of the lead ship and a second later came the boom from the cannon. Penbury swung his telescope across to the ship opposite to see the impact. Of the ten or so shots, few reached their mark, but where they had found flesh the result was terrible. While the hulls looked intact, there was evidence of some damage to the upper parts of the vessel and it looked like more wounds had been caused by splintering than by direct hits. The second ship came in closer, to perhaps a hundred yards, and fired. The effect this time was more pronounced. The third in line came closer still, the captains learning quickly what seemed to be optimal range. As each attacking ship came along the line and fired at the anchored targets, the level of bloodshed and destruction increased. None of the targets were in any danger of sinking, but Penbury didn’t have to stretch his imagination too far to understand what the result of these new weapons would be on the packed decks of warships.


  He was swinging his telescope back to the attackers when he caught movement away to one side. It looked like a skiff was moving swiftly in from seaward. There was a large cloud of smoke hanging over the water from all the firing, making it increasingly hard to see.


  “What’s that, Chidwick?” asked Penbury. “A hundred yards seaward of the uppermost ship in the line.”


  Chidwick pointed his telescope in the indicated direction but made no reply. Penbury wondered whether he had been mistaken.


  “I see it, sir. A skiff …”


  “Yes, that’s what I thought. What’s it doing?”


  Chidwick adjusted his scope. “It seems to be attacking, sir. I see bowmen, and flame. And a second skiff.”


  Penbury wrestled with his telescope to get a better sight of this new development. It hadn’t been part of the briefing they had received in regards to the day’s events. Finally, he managed to twist something correctly and three skiffs came into sharp relief. There was no doubt they were getting close to the top ship in the line and that there were orcs in them with bows, the arrows of which were clearly alight.


  “I say, Chidwick, this could get interesting.”


  “Indeed, sir. I’m not sure they’ve been spotted yet.”


  As they watched, the procession of firing ships continued. Everyone’s attention seemed to be on the puffs of smoke and the carnage they were inflicting at what was now seventy-five yards or so from their targets. The skiffs had chosen their approach well, being masked by the smoke that rolled over the sea. At seemingly the last moment, the orcs fired a volley of flaming arrows that arced over to the nearest ship, easily hitting from so close.


  “I can’t see that doing much harm,” said Penbury. So few arrows would hardly worry anyone. Any flame that caught would be easily doused.


  An eruption of wood and smoke blew a hundred yards into the air, followed by a blast of sound that made Penbury drop his telescope and cover his ears. As the reverberation of the explosion rolled around the bay, a cry of dismay went up from the crowds. Women screamed and a stampede away from the dock started, even though there was no immediate danger. A darker cloud of smoke rose into the air, mushrooming out as it did. Beneath it, the ship that had been hit had vanished.


  “Good grief, Chidwick. What the hell was in those arrows?”


  Chidwick retrieved Penbury’s telescope and handed it back to his master. “I think they must have hit a powder keg on deck, sir.”


  Penbury brought his telescope up to get a closer look at the aftermath. Of course, Chidwick was correct. They must have hit a store of black powder. It was why those who made festive rockets were banned from doing so inside city limits. They were forever blowing themselves, and those around them, into little pieces. There was nothing left of the ship that had been hit except a burning hull in the water. The top section was gone completely. The next ship in line was in a bad state as well. Penbury could see men furiously trying to put fires out, and others throwing barrels over the side into the water—black powder without doubt, the ship’s captain astute enough to try to avoid the same fate as his unfortunate colleague.


  Of the skiffs nothing remained. It was hard to tell whether they had been caught in the blast, being as close as they had been, or made good their escape. With the thick smoke, it was hard to tell. They could easily have reversed their course and rowed away unseen.


  “Very careless to get blown up like that, wouldn’t you say, Chidwick?” He couldn’t help but feel amused with what had happened. The destruction and loss of life was terrible, but those orcs had some balls on them. A risky but well-executed plan that had got extremely lucky.


  “I don’t imagine they expected to be attacked, sir,” said Chidwick.


  All around was chaos. King Telem was surrounded by his guard and being ushered away. Women in fine silk were in equal measure screaming and fainting, while orders were barked left and right by every nobleman who saw an opportunity to take control and impress the king, which only made matters worse as soldiers and servants ran from one order to the next like panicked sheep. Penbury swept his telescope once more over the bay and the shattered ships. This was the result of a demonstration. He shuddered to think what would happen in a full-scale battle. He swung his view down to the docks. Things looked like they were getting organised as boats headed out to the fleet. As he swung the telescope to the upper part of the city, his view was suddenly engulfed by a massive black bird. A raven. It was sitting on a balustrade, its eyes twitching rapidly around, taking everything in. For an instant, it seemed to look right down the telescope at Penbury. It winked. Or so it seemed. Did ravens blink? They must do. It bobbed its head and took off, quickly lost to view.


  “Chidwick.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Time to go home, I think. I’ve seen enough here.”


   Chapter 13 A Dark Lord Planning


  



  The future is in things that go BOOM.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Now that Morden potentially had dragons at his disposal, there was planning to be done. He gathered his generals in the war room. In the centre of the room a map of the known world was painted on a table. It was a big table. In the east was Morden’s fortress and his army, represented by an orc figurine carrying a banner whose device had replaced Stonearm’s white hand: a black-cowled figure above which was a dragon, wings spread. The banner’s field was ash grey, which was appropriate given recent events. The banner may have lacked the humour of Stonearm’s flag, and he was happy for orcs to carry it as well as his own¸ but he thought the new one more appropriate for a Dark Lord.


  With the fortress in the east and the rest of the world spread out to the west, it brought home how far he still had to go. The eastern lands, up to the ocean and Deathcropolis, were effectively his. Smaller orc figures dotted the eastern orc cities to denote his control over them. They had required no conquest as such. When he had assumed his mantle at Deathcropolis, the rulers of the other cities had lined up to swear their fealty. The east was therefore not the problem. The tricky bit was getting across the ocean with a huge army so he could begin his conquests. His coming forth was proving harder to plan than he had first thought. It turned out that, left to themselves, orcs were more than happy to eat, sleep, gamble, fight, laze around and scratch their arses, and do just about anything other than what they were told. When he had first brooded seriously about the whole military side of matters, he had come to the conclusion that one of Zoon’s great failings was the lack of military prowess. Not that he had any himself, but he hoped with the help of the more able generals he had found amongst the orcs in the east, combined with the thousands that had fled the west, he might manage something better than an unrestrained horde.


  This need for a plan had been made clearer by the latest news from Xanthos and the demonstration of their new weapons. He had known they too had been dabbling with black powder but was surprised to see their plan was to put these dangerous weapons on ships. Their intent was obvious: catch his army at sea, where its numbers counted for little, and engage in battle across open water. They could win the war by stopping him from landing. It was a simple but effective idea. He had superior land forces; they had centuries of seamanship and a new super weapon. Morden had to admit to himself, if not to the assembled generals, some concern.


  “They have a fleet of a thousand ships and black powder cannon,” said Morden, summarising the news out loud. “That makes things tricky.”


  “Yes, my lord,” said Admiral Haijun. “I would not suggest we move our troops without first having secured the seas.”


  Morden wondered how he would have ever got by without an orc general, or in this case, admiral, being on hand to state the obvious. He was perhaps being harsh. Then again, he was a Dark Lord and they weren’t known for being kind. Admiral Haijun was an eastern orc of fine pedigree. His fleet was smaller than the one they faced but had been well-trained in the last three years. The orc had spent thirty years at sea, as reflected in his weathered features and darker-than-most tan. He had served his time and knew his job. He wasn’t to blame; Morden knew it was his own oversight that was at fault here. He had assumed a land campaign, not appreciating he first had to get to land. Huang’s research may have borne fruit for that land campaign but it would have taken many more years for them to match Telem’s fleet. It was surprising King Telem was able to construct such an impressive force. Morden sensed Penbury’s touch here. Only he had the financial muscle to make something like this happen. He had underestimated Penbury far too often. He was not just a fat, rich man, with a taste for fine food and wine, but a cunning adversary who had blindsided him.


  “We could use fire,” suggested General Gangdong. “Dragon fire, maybe?”


  General Gangdong was almost as big as Stonearm, and almost as smart. He was also right. The only problem there was Morden could no longer turn into a dragon and he expected his father would go missing if there was a hint of a battle. The news from Xanthos about the successful attack on the fleet, and the resultant explosion, certainly highlighted a weakness, but one Morden expected would be rectified. They had not expected an attack and so had almost certainly not taken care with their black powder. Surely, they would learn their lesson. Fire arrows would probably not cut it next time. Even the small trebuchet some of the larger ships carried, which could hurl burning missiles, were notoriously inaccurate. Dragon fire, though, would certainly burn the ships, and take care of the black powder cannon. His father’s recent revelations were perhaps the serendipity he needed. Lady Deathwing was the missing element. There seemed little option, other than to wait even longer and engage in an arms race; one which, given Penbury’s resources, he was not sure he could win, especially given the recent setback with Huang. There had been no volunteers to continue black powder research, and it was an activity not worth coercing orcs into performing. They would only blow up more of his fortress.


  “You may go,” said Morden, by way of dismissal. He needed to read the Handbook and do some serious brooding. It was not a problem that was going to be solved easily.


  The generals and admirals left, leaving two of his Dark Guard on the door to the war room. Left alone, Morden started to play with the soldiers on the map. His mistake in overlooking the issue of a sea battle was highlighted by the absence of ships on either side. It was an oversight he would have to rectify. In the meantime, he formed up an army and plonked it down on Xanthos, knocking over the enemy piece standing there. He formed up a number of small blocks of orc pieces and shoved them over the western part of the map, cities falling as they went. In no time, his armies covered the known world, his enemies toppled on the map. He picked up the figure that represented himself from his fortress to take a closer look. It was simple enough: a black-cowled figure, one arm outstretched with a bony finger pointing, the other bent and holding the Handbook. Morden put a hand to his robe to feel the Handbook snuggled in its inner pocket. It had become part of him. And a powerful symbol. It spoke of the past and Zoon, making Morden his natural successor. Without doubt, it had been a great help, and yet remained a great mystery. It was almost sentient. There were times Morden felt it was alive. Morden sensed its frustration when things were not going well, or Morden was struggling with the finer points of being a Dark Lord, like how to walk properly. Apparently he had been doing it wrong. The Handbook had always been clear that image was important. He was not like any other man, a fact which was more than obvious since his descent into undeath, and had to conform to certain Dark Lord ideals. The world had a definite idea of what a Dark Lord was and if he did not match up, then his credibility would suffer.


  Morden had learnt early on that being a Dark Lord was no easy thing. What he hadn’t appreciated was how precise a discipline it was. There were so many fine details that required endless practice to perfect. When it came to walking, he could not just put one foot in front of the other. That was far too pedestrian. He could not mince, or shuffle, or stagger. He could not hobble, drag, glide, lope, bounce, or skip. He needed to learn the art of stalking. Not in the sneaking-up-on-a-deer sense of the word, or creepily-follow-someone-around, but the form that suggested power and dignity with a hint of dislike for the ground that was being trod upon. Every step was to give the impression that it was with purpose, so those seeing him stalk the corridors of his fortress, or into a room, would know everything he did was significant, even the mundane act of placing one foot in front of the other. A Dark Lord who stalked could engender fear at his approach. His silent and purposeful egress from a room could leave terror in its wake.


  Morden took the time to stalk around the room and threw in some brooding for good measure.


  “Queen Griselda,” announced one of the guards, bashing the foot of his halberd on the ground as if there was a need to dramatise her entrance any more than normal.


  Morden had been getting to grips with stalking but Griselda had already mastered many forms of entrance and exit. She breezed into the room with an air that said everyone should stop what they were doing and pay attention to her. Even knowing this, Morden couldn’t help but stop mid-stalk next to his war table. He picked up one of his soldiers from the table and began to fiddle with it. The die-cast lead was heavy in his hand.


  “Playing soldiers?” she asked.


  “Honing strategy,” he riposted.


  Griselda advanced to the table and picked up a figurine. “Looks like … a toy,” she said.


  “I’m very busy, Griselda,” said Morden, attempting to disengage before the fight could escalate.


  She played with the figure and put it down. Her eyes narrowed and Morden prepared himself for an attack.


  “What have you been saying to my father?”


  She flicked the accusation at him and he had to think quickly to deflect. “I’m told they managed to rescue much of your belongings from the wreckage,” he said. “They even found some of your writing. Some of it is lost, but most is merely singed.”


  “He only wants to go and find his son,” she continued.


  His beloved queen was nothing if not direct. His derobement had better be good or she would be under his guard. “His psychopathic son, who tried to kill me.”


  “Still his son, Morden.”


  “And who did worse to you.”


  Her extension had been weak and he could see his counterattack had hit home. Score one for the Dark Lord. Her normal counter at this point was an expletive, and his response: condescension. She would rally with scorn and derision. He would ride that with aloof nonchalance. Fury would be the sign she was losing, followed by tearful collapse and defeat. He would comfort and offer compromise, which she would meekly accept, requesting the smallest of additional boons, to which he would comply and she would leave. At which point, he would realise she had left with exactly what she had come for and he had, in fact, lost.


  “What do you want?” he asked, deciding he didn’t have time for all that; he had plans to make.


  “You undead fu—”


  “I said, what do you want?”


  Griselda paused, mouth open. She looked puzzled. Her mouth closed, finishing the expletive with a silent ‘ck’. She pursed her lips and wrinkled her nose. He could see her mind working the angles furiously, looking for a trap.


  “Where’s the catch?” she asked.


  “No catch. I’m tired of our bickering and I have far more important things to worry about.”


  Immediately, he knew he’d made a mistake as fury returned.


  “So you think our relationship is a waste of time? Is that it? Well, fuck you.”


  Morden could feel the release of tension in her as the obscenity was finally voiced, its pent-up energy released. His instinct was to placate, but maybe she was right. Maybe this whole Dark Queen thing was a waste of his time. He was still attracted to her—he still wanted her around him—but it was true, he had greater worries, conquering the world being top of the list.


  “You know I don’t think that,” he said, taking an instant decision to put off relationship thoughts for now. They were unbecoming a Dark Lord when a war needed planning. “What would you like me to do for your father?”


  He could see she was struggling with her anger and no reply was forthcoming as she brought it under control.


  “Talk to him,” she said finally, her tone a few degrees warmer than icy. “If you won’t let him go and find his son, then maybe send someone to find Edwin instead. Anything that will give him peace of mind.”


  Morden was surprised. It was not a bad idea. A genuine compromise. “I’ll talk to him.”


  “You might let him go himself, if he had an escort. Someone to look after him. Keep him from harm.”


  And there it was. The cherry on top of the cake she had carefully iced. Well, he was more a savoury man.


  “I’ll talk to him. Is that all right?”


  A twitch of her lip, almost turning into a smile of triumph, suggested she thought it another battle won. That was fine. He didn’t mind losing the odd skirmish. He always had an eye for the wider conflict.


  “Thank you, Mordy.”


  He hated that endearment. Once, when whispered in his ear in the passion of their first months together, it had been bearable. Now though, it was sickening and sentimental.


  She stepped closer and leaned up to kiss his illusionary cheek. If she could see the decay there, she would be repulsed. A whiff of the ever-growing decomposition about his body would recoil her. But she could neither see nor smell anything that his will hid from her mind. The touch of her lips on his cheek went unfelt on his lifeless skin, not that he didn’t appreciate it. She was in every way an infuriating person and his Dark Queen. It was still his greatest desire, when his shadow darkened the world, she would be there to pen a suitably morbid verse to enshrine his triumph.


  As for her request. He would talk to Kristoff, but not to give him permission to search for his son. Or even to send someone else to look for the lunatic. Wherever Edwin had lost himself, he could remain lost as far as he was concerned. It had been a close call the first time round and Morden was not one to tempt fate. The Handbook was very clear on fate tempting and its inevitable consequences. No. He would talk to Kristoff, and afterwards his father-in-law would have lost all desire to do anything other than write crap poetry about distant mountains and wide oceans, or whatever it was that inspired his turgid imagination.


   Chapter 14 Hunted


  



  When all hope is gone, then the war is half won.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Edwin was tired of being hunted. The howls were getting closer, the hounds baying as they sensed they were cornering their prey. He had been running for weeks, but no matter how far he went, word of his so-called crime followed him. He’d had no rest since dispatching the Dark Lord Morden’s evil mother from the world. He thought he would have been hailed a hero, as often he had been in the past. Instead, a bounty had been put on his head and he’d been harried and hounded, quite literally, ever since.


  He was at the edge of exhaustion. He knew he had to stand or else face capture when he collapsed. Better to turn now while he had some energy left. If he could deal with the dogs, he may elude their owners. He stopped on the far side of a thicket through which he knew the dogs would burst. The first came, a big brute, leading the others. It died on Edwin’s sword before it had time to yelp. Three other dogs jumped to either side, snarling and going back on their haunches. They could see this was no easy kill. They bared their teeth at Edwin and growled. They were well-trained. As hunting dogs, undoubtedly they had cornered and kept at bay bears, and other beasts too big to handle themselves.


  Edwin, too, was well practised. He leapt forward and slashed at one, catching it across the shoulder as it writhed away from the blade. A flesh wound was more than enough to prevent it chasing him further. One braver dog snapped in from behind, trying to hamstring him, but he was quicker. His sword took the dog in the throat. He didn’t want to kill such fine hunters, but he had no choice. It was them or him. The remaining two backed off to either side, low against the ground. Their tails told Edwin there was no fight in them. The wounded one licked the blood coming from its shoulder and would be of no concern. Edwin turned his back on them and jogged off, confident their pursuit was done.


  Two hours later, Edwin was sure he was no longer being hunted. At least for now. He’d reached the northern borders of the Western Reaches and his options were limited. His homeland was closed to him and no matter where he went, he would not find peace. Not that peace was an option while there was still evil in the world. Evil that he could do nothing about. His days as a hero were behind him. His soul-sucking sword was lost, his sister was taken and turned to darkness, and the tyrant, Morden, was beyond reach in the east.


  Edwin told himself it was no use dwelling on such matters. Dusk was upon him and he began to gather dry wood in the quickly descending gloom. He would build a fire to warm himself before sleep took him. A day on the run had brought him low; a fire, though a risk, would lift his spirits. He spotted a copse on a hillock, in an otherwise flat land, that would provide shelter from the chill breeze that came from the northwest. Approaching the copse, a glow warned him he was not the only one with such a thought. He wondered who it could be. Experience, as well as instinct, told him chance meetings in the wilderness around a fire rarely had a good outcome. It had been around such a fire in the wilderness he had sold his soul to the devil with wings to get to Morden so he could rescue Griselda, and for what? To fall into madness and wander deranged for years before finally returning to his senses.


  He was about to turn around and go the other way when he was gripped by a power that was impossible to resist. More powerful even than the will of a Dark Lord, it compelled him towards the fire. His stomach knotted and his mouth filled with saliva. The smell was stronger than any drug, more compelling than any torture, more seductive than any woman. He could not resist.


  He could smell bacon.


  One thing was immediately certain: whoever had this bacon would either share it or die at Edwin’s sword. Some would condemn him for thinking life was as cheap as rashers of crisp bacon but they were not here, right now, with its fatty smell. No newborn babe or Sunday roast dinner smelled as good as this.


  He picked up his pace, breaking into a run. He drew his sword and crashed through the undergrowth. He burst into a small clearing. A man held a flat pan over a fire, with sizzling bacon turning up at its edges. Edwin halted, sword raised and a battle cry on his lips. He would have bacon and he would have it now.


  “Welcome, stranger,” said the man. “I can see you’ve smelled the bacon. Why don’t you come and join me?”


  Edwin had half-expected to see the slim, dark frame of the dragon sitting at the fire, but this was a convivial looking old man with dirty, grey hair, in need of a comb, dressed in dark, burgundy robes with hints of mustard-yellow cloth wrapped beneath. His features were off, though. They were precise and elongated, and, though Edwin couldn’t be sure, he thought there were pointy ears poking out from the man’s hair.


  “Are you a man?” asked Edwin, still unsure, bacon or not, he should be sharing a fire, or food, with this person. He looked harmless but there was definitely something not right here. Not least of which being, what was he doing out in the wilds by himself?


  “What else would I be?” asked the man, clearly taken aback by Edwin’s question.


  “A dragon? A wizard? A god?”


  “What a strange imagination you have. I assure you I am not a dragon. My name is Nuriel.”


  “A wizard?”


  “Not a wizard. I think this bacon is almost done. Would you like it?”


  Nuriel took a tin plate from a pack at his side and forked pieces of bacon onto it until there were none left in the pan. He handed it to Edwin.


  “Aren’t you having any?” asked Edwin. It was generous of Nuriel, and he was sufficiently hungry to eat all he was given, but he still had manners.


  “Oh, no. I don’t eat bacon,” said Nuriel.


  “You don’t—”


  “Eat bacon. No. I’m a vegetarian. The smell though. I like the smell.”


  “A what? Vegetarian? Is that a cult? Is this poisoned? How can I trust you?”


  “A vegetarian. I eat neither fish nor fowl, nor flesh of the beast, nor anything with a face for that matter. And no, it’s not a cult. The bacon is absolutely fine. As for trust. You are young and strong and well-armed. I am at your disposal. It is I who shouldn’t trust you, but I do. I can see you’re hungry. Eat.”


  With the bacon on a plate under his nose, Edwin couldn’t resist any longer. Poisoned or not, he gobbled the first piece. It was heaven. He almost swooned with pleasure. A second piece joined the first before he had finished it. Nuriel had managed to crisp up the bacon without making it too brittle. It was the best bacon Edwin had ever eaten.


  “How is it?” asked Nuriel, after Edwin had taken a third piece.


  “Fantastic,” said Edwin between mouthfuls. “Are you sure you don’t want some?”


  “No, thank you.”


  Edwin thought he detected strain in Nuriel’s reply and in the tautness of his lips.


  “It’s really very good.”


  “I’m glad,” said Nuriel, with a weak smile.


  Edwin had eaten so little in the last few weeks he made short work of the plate of bacon. He was just thinking how good it would have been to have a crust of bread to wipe up the grease when Nuriel produced a small loaf, broke off a piece, and tossed it to Edwin. It was stale but that mattered little when Edwin had scraped the plate clean with it. Once done, he tossed the plate aside and sat back. He was bordering on satisfied for the first time in years. His ills and torments of the mind were diminished by a full stomach and fingers covered in grease, which he licked individually while examining his host once more. For his part, Nuriel slowly chewed on a crust, dipping it occasionally into a mug to soften it.


  Edwin took his own water skin and drank. The saltiness of the bacon had given him a thirst.


  “I am hunted for crimes more imagined than real, and can find no peace in town or village. That is why I am here in the wilds,” said Edwin, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. “What brings you out here? I would say well met, but from experience that is rarely the case.”


  “Crimes? What charges are there against you?” asked Nuriel.


  “I killed a woman. I do not deny I did, for that is the truth of it, but I do deny it is a crime. I also think it unlikely I would be tried fairly, and so I flee.”


  “And why would murder not be a crime?”


  “It is not murder when you are at war with evil and you kill the source of that evil,” said Edwin. “In war, there is no murder. There is you and your enemy, and either they kill you, or you kill them.”


  “And what is this great evil?”


  Edwin took a moment before answering. Nuriel was asking a lot of questions and offering nothing about himself. The last question was a peculiar one. It was clear to all in the civilised world who the enemy was: the Dark Lord Morden.


  “Where have you come from that you cannot answer your own question?” asked Edwin. He moved his hand as casually as he could to the hilt of his sword. Being ready to act had kept him alive on numerous occasions. While Nuriel looked harmless enough, and his questions did have the tone of genuine curiosity and ignorance, Edwin still felt he was not all that he seemed.


  “The far north,” answered Nuriel, “where the sun fears to come but yet there is the light of knowledge.”


  “You speak in riddles,” said Edwin, his hand tightening its grip. Those who could not speak plainly and directly to simple questions were often up to no good.


  “I cannot give a name, as the place has none, though some do call it Solitude. I do not wish to confuse. It’s a far place where those who seek truth, comfort, and to face death without fear or qualm, reside, free of the world’s concerns.”


  “So why are you here? What man would not wish to live somewhere free from fear and concern?”


  “Good questions. For a start, all that peace and harmony is dull beyond belief. There’s nothing like bacon, or wine, or pain, or suffering. It’s idyllically boring. I’m a young man at heart and want to see the world.”


  “You don’t look young. You can’t be much under fifty years old.”


  “I am old in body, but I am young in spirit, and that is young. While life is short for many, where I come from, life is a horrible drag. What’s the point of bliss if it’s so dull? I want to see the world and what it has to offer. It must have changed so much since I saw it last.”


  “The world is full of evil and pain. Why would you seek that?”


  Nuriel shrugged. “You keep mentioning evil. What evil?”


  “The Dark Lord Morden has risen and is in the east. Soon, that evil will be abroad and cast its shadow across the world.”


  “Is that a prophecy?”


  “No prophecy is needed while the weak make feeble preparation and lack the will to do what must be done.”


  “Like murdering that woman.”


  “I see you understand.”


  “And you said Dark Lord? Tell me about this Dark Lord.”


  Edwin thought Nuriel was no idiot or simpleton from the manner of his speech and demeanour, but he was interested in the strangest things.


  “A Dark Lord, Nuriel, is all that is evil in the world. A Dark Lord seeks dominion over all lands and peoples. A Dark Lord rules by fear to impose his will. He brings war and destruction, laying waste to cities and lands that oppose him, enslaving those he conquers to live out their lives in subjugation. A Dark Lord tolerates no course for the world other than his own. There is no debate. A Dark Lord is overlord, tyrant, despot, dictator. Under his rule, there is no freedom. He is the bringer of death and despair for all who treasure good and right. He cannot be bargained with, placated, or appeased. Any weakness will be exploited for gain and to quicken his victory. Only by virtue of strength can he be opposed. Only by having an equal will to do what must be done can he be beaten. Only by determination and sacrifice can those who seek peace expect to enjoy it with the knowledge it has been hard-earned with the blood of martyrs. And so it was with the last Dark Lord, Zoon the Reviled, when the valiant few brought his evil to an end. And so I had hoped it would be with the Dark Lord Morden, but it seems the world has forgotten over the centuries what a Dark Lord truly is and it lacks the will to oppose him in the only way he can be opposed, in blood and fire. I tried and failed. I now turn my back on the world that has turned its back on me. I will find my solace in a lonely life.”


  Edwin stared into the fire. In its flames, he saw the world burning. He saw women tear their clothes and hair as their children were snatched from their arms and their men enslaved. He saw cities laid to ruin and darkness blot out the sun. He saw a future with no hope. No love nor life for those of free spirit. He saw a world devoid of beauty and poetry. It was a world he had tried to save and, in his weakness, failed. He had been driven mad and driven out. Though he mourned its future, it was his world no longer. He would become a hermit and live out his pathetic life in some small cave, living off berries and the odd rabbit he could snare. He would find what peace he could in the sunrise of each day that told him he still lived. The world be damned to the ruin it brought upon itself.


  He looked over at Nuriel, who had remained quiet, and found him looking back intently. Nuriel’s eyes seemed to be taking him apart.


  “You spoke of Zoon the Reviled?” asked Nuriel, breaking the silence between them. “What do you know of him?”


  “Only what all know,” replied Edwin. “He was the last Dark Lord to walk the earth, centuries back. He was an undead Lich King, who sought to do what Dark Lords do, but was opposed by Theo the Marvellous and Uther the Merciless. It was Uther who cut Zoon down and broke the hold he had on his armies.”


  “Undead Lich?” asked Nuriel.


  There was something about the way Nuriel asked the question that suggested he knew the answer before it was given.


  “It was said Zoon had defeated death. He walked undead, or more dead, or some-kind-of-dead, in the world. All that is certain, he was no man.”


  “Oh, he was a man,” said Nuriel. “Or, at least, was once a man. I remember him well enough. Zoon. So that’s what became of you. Interesting. And what of this Morden? What of him? Is he like Zoon?”


  “Morden is half-man, half-dragon. Though he does spend most of his time dressed in a black robe and grasping a book, much like Zoon did. He must also have a decoy to stand in his place. I cut one black-robed man down only to be faced by another. The second was Morden, without doubt. It was then I was driven mad by a truth that would have been best left unknown, and I fled in shame. But how can you have known Zoon? Did you lie to me, old man? Are you a wizard? Am I to be betrayed with words once again? If so, then have at me, for I shall fight you.”


  Edwin grasped his sword and half unsheathed it to emphasise his point. As he did so, Nuriel waved a hand at him.


  “You have no need for that. I am no wizard, and will cause you no harm. In truth, I am old, but the passage of time is strange where I have come from, where each day passes much as the one before, and soon it seems fruitless to keep count. Even the tally of years becomes wearisome. It doesn’t matter. I’m old. You’re young. You could kill me where I sit and the world would be unchanged. But what you tell me of Zoon and Morden is interesting. I need to find out more. As for you, I can see you are almost spent, not in strength but will. The best I can do for you is to tell you to go north, beyond the frozen wastes, beyond where men go. If you don’t die, and you probably will, then you may find the solace you seek. And perhaps answers and wisdom. Both of which you seem to need. Wisdom, certainly. You have a strange view of the world and how it works. You could do well to learn otherwise.”


   Chapter 15 Handbook: Death Traps


  



  Death trap. The clue is in the name.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  The death trap is a staple of a Dark Lord in residence. It is a cornerstone of your defence and, simultaneously, a source of much amusement. While the death trap seems an obvious thing—to capture and kill—the design, implementation and deployment of this notionally simplest of things does seem to be beyond the ability of many. Frequently the death trap fails to trap or kill, or both. It’s not called ‘an inconvenient trap’ (a mere speed bump in the way of a higher goal), or a ‘mild injury trap’ (one that may cause a scratch, or, at worst, a minor break or sprain), but a ‘death trap’. Any result other than capture and death and it is not fit for purpose; it should be returned and a refund demanded.


  The one caveat is that the death trap will never work against a genuine hero—who is your nemesis—though it’s fine for those who think themselves heroes but are not. As has been previously discussed, the hero is not going to fall to such a simple means of disposal. You may have designed the most remarkable death trap in existence, but it will fail in the most unbelievable fashion should a hero fall into it. Don’t be disheartened. The death trap has served an important function, and that is to confirm your worst suspicions in regards to the identity of the hero. Take care, though, that they have genuinely escaped inescapable death and not that your trap is terrible.


  The death trap’s true victims are those who will try to kill you but are not heroes. They are fools who do not appreciate what you are trying to achieve, or realise the futility of their attempt. Nevertheless, they should be afforded the same consideration they are showing you, and you should kill them. The death trap is also for those who seek to steal treasure from you. While their motives may be pure, and to a degree respected, they should be dealt with in the same way as the heroic assassin. Lastly, and the most threatening, are the smarter thieves of heroic bent who seek to steal your power from you. They realise that assassination is too hard, as you have unsurpassed levels of paranoia, and that the marginally easier way to neuter you is to sneak in and steal the source of your power, whether it be a ring, sword, tome, crystal, lucky rabbit’s foot, or whatever. The trick is to catch all these sneak thieves and assassins, and efficiently combine their capture with their death—thus the death trap.


  You can’t be sure from which direction these attempts will be made, as you live in such a large fortress. What you can rely on is the incompetence of your minions; they will be inattentive, asleep, drugged, or bribed, thus allowing miscreants to slip through and make an attempt on your person or your stuff. You must therefore put avenues in place that seduce these attackers into making an approach which proves fatal. Creating these avenues is only half the job, however, as they need to be made known, but not obviously. The word ‘secret’ should be employed, along with stained maps, whispered rumours, and little-known knowledge, all of which are designed to fool the attackers into thinking they are cleverer than dimwits—which they are not. Send minions far and wide with rumour of these secret ways, but ensure they are well-schooled. They should not give up their knowledge without suitable cajoling, plenty of alcohol and other inducements, up to, and including, sexual favours. Their backstory should be well-rehearsed and convincing. The simplest by far is the disgruntled ex-employee who feels slighted for his genius being overlooked by his master. (It’s probably true.)


  A concrete, and often used, example is the secret sewer entrance. Even though it is undoubtedly blocked with an iron grate, or portcullis, and may have a fearsome beast living within, it can be made known that the iron bars are not as strong as they once were, or could be slipped through by one small enough, and that the beast has a weakness for ham that can be laced with a sedating drug. The sewer itself will be vile, which only adds to the authenticity and reinforces the idea that none would dare such trials. Dire warnings of failures past can be reinforced by leaving skeletal remains within the sewer, again showing that others had tried but succumbed to the noxious fumes or the ferocious beast. It will confirm this approach is dangerous and therefore almost certainly correct—it’s a weird logic. Thus the set-up is in place. There’s a secret way in, which only the bravest would attempt, that bypasses the Dark Lord’s entire security, and deposits the adventurer conveniently in the Dark Lord’s throne or treasure room, depending on goal. It sounds almost too good to be true, thus the apparent hazards and previous failures.


  Once sucked in, the trap must be sprung, and this is where particular attention to details must be taken. It’s a death trap. Only one outcome is good enough. If you just want to capture the insurgents before dealing with them—a riskier prospect—then that’s an entirely different trap. Be clear with your goals. How they die is entirely up to the imagination, but death must result. In executing the trap, instruments of death to avoid are anything that can be run away from (big boulder down a conveniently rounded tunnel), dodged (darts fired from a wall, or swinging axes from a ceiling), disarmed (weighty objects on a plinth), or beasts that can be killed by a suitably muscular and well-armed barbarian type—giant snakes, spiders, a Minotaur, even a gorgon (polished shield, job done) cannot be relied upon. Death should come unannounced and with sudden force, allowing the victim the briefest of ‘oh shit’ realisations before the trap earns its name.


  The final element of the death trap that should be considered when designing is the clean-up and reset. A one-shot death trap is not much use. It’s also why the large rolling boulder trap is a bad idea. Not only can it be avoided by fitter victims, it’s a bugger to reset. You’ll want a trap supervisor and a clean-up/reset crew working for him. His job will be to ensure that the traps are fully functional (the testing of which can be done with prisoners, or those who fail their latest job performance review) and well-maintained. A death trap that fails to kill its victim for the want of a new spring or fresh rope is unacceptable. The crew will also be responsible for cleaning up the mess once the trap has been sprung. (Acid-based traps have the advantage of self-cleaning.)


  Trap maintenance is not a pleasant job and a few perks should be made available, like keeping any coin found. Personal effects should be gathered up and inspected carefully for items of interest, such as rings with a family crest or love notes from a spouse, and anything of value, but of no interest, shared around.


  As you’ll almost certainly have a large fortress, with many ways in, you’ll have a number of traps. Efficiency can be improved by playing trap teams against each other. Create a death trap league and keep score. An award ceremony, with prizes of both prestige and value, should be a further incentive, and poor performance, or failure of traps, should have the winning team run their competitors through their own well-managed trap.


  Lastly, a word of caution. Do not get caught in a trap yourself. It seems a trite piece of advice but you’d be amazed how often a would-be Dark Lord, terror of the world, is nailed by a death trap. Don’t ever allow yourself to be lured anywhere near a device, or contraption, that could result in permanent harm. Even if you are intimately familiar with all the workings, the potential for a backfire is too great to risk, and around heroic types even more so. Don’t ever go walking over pits of fire or lava. Don’t ever stand anywhere near pools of anything noxious or acidic. Never, ever, chase a hero down a tunnel, across a bridge, over water, or into the lair of a beast you thought tamed and under your control. If sunlight is a particular weakness, then don’t go into a room with poorly boarded windows or a rickety ceiling. It’s basic stuff, so don’t be a sucker. Take precautions and let the would-be heroes do the dying in the death traps.


   Chapter 16 Death Traps


  



  The path of least resistance is the slipperiest.
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  They crossed the open ground, following the stream of sewage to where it met the dry moat and the aqueduct, or shit-a-duct as Ferg called it. The aqueduct spanned the moat to the rock beneath the wall, from where the sewage issued from behind a set of heavy metal bars. They were now faced with a choice. Either they could cross on the exceedingly low ledges to either side of the aqueduct’s channel, or they could wade against the slow current of crap that washed down it. Neither appealed to Hal. It was a long way down from the aqueduct to broken, stony ground, and it was dark. A slip on the greasy, shit-covered stone and it would be a headlong fall to a skull cracking. The alternative was only marginally more attractive but the only real choice.


  “Are you sure this is the only way?” hissed Zara, as the three crouched on the low bank above the stream.


  “The only one that won’t get us killed,” answered Ferg. “There are other ways, but this is the only one whose secrets I know. The death traps won’t get us this way.”


  “You’ve mentioned death traps a few times now,” whispered Hal, though he didn’t know why. The wall towered above them, and if there were any guards on it they certainly wouldn’t be able to hear them above the gurgling of the stream.


  “Like I told you,” said Ferg. “You got nothing to worry about. I know all about them. Follow me.”


  And with that, the orc slid the few feet down the bank and into the stream of sewage.


  “You first,” said Zara.


  Hal slid down the bank. The sewage wasn’t as deep as he had imagined, barely shin high, but it was slippery. He was about to warn Zara when she came sliding down next to him, lost her footing on the slippery bottom of the stream, and flailed for purchase with her arms. She managed to grab Hal’s outstretched hand, but he lost her grip. She toppled backwards and was caught, quite fortunately, by Ferg. He held her, clearly under strain from her weight and the precariousness of his own footing.


  “Don’t you dare,” said Zara.


  “Sorry, darling,” said Ferg. “Too heavy …”


  Hal grabbed Zara by her belt as the orc let her go. With a quick heave, he pulled her up to her feet and into his arms. Her weight pushed him back against the bank of the stream. Her face was inches from his. He could taste her breath.


  “Thank you,” she said, and smiled.


  “You’re welcome,” said Hal. He moved his arm to hold her firmly around the waist in case she slipped again. She felt good in his arms.


  “I don’t think now is the time for a first kiss,” said Ferg. “Let’s go.”


  Zara let go of Hal, shrugged free from his grip, and turned to follow their orc guide. Hal fell in behind, one hand gripping the side of the aqueduct to steady himself. It was probably his imagination, but Hal thought he could smell Zara even above the stench of the muck they were wading through.


  They made it to the grating without incident. With only a sliver of the moon visible between the clouds, any orc guards up on the walls would have no chance to spot them. Even a dragon would have had a tough time seeing us, thought Hal. The bars looked solid enough, with a gap of six inches or so between each, and, though he couldn’t see their bottoms, the tops were fixed firmly into the stone.


  “Now where’s a barbarian of immense strength when you need one?” asked Ferg, tugging uselessly at one of the bars. “He could bend these enough for us to slip in.”


  “No he couldn’t,” said Zara. “Stop playing games and show us how we get in.”


  Ferg looked aggrieved as he tugged at a second bar. It moved slightly. “Wait. What’s this? A loose one? Now that’s careless. Maybe if we jiggle it a bit.”


  “Out of the way, stupid orc,” said Zara, grabbing the bar. She wiggled the bar, and it moved some more. Flakes of mortar broke free from where it had been cemented into the rock. “They’ve not done a good job of this,” she said. With a violent tug, the top of the bar scraped free from its hole.


  “Seems so,” said Ferg. “Or maybe they’ve done a good job of making it seem like you got lucky and they were a bit rubbish. You decide.”


  Zara heaved on the bar and it gave way, leaving a foot-wide gap they could squeeze through. “After you, orc.”


  Ferg squeezed through while Hal took off his pack. Zara followed Ferg, then Hal’s pack, then Hal. Hal gagged on the smell, which was even worse on the inside.


  “Here,” said Ferg, handing each of them pieces of cloth he’d got from his own small pack. “Wrap it round your nose.”


  Ferg tied his own kerchief before Zara was willing to do the same. Hal followed suit. The cloth stank of something strange, but it wasn’t as bad as the sewage.


  “What’s on this cloth?” he asked.


  “Blood, sweat, and tears,” said Ferg. “Does the job.”


  Zara made a sound of disgust but kept the cloth in place.


  The tunnel had been carved out of the solid rock upon which the fortress had been built. It was pitch black.


  “We can’t go in there without light,” said Zara.


  It was a problem Hal had anticipated and he had made some simple torches while he had been on watch in the woods the previous night. It took a few goes with the flint to get them lit, but soon enough they had a smoky light to guide them.


  “Lead on,” said Hal to Ferg, once they were ready.


  “Replace the bar first?” suggested Zara. “You never know, some orc may check it sometime.”


  “She’s right,” said Ferg. “The shit patrol is one of the less desirable guard duties, but it gets done. Mind you, they do know about the loose bar, but seeing as it’s all the slackers and malingerers who draw the duty, they may not bother checking too closely. It’s not as though there’s a constant stream of traffic through this sewer.”


  Hal pulled the bar back into its fixture and smeared it in crap. Only a good shake would show that it had been moved.


  “Right, now can we go?”


  Ferg led the way and Hal fell in behind, Zara bringing up the rear, muttering curses under her breath as she splashed through the sewer. Progress through the first part of the sewer was slow; it was little more than a tunnel hacked through bedrock. Soon enough, the tunnel sloped up and came to an open cave into which streams of sewage emptied from openings around the circumference of the chamber. The result was a small, burbling lake of muck which then emptied down the tunnel they had just come up.


  “This is the sump,” announced Ferg. “See those tunnels up on the wall? They come from all over the fortress to empty here.”


  “How high is that?” asked Zara. “Think we can reach?”


  Hal could see a rocky shelf around the edge of the lake. With care, he should be able to boost Ferg up. It was maybe only ten or twelve feet up. That it had to be done through a constant stream of crap was the most unpleasant aspect.


  “Which one, Ferg?” asked Hal. There were seven possible routes they could take here.


  “Good question, and one I’ll answer in a second,” said the orc. “But first.”


  Ferg reached down, picked up a rock, and hefted it into the centre of the lake. Ripples spread from where it hit the surface. Hal was about to ask why Ferg had thought it necessary to take time to play when there was a furious eruption. A worm-like thing broke out of the lake and thrashed blindly at the point of impact, a gelatinous mouth gaping. It managed to spray the cave with effluent with its thrashing, covering the trio with a fresh layer of muck, before it sank beneath the surface. Hal was glad for Ferg’s make-do face mask.


  Zara had jumped back and gone for her sword as soon as the worm had emerged. She was standing in a half crouch, sword at the ready, waving her torch from side to side in search of a threat. “What was that … that thing?”


  “A worm,” said Ferg. “A big one, I’ll grant you. Blind as a bat, as you could see, but one that could do you a real mischief if you were careless. It’s not a defence as such, more an unpleasant side effect.”


  “Then we’d better be careful,” said Hal. He drew his own sword, conscious it was a little late. If the worm was going to make a reappearance he wanted to be ready.


  “Side effect of what?” asked Zara.


  “I’m glad you asked,” said Ferg.


  “Did you have to ask?” groaned Hal. “We’re wasting time.”


  “You know when you were little and you would sometimes get those little worm things in your poo?” continued Ferg, ignoring Hal. “Well, that’s a big one.”


  “Oh, god,” said Zara. She brought her hand to her mouth and retched.


  “You should know better than to ask Ferg stupid questions,” said Hal. “Which tunnel, Ferg?”


  Ferg seemed to be enjoying Zara’s dry retches. “Well, each has its own merits. That one will lead you into a labyrinth from which you’d never find your way. That one has rats the size of small dogs. In fact, all the rats are pretty big, but that has the biggest ones on account of them being fed. The rest are a varied collection of routes to different parts of the castle.”


  “Which of them is safe?” asked Hal.


  “None of them.”


  “What do you mean none?” asked Zara, having recovered from her nausea. “I told you we should have killed this little weasel and taken our chances.”


  “They all have death traps of one kind or another,” said Ferg. “It wouldn’t make much sense otherwise, would it? Why would you bother to put death traps in one section and not another? You may as well just signpost the safe way through. ‘Heroes this way,’ or something. And I thought we’d got past the death threats. I thought we’d shared a moment and moved on.”


  “Don’t push it, orc,” said Zara.


  “He’s got a point,” said Hal. “It would be pretty stupid. He didn’t promise there wouldn’t be obstacles. You know where the traps are, don’t you, Ferg?”


  “He said death traps. Not traps, but death traps. He’s going to get us killed.”


  “Yes I did,” said Ferg. “But some were still works in progress when I left. And the others—well, they weren’t that good. It’s amazing how survivable many death traps can be.”


  “So which is the least deadly?” asked Hal. He was getting tired of all this and he had one eye on the lake. Somewhere under there was a blind, hungry worm that wanted to suck his guts out and he’d rather that didn’t happen.


  “We’ll go that way,” said Ferg, chuckling. “You’re going to love these traps.”


  It took them a few minutes of cursing and slips, but they managed to get up to the sewer tunnel Ferg indicated without a reappearance of the worm, or Zara hitting Ferg. The tunnel was made from brick and had a central culvert. They could walk on either side, though, in Hal’s and Zara’s case, they had to hunch over due to the low ceiling.


  “Don’t do anything or touch anything unless I say so,” instructed Ferg, suddenly serious for once. “As death traps go, they may not be the deadliest, but they can be if you don’t pay attention. We’ll go this side.”


  Hal followed close behind Ferg, with Zara equally close behind him. The only sound was the gurgling from the culvert and the scampering of rats as they fled the flickering light of the torches. Hal didn’t have a problem with rats; a bakery attracted its fair share and they had three cats, as well as traps to deal with them. It had been one of his jobs to clear and reset the traps so he was used to the vermin. The rats here were no different. They weren’t warped or twisted by some arcane force into monstrous creatures that would leap at you, forcing you down with their combined weight before they ate you alive, while you struggled against their nipping and biting. No. They weren’t that. They were rats like the ones at home. The ones he could see, anyway.


  “Did you work on any of this, Ferg?” Hal asked, in an effort to get his mind off the furry death that lurked beyond the torchlight, ready to pounce at any slip.


  “Nope,” replied the orc. “I was lucky. I wasn’t part of the hard labour squads. Poor buggers. You listen to the old stories, the ones about Zoon, and they talk about him raising up this fortress with the strength of his dark will, but that’s bollocks. Stuff doesn’t build itself. Morden will take credit for this, it being his fortress, but it’s us orcs who built it. We’re the ones who go to sleep at night, exhausted and hungry. The only thing his will does is scare the living shit out of the generals he has around him, so he gets things done or they face his anger. Or worse, the anger of his queen. She’s quite the bitch.”


  “Griselda, isn’t it?” asked Zara. “I heard she’s beautiful.”


  “If you like that kind of thing,” sniffed Ferg. “Not to my taste. A bit obvious, all that blonde hair and heaving bosom. As for her temper, not a fan. The kind of thing I imagine Hal would go for.”


  Hal, as anyone did, knew all the talk about Morden and his queen. The Dark Queen Griselda’s beauty was legendary in the west. It was said that no man could stand before her and not be consumed by it, becoming a hapless slave to her enchantments. “I would not,” said Hal. “Beauty is not about what is on show.”


  “So you prefer the plainer woman?” asked Ferg.


  Though he was staring at the orc’s back, Hal didn’t have to try hard to imagine the orc was grinning at his mischief. It took even less imagination to see the thinning of Zara’s lips at Ferg’s jibe.


  Ferg raised his arm to signal a stop. They had come to another splitting of the paths, with tunnels heading off perpendicular to each other. Hal could imagine how easy it would be to get lost down here, and with that disorientation, mistakes were bound to be made. He was glad Ferg was here to lead the way.


  “Which way now?” asked Hal, grabbing the chance to change the subject.


  “Let me consult the map,” said Ferg. “Here, hold my torch.”


  Hal and Zara gathered around the sewer intersection, holding the torches as best they could to illuminate the parchment that Ferg was unfolding. Ferg’s story had sounded fanciful until he had produced the map and shown it to them. While Hal had made some sense of it, the markings and legend had been indecipherable—the shapes on certain sections, and the orc runes, meant nothing to him—but it did look like the authentic plan of the way into Morden’s fortress. Ferg had said it was a supervisor’s map used to navigate the warren of sewers that ran under the fortress.


  “We’re here,” said Ferg, indicating a point at the bottom end of the map. It gave Hal a good sense of how big the system was. They had come some way but it was less than an inch on the map. “And we want to get to here. That’s where it comes up under the barracks. That’s probably the safest. I can pass us off as a punishment detail if we’re spotted.”


  “What are those markings?” asked Zara, pointing at strange symbols dotted all over the map.


  On closer inspection, it was impossible to cross the sewers without coming across several of these symbols along key passages or junctions.


  “Those are the traps,” said Ferg. “So you see, we know where they are, and I can read the symbols so we can tell what they are. See that one? We call that a ‘Drop and Splat’. A simple enough drop hole. A very deep drop hole. There’s no getting out of that one. Easily avoided though. You see, you use this here to go round to there, through there, and round to that side and you’ve bypassed it. But if you didn’t have a map, you’d be buggered.”


  “Excellent, Ferg,” said Hal. He hoped Zara would see now that Hal’s faith in the orc was warranted.


  “You’d better be right, orc,” said Zara. “You’ll be going first, so any plunging will be done by you.”


  Ferg sighed. “You’ll thank me later. I know you’re not the ungrateful cow you seem to be.”


  “Hey,” said Hal. “Do either of you think now is the time or place? Can’t you try to be civil? We need to get through this together. I need both of you if I’m going to get to Morden. Now, which way, Ferg?”


  “This way. We’ll do the swinging axes. That one’s good for a laugh. There’s always one who can’t count.”


   Chapter 17 Outmanoeuvred


  



  If you didn’t see it coming then you were looking in the wrong direction.
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  Morden tried stalking to Kristoff’s room but his heart wasn’t in it. In truth, he preferred striding to stalking; it got him where he wanted to be faster while maintaining Dark Lord gravitas. Consequently, he strode purposefully through his fortress to Kristoff’s room. After the excitement of the eruption, his minions were scurrying around with equal purpose. As he passed, they made way and bowed, some saluted after a fashion, while others managed a weak cheer. Still others cowered, trembling, as his shadow passed them by. His mood couldn’t have helped. When he was in this kind of foul mood, those around him would often feel it as well, reducing them to a quivering wreck of fear.


  If it hadn’t been his fortress, he would have got lost. He’d learnt a lot from both the Handbook and Zoon when it came to fortress design. When he’d started rebuilding, he’d had a solid foundation from Zoon’s previous fortress, which the forces of good had failed to fully destroy. In building, there had been guiding principles. That it all looked the same when wandering around inside was at the top of the list. In a place so vast, it would have been hard enough to find your way around, even if there had been signposts. As there were none, and the corridors were all jet-black basalt, hard and shiny with no easy means to be marked, unless you knew the fortress well, you had no chance of finding your way. There were rumours of orc recruits getting lost and not being seen for days. In typical military fashion, this was punished severely, otherwise it would have given every malingering orc in the army, which was most of them, the perfect excuse to skive. Morden had even heard of a few unfortunates who had managed to wander off the beaten track entirely and starve to death, their rat-nibbled remains being found weeks after they had been sent on the simple task of mopping corridors. It was unfortunate, but there were always casualties in war, or in preparation thereof.


  Besides, he could afford the casualties. His army had swollen to an immense size in the last three years, and its size had raised problems. Logistics was a new concept for him; an area that he had only the slightest knowledge of from his days of brewing. That had been small beer compared to the scale of his operations now. In the fortress alone, he had tens of thousands of orcs, men, and other creatures. They all needed daily rations and a place to lay their heads. That required the movement of enormous amounts of provisions to the fortress, and for that he needed good lines of supply and communication. There were few navigable rivers that stretched this far east, so he built a road to where his barges could sail down to Deathcropolis. He’d then extended the roads north and south to the other orcish cities so men and materials could move quickly and efficiently to the army camps and stores where they were needed. While the biggest army by far was here in his fortress, there were several smaller armies at strategic locations, chief of which was Deathcropolis, where his fleet was being finalised under Stonearm.


  Morden wished the big orc were here instead of being so distant. After Grimtooth’s death, Stonearm had proved to be a dependable and capable minion. It was his competency that set him apart from the bountiful supply of enthusiastic, dim-witted orcs who would willingly die for him. The eastern orcs were more capable than those from the west, having had to run their own affairs for centuries, unlike the western orcs who had lived indentured lives, performing the lowliest jobs that propped up their civilisation.


  The upside of having so many orcs that were used to scrubbing and cleaning was that Morden’s fortress was in top condition. As he strode along, it was clear the corridors were swept daily. The orcs’ uniforms were spotless, the black armour gleamed, the collars were stiff, weapons shone, beds were made, toilets cleaned. It was no accident that the poshest hotels in the west had an army of orcs running them. The hotels’ standards must have been slipping these days now that many orcs had fled east to join Morden. The idea that Penbury’s comfort may suffer as a result, even in so trivial a manner, was a pleasing thought to Morden. Anything that made life uncomfortable for his adversary was something to be welcomed. His loss, Morden’s gain.


  Morden strode down the last corridor to Kristoff’s room. With the poet’s door in sight, he caught sight of a man leaving.


  “Kristoff. Wait.”


  As soon as he had spoken, Morden realised his error. Whomever it was, they were too tall and too upright. Kristoff had a depressed slouch about him. Then Morden’s brain kicked in and recognition hit.


  “Father?” he asked, as Lord Deathwing stopped and turned.


  “Morden,” said his father. “What are you doing here?”


  That’s odd, thought Morden, closing the distance between them fast. His father and Kristoff had never been on good terms. “Hello, Father. I might ask you the same. Is Kristoff here?”


  “… no. Well, yes. Ah, not exactly.”


  In his time with Griselda, Morden had become familiar with the idea that women had a special intuition men, or undead lich bastards, as she put it, didn’t have. It wasn’t true, of course. Morden had intuition, only it was tuned to different things, things that were less emotional than those of his Dark Queen’s, like when something insanely bad had happened and he was about to find out. Now was one of those moments. Though, in reality, he had little need for great intuition; he could not remember his father ever looking so flustered or embarrassed. It was like he had been caught doing something he shouldn’t. Now what could that be?


  “What have you done to Kristoff?” His father didn’t answer immediately and Morden stretched out his will to coerce an answer. “Father?”


  “Let’s step inside. I had hoped to talk to you later, but seeing as you are here …”


  Morden followed his father into Kristoff’s room. He had kept his visits to the bare minimum in the past, and with good reason. It was a glum room in a fortress which was already pretty glum. Kristoff was not here. Morden cast his eyes around the room. Everything looked in place, from the discarded clothes, to the unmade bed, and the disorganised desk full of writing bits and pieces.


  “He’s not here?” said Morden.


  Lord Deathwing had walked over to the open window, its shutters back against the wall on their catches. “Not now he isn’t.”


  Morden joined his father at the window and looked down. There was a body being heaved onto a barrow and an orc with a mop swishing water over a patch of the courtyard, resulting in a muddy red roux of blood and ash.


  “I don’t suppose he jumped?” asked Morden. Though he knew Kristoff was a miserable bugger, it was far too much to expect he had committed suicide. He knew without doubt his father was responsible. Besides, Kristoff was a poet. His life had been devoted to making people who would read, or listen, to his work as miserable as he was. He was a sharer. He may have talked the talk, but Morden couldn’t imagine Kristoff ever walking the walk. Especially as he still had Griselda. The whole thing with Edwin had been something for him to focus his angst on. If it hadn’t been that, it would have been something else, like being trapped in a Dark Lord’s fortress, or the lamentable quality of the food. Morden was sure he would always have found something to moan about and use as his muse.


  “Griselda is going to be so pissed at you,” said Morden. “I would seriously think about being elsewhere when this gets out.”


  As if on cue, there was a stampede of feet from the corridor. Morden’s first thought was how he was going to convince Griselda he’d had nothing to do with this, but as the feet came to a sudden halt, he realised their tread was far too heavy for Griselda, even if she had put on a few pounds recently.


  “Lord Morden, sir,” said an orc from the door. “There seems to have been an accident. The Poet in Residence, Kristoff, seems to have slipped and fallen.”


  Morden had been forced to give his father-in-law the title Poet in Residence by Griselda when she had suggested her father needed some respect. Morden hadn’t seen the harm in it.


  “You may go,” said Morden, by way of acknowledgement. The orc turned to leave but a thought occurred to Morden that had him stop the orc mid-step. “Wait. Has anyone gone to tell the Dark Queen Griselda?”


  The orc was paralysed by Morden’s will, one foot held six inches off the ground. Morden had to relax his control to allow the orc to stumble forward and make an answer.


  “Yes, my lord,” said the orc, trembling.


  Not much time to get our story straight, thought Morden.


  “Go,” he ordered the orc, who scampered away.


  Morden scanned the room. He didn’t know why. It was in a vain hope there was something he could use to help explain to Griselda how his father had murdered her father for no apparently good reason. “Why in all the hells did you have to do this?” he asked at last.


  His father seemed strangely relaxed and unconcerned. Morden may even have gone as far as describing him as smug. There was something going on here and he had a nasty suspicion his father had planned it. Was he trying to get him killed? Griselda would be pissed off. She might well have a crack at him.


  Lord Deathwing had ignored his son’s question and instead picked up a piece of paper from the desk. “Oh, look. I wonder what this is?”


  “Give that here.”


  Morden strode over, in a commanding Dark Lord manner, to snatch the paper from his father’s loose grip. His suspicion of smugness was confirmed by the glint in his father’s eye as he released the paper. Morden read the paper and immediately recognised Kristoff’s handwriting, and his father’s influence.


  ‘What is life but suffering,


  Under a Dark Lord’s shadow?


  No hope.


  No peace.


  Only in death,


  Can be found release.’


  A suicide note? Not possible. His father must have coerced Kristoff. And yet, it read like a suicide note, the last lament of a tortured soul. Griselda wouldn’t have to bring her poetic analysis to bear to read between the lines and place the blame for her father’s suicide squarely at his feet. Under a Dark Lord’s shadow, couldn’t be clearer. This was not good.


  “You’ve set me up,” said Morden. “She’s going to be livid. If she doesn’t try to kill me, which she will, she won’t stick around after this. What have you done?”


  “I’ve done you a huge favour,” said Lord Deathwing. “I’ve given you a way out of your relationship with Griselda. It makes the break clean, allows me to get my wife back, and, with that, for you to get your Black Dragon Flight. You do still want to lay waste the world and, through ruin, rule it, don’t you? Of course you do. And now, you are one step closer. No need to thank me. I’m your father. And what are fathers for?”


  “Throwing people out of windows?” Morden was aghast. It made absolutely no sense. How could faking Kristoff’s suicide and ruining his relationship help in any way?


  “I can see you’re having difficulty following,” said Lord Deathwing. “I need Griselda to come with me so I can use her to trade for my wife, who I believe Chancellor Penbury has holed up somewhere. How he’s managed that for all this time is beyond me, but that’s the only explanation for her not giving me a hard time for the last three years. There’s no way she wouldn’t have come straight here and started bossing us both around. Now, I know you wouldn’t let Griselda go and, despite how she acts, she wouldn’t leave you. It beggars belief but there it is. So I needed to drive a wedge, an irreconcilable one, and Kristoff was it. There’s no way she’ll stay with you now.”


  “But I didn’t do anything,” said Morden. “Who do you think she’ll believe? Me or you?”


  “Why, me of course. Why shouldn’t she? She always tries to think the worst of you, even though she loves you. And then there’s the note. It’s as plain as day that Kristoff, in a fit of depression—brought on by you refusing him, once again, to go and find Edwin—can no longer bear living in the shadow of a Dark Lord and tops himself. Easy, really.”


  “But you threw him out of the window. Not me.”


  “I did. But that’s not the point. The point is, I will offer her a way out that she won’t refuse. I’m the only one who can get her away from here and back to the west. I’ll tell her, we’ll go and find Edwin, but happen across Penbury first. If I say so myself, it’s genius.”


  Letting his father’s words sink in, there was a diabolical logic to it. The only thing was, it involved Griselda hating him and him losing her.


  “What if I tear the note up?” asked Morden, buying time to think.


  “It’s a mere garnish. If it wasn’t suicide, then she’ll presume you just threw him out. Which would you prefer?”


  “You’re a bastard, you know that?” A smug bastard at that. Morden couldn’t see a way out. He could call his father’s bluff, but he wasn’t so sure Griselda would side with him. Things hadn’t been going so well for some time. In frustration more than anger, he reached out his will and gripped his father. “I could force you to tell the truth.”


  His father was held rigid, unable to answer; though his eyes seemed to show some amusement. Morden relaxed his grip, but not enough that his father could move. Laughter escaped his father’s lips.


  “You think that would work?” asked Lord Deathwing, bringing his mirth under control. “You could make me dance a jig and sing The Six Maidens called Maisey, and Griselda knows this. She’ll still assume it was you.”


  Morden’s father was right, of course. It was by sheer will he commanded all around him. It was by his will and presence this fortress had been built on Zoon’s ruins. It was by his will the army he had assembled would issue forth and claim the world for him, Morden the Dark Lord. Under his banner, his will, his name, they would do whatever he commanded. And yet for all that, his father had trapped him. He could crush his father, choke the life out of him with his will, but that would accomplish nothing. He needed his father because without him, he wouldn’t get the dragons he needed. Also, he couldn’t ignore the sheer evilness of the plan. It was genius. It was the kind of plan he would have been proud of.


  “Go on, son. You know it makes sense. Play along and it will all work out. You’re lucky as it is; you rumbled me and found out the plan. It would have been a lot worse otherwise. I want my wife. You want our dragons. You did say whatever it takes.”


  “It’s an evil plan.”


  “I knew you’d like it.”


  “Diabolic.”


  “I can see you’re coming round.”


  “Ruthless, heartless, scheming, low down, backstabbing, bastard of a plan.”


  “So, you’re agreed.”


  “Yes.”


  Morden could hardly believe he was going to do this but, as he voiced his assent, he could feel a sense of relief wash over him. There would be no going back. His relationship with Griselda would be over. It was probably for the best. He was going to be extremely busy in the coming year, what with coming forth, laying waste, and holding dominion over the world. He would be far too busy to satisfy Griselda’s ever-demanding needs. As it was, he could barely satisfy her physically. If bits of him kept decaying the way they were, it would take all his will to stop her seeing him as the monster he was becoming, let alone continue as a lover.


  “Good,” said Lord Deathwing. “Now, we’d better not be found here. You should leave that note behind. Suicide is better than murder, like I had originally planned. I was going to make it look like a fight but the suicide angle seemed cleaner.”


  Morden put the note back on the desk. “I don’t want to see her again. Get her away from here today. As soon as you have Lady Deathwing, get back here immediately.”


  “Well, not immediately.”


  Morden rounded on his father. “Immediately.”


  “Yes. But. Straight after I’ve … you know … consummated.”


  Morden shook his head in disbelief. “After that then. Now let’s piss off before Griselda turns up and kills us both.”


  Morden left his father and stormed back to his temporary throne room, scattering minions before him as he made his way. Once there, he threw himself onto his new makeshift throne (visually unimpressive but more comfortable that the old one) and began to brood on what had happened. He hated being outmanoeuvred by his father and he would have revenge. He would play along for now, but he could not tolerate being manipulated as he had been. The most annoying thing was that he knew his father was probably right. It made him question his love for Griselda. He was sure he’d read once that to love someone you had to let them go. He wondered if they had this in mind. Morden dug into his robe and took out the Handbook to see what it had to say on the subject.


   Chapter 18 Handbook: Love


  



  All you need is love? Good luck with that.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  One thing should be clear from the outset: there is no room for love in a Dark Lord’s heart. Though some Dark Lords do have an actual heart, all Dark Lords should be heartless. A hero never confronts a Dark Lord and denounces them as evil, despicable, loathsome, but with a good heart. It never happens. And don’t get confused with lust. Love is but lust in a romantic guise. That’s a lesson all Dark Lords should understand. For most, it is not an issue, but for you, Morden, I see that it has become one. In your lust, at first sated and now a daily frustration due to your necrosis, I sense you are in danger of transforming this feeling into a fanciful notion of love. This is a mistake.


  At its most selfish, co-dependent worst, love can twist the mind and distract in a way that serves no purpose when there are more important things to be concerned with, like your next great soliloquy, the march of your army in its inexorable conquests, and the humiliation of your enemies. You should be focused on heroes and gloating over their ineptitude. Think on the riches of victory, the adoration of your minions, the fear of your enemies, the magnificence of your fortress, the cut of your robe, the torment and suffering of those who oppose you. Any of these things and more, but not love. Love is an indulgence ill-afforded by a busy Dark Lord and of no merit.


  Love weakens and debilitates. It eats away at you. Love promises much and delivers nothing. Love will not sustain you. It will not ultimately satisfy. Love devours and consumes, and craps out the waste when all is done. You are not love’s excrement, Morden. You are a Dark Lord. Love has no place in your life. Let others love you but cast all notions of loving others aside. It will never serve you well.


  Ask yourself this: do you think your father loves his wife? Are the Deathwings in love? Clearly not. Your father is nothing but a dragon driven by lust, Lady Deathwing a dragon driven by power. Theirs is a marriage of convenience. Do you imagine they have pet names for each other, or feed each other strawberries from a fork? They use each other for their own purposes. At best, they have mutual respect, and even that is unlikely. They are both selfish, focused entirely on their own needs and wants. They are a fine example of how a good marriage works.


  Do you really love Griselda? Is she that special? She may possess the looks that wake lustful thoughts, and she may have a savage wit and a strong will, but does she even love you? She seeks to control you. She needs you to make her feel good. Her ego rivals your own in that she wants the greatest being in the world to lie down and roll over at her feet and have his tummy tickled like a playful puppy. She wants what you have: power. While that is commendable—you too want power, but over the world and not a single person—it’s not love. Do not be fooled.


  Griselda has served her purpose and can serve you more if she can be used as a bargaining chip. If she can be an imagined hostage to your feelings for her then your enemies will have false security. She is merely another piece on the board. If she is your queen on this board then it is time for a sacrifice. Let your enemies take her and think they have the advantage. Let them exchange pieces and believe they are stronger for it. Then, when the time comes, show them the error of their ways. You may even like to gloat about it and point out where they went wrong.


  More than anything, empty yourself of love. It is false and best suited for the weak and needy. You are neither of those things. You are the Dark Lord, Morden Deathwing, not a lovesick puppy.


   Chapter 19 Book of the Dead


  



  Those who seek death should be shown the way.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  The white bearskin that shielded Edwin from the freezing wind had cost him his sword at the last trading post he had stopped at a week ago. The traders had wondered why he wanted it, given his stated intent to go north; his suicide would be quicker without the skin’s warmth. No one went north. The wooden post in the centre of the small community had signs affixed that pointed south to varying degrees. Five hundred leagues to Firena. Eight hundred to Xanthos. None pointed north. There was nothing there. Wastes in the main, and rumoured mountains beyond. Nobody knew for sure as none had been and returned. The only reason the trading post existed was to service the hardiest of hunters, who trapped and skinned the highly valued critters that lived on the edge of the northern wilderness, before trees gave out completely, and where there was still some day. To the north, even the sun would not go for much of the year.


  Edwin was determined to go to the edge of the world and beyond. There was nowhere in the south he could live in peace. The company of men had become intolerable. Not to mention the substantial bounty he had on his head, which caught up with him wherever he went. Murder, they had said. Woman-killer. That she had spawned the evil that threatened the world seemed to have been overlooked. Edwin felt no remorse for what he had done. Evil begot evil and he would not tolerate evil. Her death had been just. When it was clear those who had held him for his crime would see him dangle, he had no recourse but to escape. That some had died in that escape was unfortunate. Death came easily to those who stood in his way and they should have heeded the signs.


  The traders had laughed when he had asked of the fabled northern kingdom, hidden away in a great valley. A myth, they had said. A story for the children when the days were short and all with sense stayed as warm as they could inside, burning precious winter fuel and chewing on the dried salted meat which saw them through the darkest days. They were probably right. It had been a week and he had seen no sign of man in that time. The sun gave light, but no warmth, for a scant few hours each day, and it grew less as he went farther north. If death was going to take him then it would be now, in these cold wastes. He would not yield to any man, or answer to any lord, for supposed crimes. He would continue north and find what he sought, legend though it may be, or die and become a frozen corpse to be covered in snow and ice, forgotten by the world. Sir Edwin, the Hero of Bostokov, the scourge of orc and evil, would pass forgotten and unknown. So be it.


  He didn’t think it would be today he would die, though it was colder than it had ever been, and in just one week his strength had been sapped by his struggle north. That all he had to eat was dried meat, whose salt gave him a seemingly unquenchable thirst, did not help. But he would struggle on. One foot in front of the other. One pace at a time. He kept the sun behind him in the day, such as it was, and the northern star ahead at night. He was fortunate there was a moon that gave him sufficient light to travel by, else he would have made no progress in the few hours of light he had. But even that would not last. It was waning quickly past the full.


  He continued north. The cold burnt his lungs and sapped the strength in his legs. When he came to a low wall, he stopped, lacking the strength even to step over the crumbled rocks. Looking each way, the wall stretched as far as he could see in the swirling snow. He couldn’t imagine why anyone would build a wall here. It wasn’t a particularly big wall, only a few stones high. Perhaps once it had been more impressive. With no other choice, he clambered over the stones, taking care not to get his foot trapped, or to twist an ankle. He was sure he was going to die if he kept heading north, but if he was going to die then he didn’t want it to be from a sprain.


  He continued north of the wall. Always north. When he felt exhaustion would soon halt him, Edwin stopped and pitched the flimsy shelter he had. The crude tent did little more than keep the worst of the wind off, providing him a shelter in which he could crawl into the skin bag he had been given by one of the more caring traders. The shelter was sufficient for him to light a small oil lamp, whose supply was also dropping low, not for warmth but to melt snow. He rationed himself carefully, taking only what he thought he needed before snuffing the flame, drawing the top of his cocoon about his face, and getting what sleep he could.


  He woke in darkness and into another day. He made short work of ablutions before setting off northward as the meagre sunlight crept up behind. One foot in front of the other. One pace at a time. North.


  Days passed. He wasn’t sure how many. He’d lost count of the total as he had ventured north. He couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter though. He knew he had little time left. Soon he would be in the ice’s grip. Soon he would stumble and fall, and not push himself back to his feet as he had done countless times in the last days. Soon he would listen to that part of him that wanted to lie there, close his eyes, and sleep, welcoming the cold. For now, he would continue.


  His progress was made harder by the ground rising. At least one part of the legend was true; there were mountains ahead. But perhaps they were an illusion. He was seeing things now. Bands of light cut ribbons across the sky, all hues of green and yellow, with hints of blue, red and purple. The bands twisted and rippled across the heavens. Impossibly huge, they filled the sky. His mind must be going. At times he thought he saw shapes in the lights. Once he saw trails that reminded him of Griselda’s hair. Another time, he thought he saw a huge, hooded shape cast in shadow beyond the lights and above the mountains that rose before him. It was mystifying and wondrous. He was a mere speck before this beauty and grandeur that played out in the sky above him. If only he could write it down so others may get the smallest glimpse of what he saw and what he felt in seeing it. He may be about to die, alone and forgotten, but that he had witnessed this marvel before his death was some small recompense for all the evil and torment that had brought him here. He was blessed among men to lay eyes on what must be the wings of the divine beating in the heavens.


  It was the last thing he saw before he passed out on his feet, aware only of the snow rushing to his face.


  



  *****


  



  Edwin was pleased there was an afterlife. There had been times when he doubted it, but now that he had died in the frozen wastes and ascended into warmth and comfort, his doubts were gone. Surely now he could enjoy an eternity of bliss as reward for all his mortal efforts to do right in the world he had left behind. It was the least he could expect. He was owed for the torment and suffering. He would not miss the world he had departed. There were none there who cared for him, even if he cared for them. He had tried his best to do good and, although he had failed to defeat evil, this afterlife would be his reward.


  It was an afterlife that began in the softest bed he had ever lain in. The pillows must be stuffed with the down from angel wings, they were so soft. He opened his eyes tentatively, unsure what wonders may await them for, without doubt, the afterlife must be the most wondrous of sights any could lay their eyes on. It was to his shame that his first feelings when he risked gazing upon heaven, though unbidden, were of slight disappointment. He had imagined heaven to be more spacious, and perhaps better adorned. The small room in which his bed lay looked like it had been hewn from rock rather than built by the divine. The simple furniture, though of a design he had never seen, and which was marvellous to the eye, was in no way what he considered angelic. The clothes laid across a bench cut from the rock looked well-made but they were burgundy and mustard, not the gleaming white he had assumed he would be wearing as a denizen of the immortal realm. Almost as an afterthought, he realised the colours were exactly those Nuriel had been wearing. Strange.


  It was time to get up and explore. While he had eternity to do so, there was no time like the present. Edwin was keen to meet the countless host and bask in the radiant glory of the creator as he welcomed Edwin into his bosom. He wasn’t going to do it naked, though, so he cast the bedclothes aside and got dressed, which proved more challenging than he had anticipated. There were no trousers, or shirt. He had just about managed to arrange an under-cloth around himself for decency, when a section of the wall slid silently aside and an old man entered.


  “Having trouble?” asked the man.


  Edwin thought it was Nuriel, as the clothing was much the same, but realised immediately this man was shorter, fatter, and spoke with an accent Nuriel had lacked. Like Nuriel, he had the demeanour of an old man, and eyes that spoke of great wisdom, but his skin was not wrinkled with age, though laughter lines did break out when he smiled.


  “You are confused,” said the man, his smile widening. “Only to be expected. I am Kezef. Here, let me help you with your robes.”


  Kezef took the robe and wrapped it around Edwin in series of folds and tucks that were hard to follow, leaving him feeling like a babe in swaddling clothes. The robe was both light and warm. He moved his arms around and above his head, then took a few steps. He had perfect freedom of movement.


  “There. That’s better,” Kezef said. “You must be hungry. Let’s go and see what we can get you to eat. Come.”


  Edwin was too confused to argue and followed the old man. Clearly he was not dead, and this was not the afterlife. He was more than relieved as, had it been the afterlife, he would have been severely disappointed. While pleasant enough, this was not what he had in mind when it came to spending an eternity in bliss. He was reminded of what Nuriel had said and Edwin could see, even after a few minutes, there was something smothering and dull about this place. It was all very nice. Kezef led Edwin down a corridor whose smooth walls—as though the rock had been polished by hand—curved in a soothingly gentle fashion. There were doors set into the walls, and he surmised there must be rooms much like his behind them, making this the sleeping quarters for whatever this place turned out to be. Light was provided by guarded sconces, which gave a diffuse, gentle light like sunshine on a misty summer’s morning. The corridor ended in a larger door. Kezef reached over his shoulder and tugged a fold in his robe, which turned out to be a hood, and brought it over his head.


  “It’s going to be a little chilly out, I imagine,” said Kezef. “You may want to cover up.”


  Edwin reached over his own shoulder and found a similar fold. He followed Kezef’s example and brought it up and over his head.


  Kezef glanced back in a quick appraisal and nodded. “Good.”


  Kezef opened the door and Edwin braced himself for a chilling blast, but there was another short corridor before it came to a much larger, heavy door, upon which was nailed a note. ‘Please close the door behind you.’ Kezef ushered Edwin in to the short corridor, pulling the first door closed. Kezef indicated the note.


  “Af gets so antsy if you let the cold in,” said Kezef. “And he does like his reminders. Woe betide the person who leaves an unwashed bowl in the sink. A tip: don’t.”


  The door looked heavy but Kezef pulled it inward with ease. Cold air hit Edwin with a shock that took him back to his struggle north.


  He remembered the lights in the sky. He remembered looming mountains. And cold. He had lost all feeling in his extremities. At the trade post, they had said a man could lose hands and feet to frostbite and not know it. Yet here he was, all extremities present and accounted for. He remembered getting to the point where he could not get back to his feet, having sunk to his knees in the snow. All he had wanted to do was sleep. He had at last decided it was time to welcome death and collapsed forward, arms spread in supplication that the end would come quickly. As he had sunk into sleep, he remembered, with a pang, thinking of Griselda. He was sorry for what had happened. He had realised she may have become an evil harlot and queen to a Dark Lord, but she was still his sister. He had felt a surge of love unlike his previous shameful feelings. She was his sister.


  He remembered lying in the snow and then being lifted up, feeling light as he rose. It had to be angels lifting him to the heavens, taking him up to his just reward. And he remembered a face. He had forced his eyes open to gaze on the divine. It had been Kezef. Ancient beyond years and yet youthful in strength.


  “You found me,” said Edwin. “In the snow. You came and brought me here.”


  Kezef had tucked his hands into his sleeves and stepped out onto a balcony lit with a flickering light. Beyond was darkness. As Edwin’s eyes adjusted, he was sure there were mountains out there.


  Kezef stopped and turned. “What? Yes. Of course. We can talk about this later. Now come along before we let too much cold in.”


  Edwin joined Kezef and the old man closed the door behind them. The door’s fit was so snug that only a change in material gave away its presence in the face of the stone. The balcony they were on stretched in either direction, open to the outside on one side, a number of doors inset into the rock both to the left and right. Edwin thought it odd they had not enclosed the balcony, or joined the rooms on the inside. It was one more curiosity among many.


  Kezef led Edwin along, stopping at the second door. He gave it a gentle push and it opened into the same small corridor arrangement they had just left. Edwin was ushered in and Kezef closed the door behind. Instantly, the cold was gone.


  “I must say, I’m a little hungry myself now,” said Kezef. “Let’s go and see what we can rustle up.”


  Kezef pushed the inner door open and Edwin expected a mirror of the corridor where his room had been. He was mistaken. The door opened immediately onto a wide stair that went down into a hall, at the far end of which was a raised dais. The entire hall was once more carved from rock and polished, made translucent by the now-familiar soft light that came from shaded lamps around the walls. There was a faint perfume in the air that reminded Edwin of the tied bunch of wildflowers Griselda had kept in her undergarments drawer. On the dais, instead of a king’s throne or a lord’s chair, as befitted a ruler’s hall, there was instead a lectern upon which was a closed, heavy tome. Arrayed in front of the dais were heavy rugs and on each sat a robed figure in the same colours Edwin and Kezef wore.


  Is this a monastery? thought Edwin. There was an assuredly monastic air about the frugality of both decoration and attire, not to mention its isolation. Edwin shrugged inwardly. It may not be the divine afterlife but it promised tranquillity and the opportunity to find peace.


  “This way,” said Kezef, indicating a door off to one side. “I’ll make introductions later. Let’s get you some food.”


  A minute later, Edwin was sitting in a kitchen that boasted the same frugality of decoration as the rest of the halls, spooning a thin soup. If Kezef’s indulgent smile was anything to go by, he could have imagined he had been served a dish that would have graced Chancellor Penbury’s table. Edwin couldn’t imagine Penbury being impressed with the pale grey soup and hard biscuits he’d been given, if indeed they were biscuits and not a coaster for the cup of water Kezef handed him. Edwin’s thoughts went to Nuriel.


  “I don’t suppose you have any bacon, do you?” asked Edwin.


  “Bacon? Here? No, I’m sorry. We don’t keep pigs.”


  “It’s only, Nuriel had some, and he came from here didn’t he?”


  “Ah, so you met Nuriel,” Kezef said. “Bacon, you say? That’s just like him. He must have bought it somewhere. You’re not enjoying the food?”


  “I’ve never had anything like these … biscuits before. What are they made from?”


  “Mushrooms.”


  “And the soup?”


  “Mushroom, though a different variety. I can offer you some cake if you like?”


  “Made from …”


  “Mushrooms, yes. Not much grows this far north. But you’d be amazed at the versatility of the mushroom.”


  “Nuriel did say he was vegetarian,” said Edwin. This place did seem like an idyllic haven, but it hadn’t taken him long to wonder how he could live on such simple food.


  “Not through choice,” Kezef said. “More circumstance. It may seem frugal, but in time you’ll find such bodily needs lessen.”


  “In time?”


  Kezef smiled in a way that made Edwin want to punch him in the face, as though he were a small boy being indulged for his ignorance. Kezef’s smugness hinted at knowledge Edwin could not guess at or understand.


  “Is this a monastery?” asked Edwin, dribbling the soup off his spoon.


  Kezef’s smile widened and Edwin had to remind himself he was trying to leave his life of violence behind him.


  “A monastery? No. But I can see where you might get that from. This is a place of contemplation; there is no worship here. We are free to think and do as we like, with no divine law. Nuriel, for example, decided to leave, and did so. You have come here through choice and, by that same choice, may leave as you wish. I sense, however, you are troubled and may do well to spend time here and learn.”


  “Learn?”


  Kezef did not answer immediately. Instead, Edwin felt like he was being weighed up and measured.


  “What was that tome on the plinth?” asked Edwin, feeling uncomfortable under Kezef’s eye.


  The question seemed to interrupt whatever train of thought Kezef was in.


  “The tome? Why, it’s the Book of the Dead.”


   Chapter 20 Separation


  



  Bluffing is for those who lack conviction in their strength.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Lord Deathwing hurried through the fortress looking for Griselda, stopping orcs as he went to ask where their dread queen might be found. Her chambers had been destroyed by the eruption, and she wasn’t in her temporary quarters, so she had to be out and about. This was a problem given the size of the fortress. It could take days to search and Griselda was well-known for shaking her guards. He headed to a battlement from which he could take to the air and do an aerial survey. If she was outside, he would find her quickly from above. Soon enough, he was carving swathing arcs through the air, trying to catch sight of the queen.


  Being able to show himself so freely and fly like this was one of the greatest pleasures he enjoyed. In the west, he had been forced to live a life of secrecy. If there had ever been reliable reports of a black dragon flying around then in no time there would have been a dragon slayer after him, like in the bad old days, and he didn’t want that. They were a real pain, and surprisingly adept at their job considering what they were up against. They didn’t fight fair—not that he expected them to take a dragon head-on—but even so, they seemed to have a knack when it came to killing dragons that was worrying. A lucky arrow, a baited sheep, a stealthy incursion into a lair with a stupidly sharp axe, and, before you had a chance to realise what was happening, your head was on a spike in the town square, and the dragon slayer was on the shoulders of the townsfolk, maidens swooning all around. And so the smarter dragons had adapted and hidden themselves. Hundreds of years had passed and dragons had entered the stuff of myth, which suited the Deathwings just fine.


  Now, though, things were about to change. Morden had risen and was about to issue forth as an all-conquering Dark Lord and the Deathwings would once more be the terror of the skies. Dragon slayers, like dragons, were now only the stuff of legend, and Lord Deathwing slept peacefully in that knowledge. But first things first. He had a Dark Queen to find so he could set Morden and the Deathwings on their way.


  It had been unfortunate that Morden had stumbled upon his plan. When Morden caught him leaving Kristoff’s chamber, he thought his efforts would be stillborn. Morden would be less than pleased and he thought he would be undone. He’d tried to bluff it out and it had worked. It hadn’t even been much of a bluff. Lord Deathwing was happy to see Morden had taken the decision any good Dark Lord should and put his own quest for power ahead of anything else, like inconsequential personal relationships. The ballads and tales may be full of dashing men who gave all for the love of their life but fortunately Morden would not be one of them. A good thing too, as Griselda would like nothing more than to have Morden place her at the centre of his world over his own ambitions. Now that was not going to happen. But where was she? She wasn’t outside. Perhaps if she had been found, and told of her father’s death, she had gone to Kristoff’s room. He could imagine she would want to soak up the misery where her father had committed suicide. If he got there quickly enough, he could be before her.


  Lord Deathwing alighted on Morden’s broken tower. The orcs who were working scattered as he landed and headed down the remains of the staircase. He paid them no heed. They were minions to be ignored. He hurried to Kristoff’s room, mentally admonishing himself for not thinking of this first. As he drew close, a caterwaul told him she had arrived before him. Perhaps that was best. If she had found him there, her suspicions may have been aroused.


  He came upon her standing next to her father’s desk, the suicide note in hand, and an orc guard trying his best to sidle out of the door. Lord Deathwing’s first instincts were to turn right around and give her a few minutes to get over the crying. He couldn’t stand all that blubbering. Instead, he gritted his teeth and stepped into the room. He waved the orc out and swung the door closed. At the sound, Griselda caught herself mid-sob to see who had come in. From her surprise, he surmised she had expected to see Morden, not his father. Her face was streaked, her eyes red, hair dishevelled. Nevertheless, he could see why his son was attracted to her. He was suddenly at a loss for words. Comforting words for a beautiful woman in distress at the loss of a close relative were not something that came easily to him.


  The transformation from grief to rage was so fast it took Lord Deathwing by surprise. Instead of the vitriolic invective he may have expected, she launched herself physically at him, snarling as she did. The first blow hurt as it caught his midriff, but then he flicked into adamant dragon skin and the subsequent blows were as hail on a fastened shutter—furious and loud but harmless. And these were no haphazard, windmilling punches, but serious attempts to hit vital areas: rabbit punches, blows to the groin and side of the head. Griselda knew her stuff. And all the while, she screamed her rage with an intensity that would have been a credit to any berserker on the battlefield.


  It didn’t take long before she wore herself out and he caught her as she suddenly sagged, sobbing as she did.


  “You bastard,” she managed between gulps of air. “You started this.”


  “I’m so sorry,” said Lord Deathwing, ignoring the accusation. “I was told what happened and came to see for myself. I could hardly believe it. He was so full of life. I can’t imagine the loss you are feeling.”


  As platitudes went, it was the best he could manage. These first few minutes were vital. He had to convince her, without using his ability to twist her mind, he had nothing to do with her father’s death, and she had no other recourse than to leave, with him, before Morden stopped her. Comfort was the first step. The trouble was, it wasn’t something he’d ever had to do before. Making others feel better was quite alien. He tried an experimental pat on the shoulder. Griselda at first tensed at the touch, then let herself go. The tears flowed.


  “There, there,” said Lord Deathwing, stroking her hair and patting her some more. He hoped she’d regain her normal combative self quickly. This frail and vulnerable Griselda was too much to handle. “It’s a shock to us all. No one could have seen it coming.”


  “He had so much to live for,” sobbed Griselda.


  “Of course, he did,” said Deathwing. Kristoff was a morbidly obsessed poet, trapped in a Dark Lord’s fortress, who was his son-in-law, and surrounded by death and destruction. He had everything to live for. Really. If Lord Deathwing hadn’t thrown him out of the window, it could only have been a matter of time before he did it himself. Only Deathwing hadn’t had the time to wait. All he’d done was hurry the matter along. You might even say it was a mercy killing. “He had you. He had his poetry. He had a son-in-law who’s about to conquer the world. There was everything to look forward to.”


  At the mention of Morden, Griselda stiffened. She pushed away with her arms, forcing Deathwing to release her, and stepped back to look at him, iron in her eyes.


  “His son-in-law? His son-in-law? Morden? It’s that bastard’s fault my father is dead. He may as well have come in here and thrown him out the window himself. In fact, I bet he did and then faked the suicide note.”


  “Suicide note?” asked Lord Deathwing, as innocently as he could manage without seeming overly surprised.


  Griselda picked up the note from the floor where it had dropped and handed to Lord Deathwing. He considered reading it out loud but thought it perhaps a step too far. Instead, he made the pretence of careful study before handing it back. “I’m so sorry.”


  Griselda flicked an angry glare at him. “When have you ever been sorry for anything, Deathwing? You’re the most morally bankrupt thing I know. The only reason I believe you didn’t have anything to do with this is because I don’t see how there is a shag in it for you. In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t tried to comfort shag me.” Griselda grinned at him wickedly and looked down at her bosom. “Don’t say the thought hasn’t occurred to you.”


  Lord Deathwing was bordering on shocked at her suggestion. Not at the depravity of what she was suggesting, but that it hadn’t occurred to him a revenge fuck with Morden’s father was in her arsenal. If she wanted to hurt Morden, he honestly couldn’t think of anything better. It was tempting …


  Griselda stepped up close, cupped his groin in one hand, and leaned in close. “Right here, right now. On my dead father’s bed. What do you say?”


  Lord Deathwing could feel her breasts pressed against him in a way he had been oblivious to a moment ago, when the charade of comfort had been on his mind. He knew he had many weaknesses, but his libido outstripped them all by a godly amount. He was immediately aroused and Griselda couldn’t help but feel it.


  “It’s been so long since I’ve been satisfied,” she purred in his ear.


  In a monumental act of will, Lord Deathwing uttered words he thought he never would: “I’m sorry, I can’t.”


  Griselda let him go and turned her back on him. “See, I thought you couldn’t have had anything to do with this. No shag.”


  Lord Deathwing was staggered. It had been a deceit. A trap, he had nearly fallen into. He was shocked. He would have to be more careful; she was a tricky one. His carefully laid plan had almost been ended before it had got going. The closeness to disaster left him at a loss for words … momentarily. “Perhaps I’m not as bad as you think I am.”


  “Yes, you are,” said Griselda. “Now why are you really here? You never gave a crap about Kristoff, or me. I haven’t forgotten what you did to us both.”


  “I seem to remember rescuing you from Edwin’s clutches and saving Kristoff’s life at the same time,” said Deathwing. “But you’re right. In truth, I don’t like the effect you have on Morden. I know it’s my own doing, but I thought he was made of stronger stuff. You’re a distraction. He has more important things to be getting on with, like holding dominion over the nations of the world, and you keep him tied up in knots. I had heard Kristoff wanted to go and look for his son, and I came here to see if I could take him away, under the proviso you went with him. Now he’s dead, but the offer stands. You want out? I’m it.”


  “You see how much easier it is if you’re honest? No need to pretend to care. Yes, I want out. I don’t want to spend a minute longer than I have to in this hellhole. I’ve given that bastard every chance. My father couldn’t bear it here, and nor can I. Do you know where my brother is? I have something I would like to return to him.”


  “I have no idea,” said Lord Deathwing, “but I know a man who could probably find out. And return what?”


  “Never mind that. Meet me at the top of the Tower of Pain in thirty minutes. I need to go and get a few things. Don’t be late.”


  And she was gone. She disappeared out of the door, leaving a faint hint of her perfume behind her. Lord Deathwing let his sharpened senses drink it in. If only she were a dragon.


  Anyway, so far, so good. His plan was intact and proceeding apace. Tower of Pain, thirty minutes. It hadn’t gone exactly as planned, but the result had been the intended one. Feeling more than pleased with himself, Lord Deathwing headed to the rendezvous.


  



  *****


  



  From a window high up in the Tower of Misery, Morden watched his father take to the air with Griselda grasped in one of his massive talons, his other clutching what looked like a small trunk. A few of her things, thought Morden. He’d like to have seen his father’s reaction when she’d turned up for their swift escape with that in tow. Any argument would have been futile. Without seeing, Morden knew pretty much what would be in the trunk: three of her favourite dresses (all black), five pairs of her favourite shoes (all black), and her brushes and combs that kept her hair like the mane of a well-bred mare. She would have scavenged what she could for her writing: quills, paper, ink, whatever books she could find.


  Morden watched them rapidly dwindle into a distant speck against an angry sky until he could see them no more. It was strange. He felt both loss and relief. The loss was peculiar because it lacked the emotion he thought it might have. He remembered the feelings he used to have but, in the last year in particular, he had begun to feel as dead inside as the flesh that covered his increasingly skeletal figure. He supposed it was hard to be heartbroken if he had no heart.


  There would be many things he would miss—not least of which was her beauty—and many more he would not. No longer would he have to manage the pretence of what he had become. The illusion was gone. When he had first met Zoon, he had been repulsed to the point of nausea and now he was that same Dark Lich, perhaps a few hundred years less decayed but at a level of decrepitude that was undeniably the wrong side of dead. Life was overrated anyway. All that eating and sleeping was a waste of valuable time. He had a world to bring under his shadow and, with Griselda gone, he could concentrate on that sole task. No distractions. No diversions. No temper tantrums. From now on, he had only one thing to do: conquer the world. Nothing else. Yes, indeed. He would be a Dark Lord on a mission from now on. He would not rest until his mighty endeavour was done. Nothing would hold him back. He would be the most focused Dark Lord the world had ever seen. Hell bent on the single goal of making the world his to rule.


  Morden sighed. He would start tomorrow. His listless gaze went to the ceiling, a finely crafted mass of slithering snakes and demons writhing around the naked forms of screaming, tormented souls. For the person strapped to the table in the centre of the room, with their eyelids missing, all they would be able to see would be this depiction of the hell they were being sent to. The table currently had no occupant. In fact, it had never been occupied. The restraints were open and had never been used. They had the sheen of new leather about them—unspoilt by blood and bodily fluids. Under the fortress, he had a dungeon and only orcs for prisoners (locked up for minor misdemeanours—like orc-slaughter after a drunken brawl). There were no screams from torture victims to be heard. He had no cause to stand over hapless creatures and gloat at their failure and suffering. All-in-all, he felt his time as a Dark Lord had not lived up to its promise. He guessed that would change once they went to war and he had some actual captives.


  Maybe another hero would come along, risen from the mire of humanity, of humble origins but with a burning desire to face down and defeat the terrible Dark Lord. Strangely, this thought was appealing. From all he knew, heroes were not to be encouraged, but the thought of real peril brought a tingling thrill he had not felt for several years. Life in his fortress had become dull. Not that he lacked things to do. The trouble was none of them were particularly exciting. Most of it was logistics and delegation. His day-to-day business was how he imagined his arch rival, Penbury, might operate. While he had enjoyed getting his criminal enterprise in brewing off the ground, that had been new to him. Now it was all organising orcs to build his fortress and training an army—which he didn’t actually do, seeing as he no idea how to use a sword let alone teach an orc to use one. His delegated training to his generals and they got on with it.


  Even Stonearm wasn’t around to entertain him. Morden had sent him off to supervise his navy at Deathcropolis. He missed the big lumbering orc. It seemed an age since Stonearm had come busting into his lair at the school. Their subsequent flight and adventures had been exciting. They had gone from nothing to raising an army of orcs and conquering cities—albeit briefly. Those were the days.


  Morden sighed. The only one who was miserable in the aptly named tower was himself. In Bindelburg, when such moods took him, he would have had a beer, or five, and got drunk. Not now though. Even if there were a half decent pint to be had in his fortress, and there wasn’t, his drinking days were over—the memory of that wonderful bitter taste just that, a memory.


  He had to snap out of it. Griselda was gone. It had been good while it lasted. Now he had to get down to business. One day they might be together again, but for now he had to press on. If his father’s plan worked, he would have his dragons, his horde of orcs, and his conquests could begin. The sooner the better. This fortress was getting him down. It would be good to get out more. A far-reaching campaign of laying waste and looting would be good for him. He would get to see distant lands he had only ever seen on the maps in his war room. He looked forward to the day when he entered Firena and took Penbury’s estate as his own. He relished the thought of kings, princes, and chief executives of industry bowed down at his feet in fearful supplication with their fate in his bony hands.


  None of that would happen if he didn’t get himself together and get over Griselda. She was gone and had taken a small part of him with her—she kept the end of his little finger that had dropped off one night on a chain around her neck—and he had to move on.


  “My lord.”


  With one last sigh and a look to the west, Morden turned to address his guard captain. “Ironfist. What is it?”


  “Your eleven o’clock?”


  Morden didn’t know how his guard captain always seemed to know what time it was. The sun was not often out over his Dark Fortress, even when there hadn’t been a recent volcanic eruption.


  “Remind me, Ironfist.”


  “The new wing in the dungeon is finished. The high security section. You were going to inspect it.”


  Morden had forgotten this crucial task. Why a dungeon wasn’t all high security was beyond him. The idea of a lower security prison was plain stupid. It was an oversight he would have to rectify before the dungeons had their first serious use. But it could wait. It wasn’t as though he had need for a dungeon right now.


  “We’ll do it tomorrow, Ironfist. I have …” He was going to say ‘plans to make’ when in fact all he wanted to do was sit and brood about Griselda. “… other, more important matters to deal with.”


   Chapter 21 Dark Lord and Dragonslayer


  



  If something smells fishy, it’s likely a fish.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Hal felt like he was at one of the dances he used to go to back home. He had no natural rhythm and so when it came to dancing, he counted. After a while he managed to do it without moving his lips, other than to smile at his partner to give the impression he knew what he was doing.


  One, two, three. Step to the left to avoid the spikes on the floor. One, two, three. Step to the right to avoid the spikes on that side. One, two, three. Jump forward through the space made in the swinging axes and … step to the right for the spikes.


  A minute later, he had joined Zara and Ferg at the end of the corridor. Behind him, the axes swung back and forth. Spikes poked up in the spaces between each set of axes, accompanied by a metal-against-stone melody that helped to get the count right and defeat the trap. Not that it was much of a trap. It was true that if they hadn’t been paying attention, and been moving in the corridor in a line when it had been triggered, they may have been caught. But realistically, if you were trying to infiltrate the fortress of a Dark Lord with assassination on your mind, then care and attention were something you would have in plentiful supply.


  “That has to be the most stupid thing I have ever seen,” Zara said, giving voice to Hal’s thoughts.


  “Morden was of the same mind when he first saw it,” said Ferg. “Those scattered bones halfway down?”


  Hal had almost slipped on a leg bone when he had made a jump at that point. “Yes?”


  “The designer.”


  “A bit harsh,” said Hal.


  “Really?” asked Ferg. “This is a Dark Lord’s fortress. I think harsh is exactly what you’d expect. Besides, he’d been told to make a death trap and look at it. Useless.”


  “Can we move on?” asked Zara. “We’re not here to argue the merits of a good trap. And the quicker we get out of these sewers the better I’ll feel. What I wouldn’t do for a bath right now.”


  A short while later, having avoided trip wires, dead drops, pressure plates, pits, sprays, darts, spikes, ravenous giant rats, gas, oil, poison, drowning, and a flaming barbecue, Ferg called a halt and consulted his map.


  “Are we lost?” asked Zara. “I bet we’re lost.”


  “No. We’re not lost,” replied Ferg, looking up from the map and tucking it away. “In fact, we’re here.”


  “Where?”


  “Here. We’ve arrived.” The orc pointed at the ceiling. “Up there is the Dark Lord Morden’s fortress.”


  Hal looked up, half expecting to see something different about the ceiling, but it was the same damp, slimy ceiling that had been there all the while. “No more traps?”


  “We’ve cleared the traps,” said Ferg. “They are layered around the core of the fortress. Once inside the ring, you’re safe.”


  “So now what?” asked Zara.


  Hal was still trying to get to grips with the realisation they had made it rather than work out what their next move would be. In truth, it seemed a miracle they had survived. They all had scratches, scrapes, and the odd sprain from their passage through the death traps. If Ferg hadn’t been there, the traps would certainly have earned their name. Even with Ferg, there had been a few close calls. The gas, in particular, had been a near death experience Hal couldn’t imagine facing again without dying the second time around. But they had survived and here they were. Ferg had delivered as promised. That in itself was a minor miracle. In hindsight, Zara’s doubts aside, Hal had warmed to the orc to the point of putting his life in their guide’s hands, and his faith had been rewarded. Perhaps Zara would cut Ferg more slack.


  “I’m not sure,” said Hal. “Any ideas, Ferg?”


  The orc pulled a face. “No idea. The deal was I got you in. You’re the dragon slayer. Up there, there’s a couple of dragons that need slaying. It’s all yours.”


  “Well, yes,” said Hal. “But how do we get out of this sewer?”


  “Ah,” said Ferg. “That’s easy. There’s access covers all over. We need to find one and sneak up. Then the rest is up to you.”


  The orc made it sound simple enough, but Hal had a nagging suspicion there would be more to it than that.


  “Great,” said Zara. “We’ll just mosey into the fortress, ask directions to the Dark Lord, trot off and kill him. Sounds like a great plan.”


  Before Ferg could voice a rebuttal, which Hal could see turning quickly into a shouting match, he thought it best he took the initiative.


  “That’s not quite what he said,” said Hal, quickly, with evident ire emanating from Zara as he defended the orc. “Let’s find one of these covers and take a look. Ferg, get your map out and show us where we are.”


  With sullen looks shooting from both Ferg and Zara, Hal consulted the orc’s map.


  “We’re here,” said Ferg. “They’ve not marked the ways up, but they’re easy enough to find. We wander around and we’re bound to come across one.”


  “And what’s above us?” asked Hal. If they were about to pop up into the fortress then he wanted to do it somewhere quiet.


  “Here’s the main barrack areas, and the armouries, catering, training grounds, defensive towers. Right now, we’re under the main dungeon.”


  Hal stared at the map. None of those places sounded like a good idea. His eye was drawn to the spaces between the main areas. “What about here?” he asked, at one small space on the map next to the main dungeon where it abutted a barracks area.


  “Good a place as any?” suggested the orc.


  “Great,” muttered Zara. “The blind leading the blind.”


  “Unless you have a better idea?” asked Hal. He was growing a little tired of Zara’s dourness. “Let’s head that way and see what we come across.”


  Now that they were clear of traps, Hal took the lead and they headed farther into the sewer. Towards what, he was not sure. It was as though none of them had expected to get this far. Now, faced with the reality of penetrating the upper levels of the fortress in secret, it seemed an impossible task. Somehow they needed to get into the upper levels unseen and then blend in. For Ferg, that would be easy. He was an orc. While apparently there were also plenty of humans who had rallied to Morden, Hal was unsure how well he and Zara could blend in. Zara may well manage it with her natural martial temperament, but he was a baker’s son. Surely he would be seen as the fake he was in no time. As for being a dragon slayer, he was no nearer being that than he had been when they had set off those months past.


  They trudged in silence. Soon enough, they came to a ladder in the sewer wall that climbed up to a disk of iron in the ceiling. Hal consulted the map. According to that, it was under the dungeon. That seemed like a bad place to pop up. A little further on though looked promising, as there was nothing marked above that section of the sewer. If they could find something there.


  “Not this one,” he pronounced, and they continued on.


  As they did so, a strange feeling started to come over Hal. It started as one of those thoughts, like he had forgotten something. It nagged at him, at the edge of his mind, trying to get attention. It was like the times he would have bread baking and a part of him would know when it had had its time and was ready to be pulled from the oven. It was a sense that he needed to do something, or be somewhere. And it was getting stronger. They came to another iron ladder. Hal stopped. He looked up at the cover and his mind was screaming. It was telling him he should go up here. He stretched his hand out to grip a rung and the feeling blazed in his mind. Up. He had to go up. Now.


  “Here,” he said, in a daze. He set his foot on the lowest rung, reached up, and began to climb.


  



  *****


  



  After a late start the next day, Morden reluctantly went to inspect his new dungeon. He could have wallowed in misery all morning but instead shook himself out of it. Besides, as dungeons went, Morden was pleased with the one he had in his fortress. Granted, his experience with dungeons only extended to the one under Deathcropolis where he had been held by Zoon, but he was sure his was up to standard. He had forgone the slimy walls in favour of practically impervious black basalt. Heroes wouldn’t be scraping their way out with a dessert spoon in any reasonable amount of time—it would take decades.


  The cell bars were steel. None of this prone-to-rusting iron that was commonly used. Even the burliest prisoner would not be able to bend these bars. While each cell had a lock, it also had a dead-bolt whose release was beyond the reach of the stretchiest of heroes. Among the minor details were the small apothecary chests in each cell that held medicines for a range of minor ailments, in particular stomach complaints. There would be no need for the gaoler to open a cell to tend to a prisoner doubled up and clutching their stomachs when they could be directed to the powders that would alleviate cramps. Each cell also had a single wooden spoon and bowl. No other cutlery was allowed. It was more than sufficient for the slops the prisoners would be fed. In addition, each cell had a narrow pipe that delivered drinking water much like a child might water a rodent kept as a pet.


  The underlying philosophy was clear: there should be no reason for the gaoler to open a cell unless it was for the transport of a prisoner, at which point there would be a heavy guard in attendance. Morden had even gone to the lengths of making sure the gaoler did not have the keys for the cells so if, by subterfuge, befriending, or guile, the prisoners had convinced the gaoler to open the cell, they could not.


  Around the corridors padded blind dogs. More wolves, really. They were blinded from birth so their sense of smell was even more acute than normal. So acute, in fact, it was said they could smell the walls themselves, and judging by the way they confidently trotted around, sniffing the ground as they went, and taking any turn in their stride, and never hitting any obstruction, it wasn’t hard to believe. Their sense of hearing had also been heightened to the point where they could be trained to recognise footfalls so light that the sneakiest of sneaky orcs failed to pass them when tested.


  They had been trained to react to any smell that was not normal, so when Morden arrived at the torture chamber with his guard captain, they started barking and howling. Letting them sniff Morden and his retinue, while feeding them a specific treat, put them on the all-clear list, much to Morden’s relief. He wasn’t fond of dogs. With the way he was turning skeletal, he felt like a packed lunch.


  The torture chamber—an integral part of the prisoner experience—had been placed so that prisoners had to be led through it to reach the cells. All manner of devices and instruments, red hot braziers, bins filled with squealing rats, cages, and racks foreshadowed what the prisoner may expect sometime in the future. Morden took it in with a practised eye for detail. He stopped at a post with a slate hung next it.


  “What’s this for?” he asked of the dungeon keeper—a black-leather clad eastern orc who had a business-like air about him. His hair was neatly trimmed, as were his nails. He looked washed and more like a maître d’ than a torturer, which Morden supposed he was in some ways.


  “A squealing slate, my lord,” answered the orc. “If I might demonstrate.”


  The orc took something from his pocket and pressed it into both ears. Then he grabbed a metal claw hung to one side of the slate and dragged it across the slate’s surface. Morden was glad he essentially had no nervous system, though his retinue was not so lucky. The screeching slate hit such high and discordant notes that Ironfist and the guards grabbed first their ears and then their mouths, presumably to stop their teeth falling out. Morden waved a hand as if he were conducting a symphony of pain while the orc continued to scrape and scratch.


  “Excellent,” said Morden, once he was sure his retinue had suffered enough. Sometimes it was important to remind those around him what fate may befall them should they fall out of favour or cock-up in some monstrous fashion. The one orc unaffected was the dungeon keeper himself.


  “And your name is?” enquired Morden.


  The orcs hands went to his ears. “I beg your pardon, my lord?” he asked.


  “Your name?”


  “Gaoler Jung, my lord. And may I take this opportunity to say how happy I am to serve you, my lord.”


  “Very good, Jung. Carry on.”


  Morden waved Ironfist on so they may continue to the new so-called high security section beyond the torture chamber. As it turned out, the high security section was much like the other sections, but with more barriers to escape. There was an additional double gate, where the inner and outer gates could not be opened at the same time, being linked by dead bolts, meaning it took the cooperation of guards on either side to allow passage. It was effectively impossible for a prisoner to leave by the way they had entered unassisted. Morden was impressed with the design as he passed through it, the doors clanking open and shut with metallic certainty in the way that any good prison door should.


  There were seven cells arranged around a circular central area, like the points on a compass. The levers that opened the dead bolts to each cell were well out of reach on the wall next to the entrance. Morden noted the octagonal room dipped in its centre to a solid cover with drainage holes drilled in it.


  “What’s that?” he enquired of Jung.


  “It drains to the sewers, my lord,” replied the orc. “So the cells can be washed out from the outside by tossing water through the bars and then letting the muck run to the centre. No reason to open the cell and offer an opportunity for shenanigans.”


  It seemed in order. So why did he feel strangely uneasy about this cover? Prisoners were unlikely able to get out through it, but what about getting in? True, the sewers beneath were full of death traps and pit falls, but he had his doubts as to their true worth. Morden walked over to it to get a closer look. As he did, the feeling of discomfort grew to the point of recognition. A spark he’d thought dead flickered inside him. Not strangely undead-dead, like the rest of him, but dead as in gone-forever-dead. It was the dragon within that opened one eye from a deep sleep to see what was going on. Something was disturbing it from its slumber. Morden was both shocked and excited. He thought that part of him a thing of the past. He thought he had become something else entirely, but now it seemed that he remained part dragon.


  He came to a stop next to the drain cover and the dragon now had two eyes open. It was more than curious. There was something here. Something not right. Something dangerous. He almost felt afraid. Or rather, wary of a danger that part of him knew, like a child might know fire without understanding it fully, knowing it would get burnt if it got too close to the flame.


  “There’s something wrong. Open that drain.”


  Morden was used to his commands being acted upon immediately, but Jung managed nothing more than an embarrassed—possibly condescending—smile. “Certainly, my lord.”


  Jung barked an order in orcish with such a heavy eastern accent Morden took a second to translate it. Something to do with irons. A minute later, an orc returned with three hook-ended iron bars. Three orcs took a bar each and slotted the hooks into holes in the drain cover. Their arm muscles bunched as they took the strain.


  



  *****


  



  As Hal climbed the rungs, he could see the cover above him was solid iron. It must weigh several hundred pounds. It had a series of holes drilled in it, but was otherwise solid. The alarm going off in his head had become a clamour. He reached out a hand to touch the underside of the cover and froze.


  “Hal?” hissed Zara from below.


  There was someone, or something, up there. A fog dampened the clamour, replacing it with dread. His hand, resting on the underside of the cover, began to shake. It was as though he had woken from a nightmare in a sweat. He was terrified and paralysed. And yet, part of him was urging him on. He climbed another rung so his head was bent over and his shoulder came into contact with the cover. He was going to have to use as much leverage as he could to shift the iron.


  “Hal!” called Zara again. “Hal, come down.”


  Hal’s ear was pressed against the underside of the cover. He could hear movement and voices. Though he couldn’t clearly make out what was being said, there was one voice he recognised. He didn’t know how he knew, but above him was a dragon. The urge to launch himself upwards was held in check by a wave of fear. ‘Open that drain.’ The words were clear. And without doubt, Hal knew a few feet above him stood Morden the Dark Lord. Morden. He knew that was the Dark Lord’s name but now it seemed wrong, as though it wasn’t his real name. His real name was—


  “HAL!”


  Ferg’s voice had joined Zara’s. Through holes in the drain, iron hooks dropped and twisted. In panic, Hal took a step down and let go of the rung at the same time. He half slipped, half fell, landing heavily in the crap below, winding himself. A sharp pain ran up his back. Above him, there was a grating sound and the sewer cover was dragged aside. Light flooded down. Hal didn’t even try to get up; he was frozen in place. Zara and Ferg had no such problem and had scrambled away.


  “Hal! Move!” urged Zara.


  He couldn’t move. It was as if he was gripped. A cowled head appeared in the disk of light above his head. The Dark Lord, Morden, stared down at him and then was gone. Hal’s muscles were suddenly free and he crawled as fast as he could after his friends. With Ferg leading the way, they fled with the sound of orcs coming down into the sewer behind them.


  



  *****


  



  Morden peered down into the sewer, unsure what he was hoping to see. The dragon in him was now wide awake and keenly attentive to the smallest of details, like the smears on the iron rungs of the ladder that led up to the cover. From their freshness, someone had been there. Peering into the darkness, he could see nothing. He could make out the culvert below with sewage in it, but no one was there. That was odd. He was sure he’d felt something, or someone. His instinct was to go down, but the dragon urged caution. There was an ancient foe at work here. A foe the dragon was blind to.


  “You,” ordered Morden, indicating first an orc guard and then the hole.


  The orc scampered to the sewer cover, took a quick look to ascertain where the ladder was, and disappeared down. Morden followed his progress as the orc reached the bottom and took a quick look around.


  “Well?” asked Morden.


  “Someone has been here, my lord,” said the orc. “They went that way.”


  Morden decided it was safe enough to go down himself and take a look. Having climbed down without slipping and making a spectacle of himself, Morden took a look at the marks around the bottom of the ladder. It was dark in the sewer, but with his freshly awoken dragon-sight it was clear there had been several people down here. He played through what he thought must have happened. Someone had been on the rungs of the ladder. They had slipped and fallen. There had been two others—one there, the other to the side here. The three of them had then scrambled away up the sewer—separate sets of boot marks and hand prints confirming there had been three of them. From the nail marks from one set of hand prints, one was an orc. Two humans. One set of footprints was smaller. A woman? So three of them. A man, a woman, perhaps a smaller man, and an orc. Curious.


  Had they been down here while he was right above them? Yes. He thought so. Something had woken the dragon in him—and for that he was hugely grateful—but whatever it was, it was also dangerous. From the freshness of the marks, they couldn’t have got far. He had to act quickly. He stretched his senses out but couldn’t feel anything. They must have been so close when he first felt them.


  “Get down here,” ordered Morden.


  Ironfist barked orders. In short order, six guards and Ironfist had joined Morden in the sewer. One orc slipped on his way down—confirming Morden’s suspicion that the ladder was treacherous and the interloper who had been on it had certainly slipped as well.


  “Organise a search down here, Ironfist. You are looking for three people. One orc, a man and possibly a woman. They went that way and couldn’t have got far. Take them alive if possible and take care. One of them might be a hero.”


  At the mention of the ‘H’ word, the orcs visibly stiffened. It was part of basic training to be educated in the dire peril a genuine hero represented. No one liked to think a hero would turn up, but they had to be ready if one did.


  That it looked like the potential hero had two companions was a good thing. The companions would be captured first and put under peril of death whereupon the hero would be forced to lay down his arms and surrender, with the hope of engineering their combined escape at a later time. It was a predictable heroic behaviour—escape was always thought possible—and the safest way to capture a hero.


  “Nets and bill-hooks,” ordered Ironfist. An orc disappeared up the ladder in response. “You, go and get the H-Squad. On the double.”


  The H-Squad had been one of Morden’s better ideas—or so he thought. They were a sneaky bunch of bastards who knew all the tricks to foil the most ardent hero without doing anything as foolish as trying to take them head on, or engage in combat. Along with all manner of means to ensnare, they had gas bombs (made from the gasses taken from Firerock Mountain) that would render the most resilient hero insensate. They had powerful toxins in darts that could be delivered with accuracy to exposed flesh. They had black powder grenades that went off with such a bang as to daze and confuse, while rendering the target almost deaf. If there was a hero down here, the H-Squad would get him.


  Morden left the orcs to it. If there was one thing he had learnt about heroes, it was not to go after them yourself. It would only encourage them. He had to play the long game and be patient. Either the hero would be captured and brought before him, or the hero would find a way to get to him for a final showdown. Either way, there was little he could do except be prepared. He would need a good monologue for starters. He’d also have to ensure he had a worst case escape of his own in place, in case he was forced to beat a hasty retreat, seemingly defeated only to rise again. It wasn’t just heroes who could escape impossible situations to live to fight another day; Dark Lords had more than their fair share of tricks up their sleeves, as Morden knew from the Handbook. It was hard to keep a good Dark Lord down, as Zoon had proven.


  With what he realised was a spring in his step, Morden strode purposefully through his fortress to make ready for the challenges that lay ahead.


   Chapter 22 Making Deals


  



  A Dark Lord does not negotiate. He dictates.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  The afternoon nap was something that bookended Penbury’s life. As a child, he had been sent to his room after lunch to ostensibly ‘nap’. Some of the time he had. Other times he had lost himself in the books he learnt to read with, classics like Beginner’s Accountancy, Business Basics, and the series of Billy’s Great Adventures (the latter being, in hindsight, the one story, retold over and over, of how Billy overcame all manner of trials and tribulations to successfully found a business and save his poor, widowed mother from penury).


  In these later days of life, Penbury used his afternoon nap to get an extra hour of rest. Today, he was especially tired after the trying journey back from Xanthos. It was good to be back at his estate in Firena and in his own bed, swaddled in familiar sheets and cushioned by the softest of down pillows. Though he did not always manage to sleep for the entire hour, he would manage a good doze. It had become a ritual he jealously guarded. Chidwick was under strict orders not to disturb him short of a Dark Lord banging on the door. Unfortunately, with the way things were looking, that could become a distinct possibility at some point in the near future. What he might do about the imminent arrival of a Dark Lord intent upon rampaging across the civilised world was something that took up much of Penbury’s thinking time, and the afternoon nap suffered as a consequence as it made nodding off difficult.


  Today was no different. Penbury knew, despite all the preparations being made, the world was not ready for Morden and his host. The West’s fleet may hold him off for a while, even manage a victory of sorts, but Penbury suspected it would be to no avail. The demonstration at Xanthos only served to convince him there was a disaster in the making, now black powder was being used. It didn’t look much better on land. Thanks to Lady Deathwing, and her premature nurturing of a potential hero that had gone catastrophically wrong, the West, hero-less, was effectively at Morden’s mercy. The only saving grace, as Penbury saw it, was Morden seemed not to be aware how weak they were militarily. With Count Vladovitch retired, there had been no natural successor. Three years on, generals spent more time in political in-fighting than preparing for the holocaust that was to come.


  It wasn’t a shortage of men or materials that was the problem—Penbury and the Council had deep pockets—but rather one of ability. And it was to be expected. There hadn’t been a major war for five hundred years. The skirmishes that had made up Morden’s ventures across the west as he headed east had never resulted in an all-out confrontation. Bostokov had been a one-sided affair involving overwhelming forces against a doomed rear guard. Notionally a victory, Penbury thought it a disaster as it had imbued the military with a false sense of superiority and accomplishment. Count Vladovitch’s subsequent clean-up campaign had not helped matters as he had retaken each of the cities Morden had passed through with ease. This hubris wasn’t the count’s fault. He had been a simple man doing his job, and doing it well. The problem lay with the preening idiots who basked in his reflected glory and were now in charge, having let the years since then blow their modest accomplishments out of proportion. If Morden were to turn up, they were sure they would give him a jolly good thrashing and send him packing. Penbury did not share that belief.


  In recent months, the question of how bad a Dark Lord was had been posed at Council and not been answered. Penbury was the one used to executing the hostile takeovers. He’d never been on the receiving end, and, in many respects, what Morden represented was a hostile takeover on an unprecedented scale. As he saw it, he had two choices: he could fight it, or he could secure his position in the new regime. The second option was looking increasingly attractive. The more he thought about it, the more he thought it an entirely viable option. Morden knew nothing about running things economically. Sure, he’d done well in cornering a market and establishing himself, albeit briefly, in the beer industry, but beyond that, he lacked experience. Morden would be fine with all the obvious Dark Lord stuff, like spreading his shadow across the world and such-like. But when it all settled down and he was in charge, he was less sure of Morden’s abilities. He’d learn pretty quickly the threat of imprisonment, torture, and death wouldn’t solve a wheat shortage or help with pork futures. There were intangibles in life that a Dark Will would have no purchase on.


  It was this complete lack of economic acumen that worried Penbury the most about any Dark Lord taking over. He wasn’t concerned about the politics unless they impinged on business. Whoever was notionally in charge was of little concern as long as he—and to some extent the Council—was left to run the things that mattered and he could keep the world working in the way it should. He had to ensure there was a loaf on the table of the working man, beer in his flagon, a wife and babe at home, and a job to support himself and his family. He looked after the working man so the working man could make him money. He thought it an equitable arrangement. Penbury’s greatest concern was Morden would upset the hard work that he, and the chancellors before him, had done to ensure business was the lubricant that kept society working smoothly.


  The problem was, from all the research Penbury had done, Dark Lords were not known for entering into any kind of power sharing or convivial working relationship. They had one way of doing things, and that was their way. It kind of worked, being basically how Penbury did things himself. He may on occasion give the impression an opinion, or an idea other than his own, may hold weight, but it was generally only when he had already thought of it and was happy to throw someone a bone. For any decision of real importance, he had always made it himself—after due consideration of all the facts, naturally. But overall, the groat stopped with him. He was the chancellor. While, strictly speaking, his word was not actual law, it was rarely ignored. If it were, whether by king, prince, or chief executive, unfortunate things like frozen accounts and withdrawal of credit lines would quickly show them the error of their ways.


  He doubted the same measures would work with Morden. Financial strangulation was hardly an option. From the rumours coming out of the east, physical strangulation wasn’t an option either, as Morden was assuming Zoon-like undead characteristics. Becoming undead was common to many Dark Lords as the abeyance of dying was core to the objective of eternal rule. If Morden were to succeed, he would be around far beyond Penbury’s remaining years.


  Always one who liked to have options, Penbury felt there was currently not much of a Plan A, if that was to oppose Morden, and Plan B was little more than meek surrender, with the hope Morden would see the sense in leaving the Council to continue much in the way it had for centuries. If Plan A was poor, then Plan B was little better. Penbury was used to dealing with things he had a lifetime of experience with, like interest rates, the movement of goods, and the provision of services. He was a master of international economics and not the last best hope of all that was good in the world to oppose an impending darkness. In short, he was no hero. Not that another hero like Edwin would be a good thing.


  He was going round in circles and getting nowhere. His sense of nap time told him his hour was nearly up and Chidwick would shortly be knocking on the door with tea and crumpets. As if on cue, Chidwick’s unmistakable rap sounded on the bedroom door. While Penbury didn’t feel rested, the prospect of tea and crumpets was good, perhaps with blackcurrant jam rather than his normal raspberry for a change.


  The bedroom door swung open and Chidwick wheeled in afternoon tea on a trolley. Penbury had tried on numerous occasions to tell Chidwick he did not have to serve him personally—they had an army of staff on the estate—but Chidwick always managed a smile and a nod and ignored him. He may have been Penbury’s personal private secretary, wielding an enormous amount of power in his own right, and had a range of talents that far exceeded those of a butler, but he still insisted on performing these duties along with all his others. Penbury wondered on occasion where Chidwick found time to do anything else.


  Chidwick went to the veranda windows and swung them open. The smell of late autumn breezed in from the gardens below. Penbury had designed the garden to be both a visual splendour and one that afforded the most subtle and delicate array of aromas which conjured beauty in the mind, sight unseen. Penbury followed Chidwick out and sat himself at the tea table while Chidwick arrayed the plates, cups, butter dish, jams, and crumpets from the trolley. As he did, there was something Penbury could hardly fail to notice.


  “Serving for two?” asked Penbury. While he would have welcomed Chidwick to share tea, his PPS always insisted upon keeping their relationship professional. For his part, Penbury considered Chidwick far more than an employee. He was a confidant. A friend. Chidwick enjoyed his greatest faith. One day he would have to insist they sit down over a scotch and talk about things other than business. Chidwick had been in his employ for decades and yet he knew so little about this most inscrutable of men.


  “I thought on this occasion I may overstep my bounds, as there is someone unexpected here to see you, sir,” said Chidwick.


  Now this was interesting. Of course, Chidwick had not overstepped any bounds; it was his way of being typically efficient. He was so in tune with Penbury that anything he did was undoubtedly correct and for the best.


  “And who may that be?”


  “There is a Lord Deathwing here to see you.”


  Genuine surprise was not something a man of experience like Penbury was used to. He often thought his life dull for it. This, though, went a touch beyond surprise. He felt an almost physical jolt and half-imagined he was going to leap from his chair. He was amazed Chidwick seemed so calm and unruffled.


  “You’d better fetch him out,” said Penbury.


  Chidwick looked up and behind his employer. “He’s here now, sir.”


  This time, Penbury did leap out of his chair, half-expecting to see a dragon bearing down on him, mouth wide and breathing flame. Instead, a large raven swooped down and landed on the edge of the table. With one eye, it regarded Penbury with seeming interest while the other looked over the contents of the table.


  “Shoo,” said Penbury, waving an arm at the bird. It looked strangely familiar.


  The bird jumped into the air, flapping once before transforming into a man.


  “Lord Deathwing, sir,” said Chidwick. “Will there be anything else?”


  Penbury had to mentally check his mouth was not open. Fortunately it was not and he hastily regained his composure. “No, thank you, Chidwick. That will be all. I’ll ring if I need anything.” He indicated the small silver bell he used for summoning his PPS when he needed more tea, or crumpets, on those occasions when the two cups and three crumpets was not enough. “Lord Deathwing. I would say I’ve never had the pleasure, but I think I have. Won’t you join me?”


  Lord Deathwing was a slender man, but managed to give the impression of great strength under his well-cut clothes. He moved like sprung steel as he took his seat. His eyes never left Penbury and a hint of a smile played on his thin lips. Penbury had seen eyes like these before when he had entertained Lady Deathwing. What had happened to her as a result was now keenly at the front of his mind. Lord Deathwing could not be happy with his wife’s absence. In fact, it was surprising he had taken so long to show up. But show up he had, and it was unlikely it was for the tea and crumpets, no matter how good they were.


  “Crumpet?” asked Penbury, taking a warm plate and proffering it to his guest.


  The hint of a smile broadened. “I do like a bit of crumpet,” said Lord Deathwing.


  “The blackberry is very good at this time of year,” said Penbury, pouring tea for them both. “That was you at Xanthos, wasn’t it?”


  Deathwing’s mouth was full of crumpet but he finished chewing and swallowed before he answered. Penbury was glad to see, for a black-hearted dragon, he had good manners.


  “Very good crumpet, Chancellor. Very good indeed. But then, it would be, wouldn’t it? If you can’t have the best crumpet then who can? Yes, that was me, of course. I was passing through and thought I’d drop in to see how things were going.”


  “Apologies about the stone,” said Penbury.


  Deathwing waved a hand dismissively while he washed down the crumpet with his tea. “Quite a display in the harbour, I thought,” he said, reaching for another crumpet. “May I?”


  Penbury nodded. He may have to summon Chidwick for more crumpets at this rate. He didn’t mind if his guest had his fill, but he wasn’t going to go without himself. Who knew what was going to happen in the next half hour? If Deathwing were here to kill him, he was damned if he wasn’t going to go out with a full stomach. He took a second crumpet himself and began to butter it. He wasn’t one for idle chit-chat, but these were exceptional circumstances and he needed a few minutes to get a grip of himself.


  “If you enjoy that kind of thing,” said Penbury. It had been a spectacle, but not one he thought ought to be repeated.


  “Black powder guns on ships,” continued Lord Deathwing between mouthfuls. “Who would have thought it? Not the safest of prospects, as those orcs demonstrated. I’m no military expert, but they’ve a bit of work to do.”


  Penbury spread a layer of blackcurrant jam on a crumpet so sodden with butter it oozed over the plate it was sitting on. The anticipation of warm butter running down his chin made his mouth water. He did so love afternoon tea. It was a shame he had to share it with a foe. Or was he? This whole situation didn’t feel right.


  “I’m sure they’ll get there,” said Penbury. “Now, although these are tremendous crumpets, I’m sure a spot of tea is not your reason for being here. What can I do for you?”


  Lord Deathwing managed a look of shocked surprise that any market square thespian would have been proud of. But it was an act, and the look was replaced with one of such reptilian intensity that Penbury almost choked on his crumpet. He took a swig of tea to wash it down.


  “My wife, Chancellor.”


  Of course, Penbury knew this was the reason, and he also knew Deathwing was not amused with his insouciant enquiry. What was a little curious was why Lord Deathwing couldn’t pluck the information from his mind. Unlike his encounter with Lady Deathwing, he’d had no time to prepare for this, and his thoughts had been unguarded and transparent. Perhaps it was a trait that varied amongst dragons. Or it could be a tactic on Lord Deathwing’s part to test him to see if what Penbury said and what he thought matched. Never being one to lie for the sake of it, Penbury thought best to continue in good faith.


  “My apologies,” said Penbury. “Naturally you are concerned, and may I assure you, she is still alive.”


  “I had expected nothing less. You’re not the kind of person who would dispose of an asset that held such value. Where is she?”


  “Well looked after,” said Penbury, feeling the temperature rise between them. Then he noted Lord Deathwing’s hand next to the butter dish and the melted butter it held. “I’m a little confused though. It’s been three years since—”


  “Since the old bint disappeared. Yes. But what’s three years? Time off, I’d say. But now I miss her and want her back.”


  “Indeed, but you will appreciate I’m not the kind of man who will give up an asset without realising its value.”


  “Touché. So we have the basis of a deal. I want my wife, and all I have to do is find a means of balancing the deal. Now, what could I possibly have that you would be interested in? Your life, perhaps? No. We both know that is a hollow threat. I haven’t been around for as long as I have, and it is a very long time, without being a dragon of discretion. I may have had my mishaps along the way, but such a flagrant assassination would gain me nothing. Besides, I like you. I like what you do. You’re ruthless, amoral to the greater degree, and a man of impeccable taste. All qualities to be admired. And who knows what the future brings? This could be the start of a blossoming business relationship in a world on the brink of turmoil, the like of which has not been seen for half a millennium. This next year, I anticipate, will be an annus horribilis. Sides will have to be chosen. So how else might the scale be balanced? I wonder …”


  Penbury could see Lord Deathwing was enjoying himself. And to a certain extent, so was he. It wasn’t often he was monologued at by anyone, let alone a terror from a forgotten age. His life could, on occasion, get into a rut. Boring even. This was invigorating. In fact, he hadn’t felt so invigorated since his close call in Al-Frahzi, or at the dinner with Lady Deathwing. Which brought him to the current situation. Lord Deathwing’s short monologue had been artfully delivered. It opened up a number of potential avenues. Possibly, this was the first overture from Morden himself. He felt like he was being sounded out. It had not been something he had seriously considered. While the idea of essentially capitulating had occurred to him, the idea of entering into any kind of deal was one that seemed a non-starter. Dark Lords didn’t share power.


  Then there was the intimation Morden would be making his move soon. War was coming. A Dark Lord would come forth with his host and spread darkness across the west, laying waste as he did, and bringing ruin to all who opposed him. Not good for business. Not good at all. And yet, Penbury’s mind was alive with sudden opportunities. There was also the bargaining chip Lord Deathwing clearly possessed and yet had not put on the table.


  “I’m open to offers,” said Penbury, playing his cards so close to his chest they would have to be peeled off him.


  Lord Deathwing dabbed his lips with a napkin, set it aside, and drummed his lips. Quite the dramatist, thought Penbury. It was clear Lord Deathwing was keen to show his hand and enjoying his slow rolling.


  “What could I offer the man who has everything?” mused Lord Deathwing. “Certainly no material thing for a man of such wealth. Information? That can have value. No? How about like for like? A person, perhaps. Not someone you care about, as that is a list of one, namely yourself. So a person who someone else cares about? Someone Morden cares about? In the old days, it was common practice for a lord to hold rivals’ relatives as guests to ensure good behaviour. Hostage is such a tedious word, but it will suffice. Like for like then. One lady for another. My wife … for Morden’s. How does that sound?”


  Lord Deathwing eased himself back in his chair, looking thoroughly pleased with himself. Penbury fought hard to maintain his stoic card face when inside was a raging tempest. The Dark Queen Griselda? Penbury prided himself on being surprised by little, but this was more than unexpected. It was inexplicable. And it could only mean one thing: Lord Deathwing was running his own game here. There was no chance Morden would give up his queen as a sign of faith to placate his father.


  “Morden would give up his queen as my guest? I can’t imagine she’s too happy,” said Penbury.


  Lord Deathwing’s mouth gave an involuntary twitch. It could be part of the act. Perhaps his amateur dramatics were not so amateurish after all.


  “It’s complicated,” said Deathwing. “You know how newlyweds can be. Let’s just say, you’ll find her more than willing to be entertained by you, though it may be diplomatic if she not think she’s business collateral in this deal. I can see you’re intrigued.”


  He was intrigued, but there was still the problem of Lady Deathwing and the habit she now had—one of Penbury’s own making. Lord Deathwing was not going to be happy when he found out his wife was a God’s Dust addict. Three years on the hateful stuff had taken its toll. These days she did little more than stare at the ceiling and had to be spoon fed. He would have to tread carefully.


  “It is certainly the basis of a deal. I must be frank, though. In the interest of full and open disclosure, you may not find Lady Deathwing to be the woman you knew.”


  “It has puzzled me how you managed to contain her. It’s not an easy thing, given our various talents. She’s far more … intuitive than I am. You would be an open book to her. So what trap did you spring? Some forgotten magic of some kind?”


  Any hint of amusement had vanished from Lord Deathwing’s face. Penbury knew if the next few minutes didn’t go well, all Chidwick would find would be a pile of ash. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be a way to break the news gently.


  “You’ve heard of God’s Dust?”


  Lord Deathwing frowned. “Headfucker?”


  “Yes, I believe that is the street name it goes by.” Lord Deathwing’s frown was deepening. “Well, the thing is, it’s powerful stuff. Very powerful, when ingested in sufficient quantity.”


  Deathwing’s frown turned to open astonishment in a blink. “You drugged her? With Headfucker?! What? How? It’s not … how could … No. Impossible. She’s a dragon. She can—”


  “Read minds. Yes. And I knew this and she was, I think, overconfident. Let’s say I got lucky. Anyway, there we have it. I can see you’re upset but, apart from her addiction, I assure you she’s healthy. For a drug addict. She doesn’t get out much. Or exercise. Her skin’s not what it was. And we have to feed her. Apart from that, she’s fine. Really …”


  Penbury knew he was babbling, but these may be his last few seconds of life. He grabbed a crumpet and almost ate it in one go. If he were to die, he wanted to go out with a mouthful. He’d always wanted spriggle to be his last meal but, given the circumstances, crumpet would do. With butter-soaked crumpet filling his mouth, it occurred to Penbury that Lord Deathwing had been taken by surprise by the revelation concerning his wife. It suggested his mind was hidden from the dragon. Unlike the showdown with Lady Deathwing, Penbury was not prepared for this confrontation and so his thoughts were consciously unguarded, with images of Lady Deathwing in a drug-addled state very much at the forefront. Perhaps it was the female intuition Lord Deathwing had mentioned. Or perhaps it was a trait that came with marriage. Penbury knew enough married men who swore their wives knew their every thought. He had never been married so was not able to either confirm or repudiate such an unlikely ability. Anyway, it was immaterial, Lord Deathwing was obviously none too pleased to be told his wife was a junky.


  Lord Deathwing dabbed his lips with a napkin and set his teacup aside. “You should show me your gardens, Chancellor.”


  Penbury was relieved to see Deathwing recovering his composure. He rang the silver bell to summon Chidwick, who arrived with the trolley to clear the table.


  “We shall be walking the gardens now, Chidwick. We do not want to be disturbed.”


  Chidwick nodded. By the time they had navigated their way off the veranda, the gardens had been cleared.


  “We have the basis of a deal then,” said Lord Deathwing, stopping to admire a snapdragon. “You will deliver my wife and I will deliver Griselda.”


  With a lifetime of deal-making behind him, Penbury had a nose for a good deal, and an even better one for huge risks. The latter also tended to result in the greater gains. This deal was certainly high risk but also one he did not think he had much choice in. He’d always thought getting at Morden through Griselda was a bad idea, and he hadn’t changed his mind, but desperate times called for desperate measures.


  “Agreed. I don’t think I’ll trouble the lawyers with a contract for this one, though.”


  The raised eyebrow from Deathwing suggested his attempt at humour was not appreciated.


  “I’ll be in touch,” said Deathwing, and, in a single fluid movement, he transformed into a raven and was gone.


  Penbury half-considered seeding crossbowmen around the estate with a shoot-ravens-on-sight policy. The thought was soon lost as the prospect of having a woman around the house sank in. A first time for everything.


   Chapter 23 Hero Squad


  



  It’s not so much survival of the fittest as the death of the incompetent.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Ferg led them through the sewers in a seemingly random fashion, turning so frequently that Hal was completely lost. It had been half an hour since they had heard any signs of pursuit, which seemed to satisfy the orc enough for him to finally call a halt. None of them had anything to say while the three of them stood, hands on knees and hips, to catch their breaths. Even the normally outspoken Zara was quiet while she recovered. As Hal took deep breaths, he realised that the months they had spent travelling had made him the fittest he’d ever been. He was feeling tired but also pretty good. He was sure he must have lost a few pounds around the middle. His midriff certainly felt flatter than it had been when padded out with cakes from the bakery.


  “What are you doing?” asked Zara.


  Hal pulled his hand away from his middle. “Nothing. Where are we, Ferg?”


  The orc pulled out his map and stabbed a finger. “We should be here.” He indicated a section on the very fringes of the fortress. “It should be quieter than the last place we tried.”


  “Yes,” said Zara. “What a genius plan that was. I wonder who thought it would be a good idea to come up there. Oh, that would be Hal. Because he’s always sneaking into Dark Lords’ fortresses. Does it all the time.”


  “It was as good a place as any,” said Hal. “We were unlucky.”


  “I don’t think luck had anything to do with it,” said Ferg in a tone more serious than Hal was used to. The orc was looking at him oddly.


  “Thank you,” said Zara. “Even the orc thinks it was a dumb arse idea.”


  “That’s not what I meant,” said Ferg. “Something odd is going on here.”


  “What do you mean?” said Hal. “Magic?”


  “Ha! Magic? As if.” Zara’s scorn-laden voice bit into Hal.


  “What happened back there?” asked the orc. “It was him, wasn’t it?”


  An involuntary shudder ran through Hal. “Yes. It was him. I could feel something through the cover. I’m not sure why, but a part of me knew there was a dragon up there and I couldn’t help myself. I had to see. Then the cover was dragged away and I fell. I looked up and there he was, staring right at me. Or right through me. It was as though I wasn’t there.”


  “It was dark?” suggested Zara, with more hope than belief.


  “It was light enough,” said Hal. “It could only have been fifteen feet or so. I could see him clearly, or rather I could see his robe. He was hooded. I could feel his eyes staring right at me. I could feel him searching. But I’m certain he didn’t see me. Then he was gone and I heard him order an orc down the hole. The rest you know.”


  “Told you,” said Ferg. “Strange things are going on. We need to be careful.”


  “We have been careful,” said Zara.


  “We need to be more careful. They’ll be sending the H-Squad after us.”


  “The H-Squad?” asked Hal. It wasn’t a particularly intimidating name, but he still didn’t like the idea of any kind of specialist squad being after him.


  “The Hero Squad. It’s one of Morden’s ideas. He made it clear there could be heroes coming to upset his plans and he wanted to be prepared, so he had all sorts of things set up.”


  “Like death trap filled sewers.”


  “Yes, and much more. He’s a smart one for a Dark Lord. It’s not normal.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Zara.


  “Well, in case you hadn’t noticed, Dark Lords aren’t the smartest. They’re great at doing evil things and threatening to bring the world under their dominion, but they never succeed. They always make a fatal mistake. Zoon came close, but even he messed up … twice. Morden’s different. I can’t see him falling to a hero.”


  “Well that’s all right,” said Zara. Ferg looked at her quizzically. “Isn’t it obvious? Hal’s clearly no hero. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. Look at Edwin. Horrible man.”


  “I could be a hero,” said Hal. “How do you know I’m not one? Heroes come from the most unlikely places.”


  “Granted,” said Zara. “Blacksmith’s sons, orphans, woodcutters, shepherds. But a baker? Really? I’ve never heard of a baker being a hero.”


  “So why are you here then? Why come all this way, since you obviously think I’m useless?”


  Zara didn’t answer him immediately. Instead, she reached out and took his hand in hers and looked him in the eye in a way that reminded him of his mother when she had told him his cat was dead.


  “It’s because—”


  “I’m going to be sick,” Ferg said, and turned his back.


  “I was going to say, it’s because …”


  “Yes?” asked Hal. His heart was pounding, and his loins were stirring.


  “Because I… and it’s not easy for me to say this …”


  “Yes?”


  “Because … I think you might be a dragon slayer. All right? There. I’ve said it.”


  “Thank fuck for that,” said Ferg, letting loose a big breath. “For a moment, I thought you were going to say you …” The orc seemed to catch Zara’s glare and his words were left hanging.


  Like Ferg, Hal had thought Zara was about to profess her feelings for him. But the two of them had been wrong. “Might be a dragon slayer? Of course, I’m a dragon slayer. It’s my heritage. It’s why we’re here. To kill a dragon. Possibly two, if chance permits. You doubted me?”


  “Don’t look so hurt,” said Zara. “It’s not like you have a track record for dragon slaying. I came along to make sure you didn’t do anything stupid, and because that Chidwick bloke is one of the scariest men I’ve ever met. And he said he’d pay me a lot of money, besides.”


  “Oh, I see,” said Hal. “Now it’s all coming out. I’m your meal ticket. That’s it then. You were only ever nice to me because you were after my buns. And now it’s Chidwick’s money. You’re a hired thug.”


  “Don’t be stupid,” said Zara.


  “So I’m stupid as well? Maybe we should all just go home. Forget this dragon slaying.”


  “I wish you would shut up,” said Ferg. “I’ve had it with you two. Hal, you may be no hero, but this confirms to me you’re a dragon slayer. Not that I doubted you.”


  “Thank you, Ferg,” said Hal. He was glad Ferg seemed to have some faith. Hal had never doubted his name, but in truth he had doubted his feelings, which had told him he was a dragon slayer, being entirely based on a deeply rooted conviction. Zara’s words hurt so much because they were true. He was a baker. And a damned good one. He wasn’t a hero. And, deep down, he knew there was precious little evidence he was much of a dragon slayer either. But he did regret what he had just said. Zara had been his friend for as long as he could remember. She’d always had his back and never asked for anything. As well as annoyed, she looked hurt by his words. They were unfair. But so were hers. It was stupid they did this to each other when they had more important things to worry about. There was a Dark Lord and his Hero Squad after them.


  “I had my doubts,” said Ferg, “but if you can get that close to a Dark Lord and get away, unseen, either you are the luckiest man alive or there is something about you. Maybe you’re his blind spot.”


  “Let’s just go,” said Zara. “We’ve been in this sewer far too long. It would be good to have somewhere dry to sleep.”


  This time, Ferg was the one to go up the ladder. Hal and Zara followed when he gave the all clear. It was night outside, with a faint glow on the horizon marking the recent setting of the sun. They had spent the best part of day in the sewers and Hal was as relieved as Zara to be out of them.


  “Where are we?” asked Zara, as the three crouched in an alley between buildings.


  Hal thought they could be in any city in the Western Reaches from what he could see. It was a quiet street, with buildings split by alleyways. The only real difference was the buildings seemed to be made from black stone, and a distant, rumbling volcano that lit the sky. There was a film of ash over most things, thicker in places where it had not been cleared, like the thin ledges that ran between the floors of the buildings. Awnings along the street suggested this may well be some kind of market quarter in daytime and explained why perhaps it was so quiet. The only sign of life was light that squeezed out from shuttered windows and muffled sounds of drunken singing from what must be a drinking den.


  “This is all new to me,” said Ferg. “Morden’s been busy since I left. This place has become vast. Which is good. We should be hard to find.”


  “What next?” asked Hal.


  “Sleep,” said Zara.


  “We should be safe enough,” said Ferg. “As long as we’re up before dawn. Then I’ll go scout while you two keep a low profile.”


  The three of them made themselves as comfortable as they could in the alley. While Hal waited for sleep, his thoughts turned to Zara. As soon as he’d done his dragon slaying, he would tell her how he felt.


  



  *****


  



  Hal dreamt he was being tortured on a rack. With each turn of the ratchet the pain became worse. He could feel every muscle stretched to the point of tearing, his joints one turn away from popping from their sockets. He knew it was a dream and yet could not escape the pain. He couldn’t see, but he could feel the malevolent presence of the Dark Lord leaning over him.


  “Who sent you?” whispered the voice. “Tell me, and the pain will stop. Tell me and you will be rewarded. Tell me.”


  Hal so wanted to tell him. The ratchet turned. His hip popped in shooting pain and he couldn’t hold back the scream.


  “Hal?”


  Chidwick’s name was forming on his lips. He would tell them what they wanted and the pain would stop. He wasn’t strong enough to resist. He wasn’t a hero. He was a baker’s son.


  “Hal!”


  His eyes snapped open to a pre-dawn sky, an excruciating pain in his back, and Zara shaking him. The alley they had dossed down in was piled with ash where it had been swept off the main street. It had felt soft enough when they had relaxed into it, but over the course of the night his weight had pressed it hard and small rocks had dug into him.


  “Bad dream?” asked Zara. She was grey from the ash, her face smeared where she had instinctively tried to wipe it away.


  “Do I look as bad as you?” he asked. He didn’t want to say anything about the dream. He was sure that was all it was.


  “Worse.”


  “Where’s Ferg?”


  “He was gone when I woke. Off doing whatever. He’ll be back.”


  “You trust him?” Hal was surprised by Zara’s lack of concern. While Hal had grown to trust the orc—he’d had so many opportunities to betray them and he hadn’t—Zara had always given the impression of mistrust. It was something that came to her naturally as a member of the watch back home.


  “Don’t you ever tell him, but yes. I’ve been lied to enough in my life to know an honest man—or orc—when I meet one. Either that, or he’s the best liar I’ve ever met.”


  “Your secret is safe. And I’m glad you do. We’d never have got this far without him. He may not be fond of humans but he’s less fond of dragons. And he’s funny.”


  “Aww. You’re making me blush. Group hug?”


  Hal hadn’t heard the orc approaching and now he was standing a few feet away with outstretched arms and a mischievous grin that showed off his yellowed, over-large teeth. Why not? thought Hal. He spread his arms and stepped towards Ferg.


  The orc dropped his arms quickly. “I was kidding … orcs don’t do group hugs. Ever. Sheesh.”


  “Well,” said Hal, quickly stretching his arms back as though he were stiff from sleeping, “nor do I.” He stretched some more as if to prove his point. “Where have you been, anyway?”


  “You know. Checking things out. Seeing what’s what. Getting the lay of the land.”


  “And?” asked Zara.


  “I looked up an old friend and we’ve got a place to stay. It’s not much. Somewhere we won’t be bothered. Come on, before it gets busy around here.”


  Ferg led them through a maze of streets that were coming awake. It was much like any other city in the west at this time of day. Shutters opened, the first few inhabitants trickled onto the streets to go about their business, and the noise rose as greetings and insults were swapped between familiar faces. A few men were mixed in amongst the orcs, so the three of them didn’t look too out of place.


  It was hard to imagine they were in a Dark Lord’s fortress, apart from the black stone turned grey by the recent eruption of a volcano that continued to belch smoke into the sky. That and the fortress wall that was so high it kept a good section of the city in shade. And the towers that struck skyward, sharp edged with arches of darkness, which concealed all-seeing eyes looking down at them. Not to mention a Dark Lord in residence, who was actively seeking them out so he may end their pitiful lives. Apart from that, it was pretty much like home.


  Ferg took them down a street that was filling quickly. They passed a butcher and then a bakery. Homesickness churned Hal’s stomach at the smell of bread. He had half a mind to stop and chat with the baker. They could discuss the intricacies of yeast, the use of different flours, and secret additives that made the different loaves.


  A short way farther down the street, next to a smithy, Ferg stopped at a door wedged between two larger buildings. A dishevelled orc staggered out of the building on the left, almost running into Zara. He excused himself and then stopped to look up at an orc woman hanging out of an upper window in a state of undress, her pendulous breasts hanging over the windowsill.


  “See again soon, my lover,” she crooned down at him.


  The orc pulled at his crotch as though he had an itch and hurried off. Hal looked up at the woman. He’d never seen a naked orc before. She was more muscular than he had imagined a woman should be, and hairy, but not entirely unattractive. Her breasts were well-formed.


  “You fancy some, handsome? Never too early in the day.”


  The orc cupped one of her breasts and flicked a surprisingly long tongue out towards it.


  Hal quickly averted his eyes. “Is this it?” he asked Ferg, who had pushed the door next to the brothel open.


  “Yes,” said Ferg, “but if you’d prefer a softer bed I’m sure I could lend you some coin to go next door.”


  Zara snorted and pushed past Ferg. Hal followed her in. Once inside, it took a moment for his eyes to adjust, and his nose. It smelt like something had died.


  “It’s not much, but better than nothing,” said Ferg.


  Ferg opened the one shutter on the left side of the door and let the morning in. A rat scurried across the floor as the light spilt across it. The smell was likely one of its dead fellows. They were in a single narrow room, with a stone stair at the back of it, furnished with a dust-covered table, three chairs arranged around it, and a small hearth. Cupboards lined one wall. Zara sneezed and headed up the stair. Shortly after, a mattress sailed down, followed by a second.


  “I’ll be sleeping upstairs then,” said Ferg, nudging Hal.


  “A bit of a dust and this will do,” Hal said, ignoring Ferg’s insinuation. He wiped a hand across the tabletop, sending more dust into the air.


  “We’re not here to make house,” said Zara, stomping down the stair. “It will do for what we need. It’s not like we’re staying long.”


  Ferg drew out a chair and took a seat. “I wouldn’t be so sure. What exactly do you think we’re going to do next? Swan into the Dark Lord’s tower, ask to see him, and then do him in? It’s not going to be that easy. We need to take time to see the lay of the land. Work out a plan of attack. It’s not going to be easy to get past Morden’s security, let alone kill him. How are we going to do it? Poison? Stealth and assassination? Suicide attack? A staged accident? We’ve got to study our target. Learn his weaknesses and then strike. This will all take time. So you may as well pull up a chair and take a load of your feet before you start the cleaning.”


  “You what? I don’t do cleaning,” growled Zara.


  “Well, someone’s got to do it, and I’ll be out gathering intelligence. And we need money, so dragon slayer there is going to get a job at that bakery we passed.”


  Hal could see Zara clench her teeth but also recognise the orc was right. They’d come this far with no plan beyond getting inside the fortress, and that was the easy part. They now faced an evil that threatened the world. Dark Lords and dragons were not going to be an easy proposition to deal with. Hal still had no idea how exactly he was supposed to kill a dragon. The stories of dragons from his childhood had sounded good at the time, but in the harsh light of day, in this dingy, two room squat in the heart of Morden’s fortress, they seemed like fairy tales. The dragons in those tales slept on piles of gold. A plucky hero would steal in and stab them in the vitals through a weak spot they’d learnt about from a talking mouse. Or a knight in armour, with a tame wizard on hand who had imbued the knight’s sword with mighty magic, would bait out the dragon with a damsel tied to a post (why their hands were always tied above their head and not just behind their back was a mystery to Hal until he had reached puberty) and then slay it, deflecting the fiery breath with a shield made from a meteorite. Hal couldn’t see Zara going for that one. Not that he’d want to risk her. Besides, she was far more capable. If anyone was to be tied helpless to a post, it should be him. Or maybe he could tempt out the tyrant with the smell of freshly baked bread.


  “What are you smiling at, dragon slayer?” asked Zara.


  “I’ll help you clean up,” said Hal. “Ferg, you go and do what you have to do, and some food would be good. I think we need to rest up for a day or so and settle in. Not draw any attention and take it from there.”


  “Exactly,” said Ferg. “I’ll be back in a bit. And don’t go talking to anyone. If you do, you’re mercenaries from Kron. Second thought. You,” Ferg pointed at Zara, “are a mercenary from Kron and you, Hal, are her bitch. That’s far more believable.”


  With that, and looking pleased with himself, Ferg was gone, leaving Hal with Zara. Alone.


  “I’m no one’s bitch,” said Hal.


  “No?”


  “And what are you doing?” asked Hal, as Zara headed back upstairs.


  “If you get bored of cleaning you should come up here and I’ll show you.”


  The look Zara gave Hal was less a suggestion and more an open invitation. Ferg was gone. They were alone. They may die at the hands of a Dark Lord at any time. Sod it. She may be his childhood friend but she was also a woman, and an attractive one at that. And he was a man and no one’s ‘bitch’. Hal followed Zara upstairs.


   Chapter 24 Hostage


  



  A hostage’s value is nothing if held against those with a strong will.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  As arrangements went, preparations for the arrival of a Dark Lord’s queen were not ones Penbury, or Chidwick, had made before. Penbury wasn’t sure exactly how Lord Deathwing was going to arrive. Part of him dreaded that he would turn up in full dragon-form, land in the gardens (ruining the lawn) dump Griselda unceremoniously in a flowerbed, demand his wife be brought out and leave, belching fire and destruction as he went. He had to admonish himself for such fanciful thoughts. For a creature of myth, and undoubtedly without morals, or concern for anyone other than himself, or his wife, Lord Deathwing struck Penbury as a dragon of intelligence and discretion. He was sure, if he so desired, Lord Deathwing could rain down fire, but he thought it unlikely. Still, it was a compelling image and, even though it included the destruction of his hibiscus border, it was not without some thrill. The events of the last three years had been all-in-all invigorating. Penbury wondered if it was the uncertainty that did it. He was so used to being in control. There was a strange kind of pleasure in not knowing what was going to happen next. He’d always tried his hardest, and succeeded more often than not, to make sure events followed a path he had determined.


  Today was different. Lord Deathwing had been the first to show trust, or supreme confidence that Penbury would not pull a fast one, by proposing the simplest of switches. He would bring Griselda to Penbury’s Firena estate, where Lady Deathwing would be handed over. Lord Deathwing had indicated he would not be staying long and so nothing too elaborate should be laid on. Perhaps nibbles. A good wine. Nothing more. The more Penbury had learnt of Deathwing, the more he found they had in common. While he enjoyed a sit-down meal of ten or so courses, being the gastronome that he was, he probably enjoyed the soiree more, nibbling from an assortment of amuse-bouche. Sparkling explosions of taste, with a wide selection of wines to match, were a delight.


  There was a knock at his study door and Chidwick let himself in. “They are here, sir.”


  Penbury felt his heart quicken. “Very good. Are the reds ready?”


  “They have been opened and breathing for an hour, sir.”


  Of course they had. Chidwick had been doing this for decades.


  “I’ll be right out.”


  Chidwick made his exit and Penbury readied himself. It was unlike him to be so nervous. Taking a key from his waistcoat, he went to the door of the antechamber that abutted his study and let himself in. Lady Deathwing was where he had left her, at the window, staring over the gardens. For a God’s Dust addict, she was looking remarkably healthy. And human. She hadn’t assumed any of her more dragon-like forms for over two years. As far as she was concerned, she was a woman like any other. A good looking woman at that; there was still something regal about her. Her features remained precise even if her eyes had lost their fire. God’s Dust had seen to that. Her appetite for the drug had not lessened and she consumed it in quantities that would have killed a mortal man, either through heart attack or starvation, for once God’s Dust got a strong enough grip, even eating was uninteresting. Outwardly then, she was fine. Otherwise, she was a loon. Penbury hoped Lord Deathwing wouldn’t be too upset.


  Ever since the ‘itsy bitsy spider’ at dinner when he had first introduced her to the drug, she had developed a thing for insects, arachnids, and small, cute, furry animals. Every time she saw a butterfly, she squeaked with delight, which was often, as Penbury’s garden attracted a host of butterflies, bees, spiders and, unfortunately, aphids and other pests—even the odd rabbit, which Penbury normally enjoyed as a loin with greens if caught.


  She looked over at him briefly when he entered and then returned to her butterfly watch.


  “My lady,” said Penbury, stopping short of the window seat Lady Deathwing was sitting on. “Would you care to join me for lunch? There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”


  “Can I have those macaroons? The nice ones?” asked Lady Deathwing, without diverting her attention from the garden. “Oh! A butterfly!”


  Penbury looked to where she was pointing as a Royal Wingtip landed on a peony.


  “I’ve had some specially made. The pink ones, with extra filling as you like.”


  Lady Deathwing sprang to her feet and clapped her hands. “Lovely!”


  She took Penbury by the arm and let herself be led out. Lord Deathwing had already been seated when they got to the dining room. Penbury’s nerves made his palms sweat and he dabbed them on his trousers. Next to Deathwing was a young woman, who Penbury assumed was Griselda. She was attractive, in an obvious kind of way. Penbury’s taste in many things was for the more refined and unusual, and in Griselda’s case, he found her pretty but not beautiful. All the bits were nice enough, but there was nothing of real interest. Perhaps too perfect in her figure and blonde hair. Artists who Penbury much admired, had, in recent years, taken to painting portraits of the fuller woman with quirky features, like a dimpled chin, or even a double chin, and strangely alluring folds of fat in their nudity.


  At first, there was no reaction from Lord Deathwing at their entry. Then he rose from his chair, as any gentleman would when a lady entered the room, his face remaining impassive. Penbury led Lord Deathwing’s wife to her husband. Griselda remained seated and looked on with clear curiosity.


  “My lady, I’d like you to meet an old friend of yours. You may not remember, but you’ve known each other for … years.”


  “Old friend?” whispered Lord Deathwing, and then more loudly, “My lady.”


  Lady Deathwing regarded him with a puzzled look. “I do remember you. You’re my husband!”


  She launched herself at Lord Deathwing, who staggered back under her weight, which seemed odd considering her slender frame. She then proceeded to cover his face in kisses. “Where have you been?” she managed, when she eventually grew tired of the kissing. “Oh, a fly!”


  A fly had indeed buzzed into the room and alighted on an apple in the fruit bowl on a side table. Lady Deathwing went over and put her nose to it and it flew off. She then chased it around the table.


  “Is she always like this?” asked Lord Deathwing.


  “I’m afraid so,” said Penbury. “At least she remembered you.”


  Lord Deathwing shot a glance his way that would have split a lesser man in two. As it was, Penbury thought he was going to have a coronary.


  “She’s crazy,” said Griselda. “Must be to be married to you, I suppose.”


  “Penbury,” said Lord Deathwing. “Griselda. Griselda, Chancellor Penbury. I’m sure you’ll get on famously.”


  “Why?” asked Griselda. She reached for her wine glass and took a sip of the white it held. It was as dry as a trade agreement and had been selected specially by Penbury to go both with the opening and fish course, a feat which few could manage when the first course was an endive salad followed by a bouillabaisse. “Very nice.”


  “Because the Chancellor’s love of vulgarity is so well-known, and you have so much of it to offer.”


  “We should eat,” said Penbury. Food was always a peacemaker, and the food at his table could not be matched.


  “Given what you did to her,” said Lord Deathwing, indicating his wife, “I’m not sure I can trust anything you feed me.”


  “Understandable, but I’m going to eat. Chidwick, bring in the first course, please.”


  “Good. I’m starving,” said Griselda.


  The fly by now had made its escape. Lord Deathwing had managed to accost his wife and guide her to the seat next to his, where there was a plate of pink macaroons. Lady Deathwing clapped her hands at the sight of them, sat herself down, and plucked one from the plate. “My favourite!” she managed between mouthfuls.


  “They do look good,” said Griselda, and she reached across to take one.


  Lord Deathwing’s hand shot out and gripped Griselda’s firmly. “I wouldn’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Why do you think? Because you have to eat your greens first.”


  Griselda looked at Deathwing as though he were as nuts as his wife. “You’re joking.”


  “Because,” said Penbury, from where he had sat himself at the head of the table between the two warring parties, “you would enjoy them far too much. If you get my drift.”


  “Oh,” said Griselda. “You mean I’d become like her?” She made a twirling motion with a finger. “You know, barking mad.”


  “Manners, Griselda,” said Lord Deathwing.


  Griselda’s mouth snapped closed and Penbury could see the fury raging as her body tensed and went rigid.


  “Ah, that’s so much better,” said Lord Deathwing. “I don’t envy you, Chancellor. The gods know what my son sees in her.”


  



  *****


  



  The rest of lunch had gone well enough. Lord Deathwing had let his grip of Griselda go when she had nodded her assent to behave. Then, when the first thing she had said was, ‘Fuck you,’ he had clamped her mouth shut again until the cheese board had arrived. Lady Deathwing had nibbled her way through a dozen macaroons and then nodded off, leaving the Chancellor and Lord Deathwing to make their way through the lunch at a leisurely pace, filling the time with small-talk. Among the chit-chat, they covered the importance of a good sauce, what grows well in an acid soil, and the impending invasion of the Dark Lord Morden and his orc host. Penbury had rather enjoyed himself.


  That afternoon, Griselda had settled herself into her room, with what, by her standards (as far as Lord Deathwing had indicated), was relatively little fuss. By way of easing her back into normal society, Penbury had arranged a trip to the theatre that evening, and Griselda had acquiesced.


  And so, that evening, Penbury was in his personal carriage with a well-turned-out Griselda sitting opposite, heading for the theatre. It was a pleasure that ranked almost as highly as food in Penbury’s list of life’s pleasures. As well as a pleasant climate, excellent food and wine, an aesthetic about the buildings that spoke of hot summers, and the bustle of vibrant commerce, Firena was also blessed with a theatrical tradition unequalled in the civilised world. While he occasionally attended a concert, and even less frequently the opera—he was not a fan, having an ear that gave him migraines when subjected to soprano—the theatre was what drew him on a warm evening.


  Firena boasted three theatres that housed playwrights and the troops of performers to bring their works to life. They were in constant and fierce competition for the theatre-going public and this competition had pushed them to new heights when it came to the plays and acting. Another fine example, Penbury thought, of market forces at work. Healthy competition driving progress for the benefit of all. With such competition, it meant ticket prices were more than reasonable and the theatres packed them in at the low end. In Penbury’s mind, this was good; there were far too many snooty aristocrats as it was.


  He was looking forward to this evening’s performance, a comedy called The Lady and Her Fool. While Penbury had never been a romantic, he did have a soft spot for the romantic comedy. It wasn’t complex, or challenging. It required none of his mental faculties to enjoy. He could sit and watch, indulge in decadently covered honey corn, wash that away with a bottle of Rosé D’Altana, and laugh along with the audience as boy meets girl, loses girl, and so on. For two hours, he could leave business behind and enjoy life in a pure and immediate way that could hardly be matched.


  Tonight’s performance was in the Firena amphitheatre, a legacy of an empire long gone, that had been renovated in recent years gratis an anonymous benefactor. Penbury thought it money well spent to see the weeds between the stones removed, the masonry re-pointed, and a brand new stage put in, made from imported oak that was hard to come by in these southern climes. The amphitheatre had such good acoustics that not only allowed the actors to project without having to bellow, as they did in other theatres, but also resonated well with the crowd in their reactions to the events on stage, whether it be cries of laughter at the crude slapstick, or wails when a tragic hero met his end before being able to consummate the love he had so fervently pursued. As a generally private man, the theatre offered Penbury an opportunity to be part of this collective experience he rarely shared. It was not unknown for him to laugh out loud at some crude innuendo, or wipe an eye with the rest as an unfortunate end was met at dagger point, or in a poisoned draught.


  Naturally, Chidwick was ever present, despite Penbury’s assurances he would be fine for an evening. Penbury suspected, under his outwardly stoic countenance, Chidwick enjoyed the performances as much as he did, when he wasn’t keeping a careful eye on those around; theatre assassinations had come into vogue in recent times as means of forcing political goals. It was real life imitating art in the place of its performance given the level of backstabbing, double dealing and death acted out on stage.


   It being election time for the city’s council, there was a good deal of electioneering of the more violent type going on in Firena. Not that Penbury thought he should be concerned. The elections had been his idea when democracy had first got a foothold a few years back. He’d been impressed with it then and decided Firena could do with democracy to keep the people happy and well away from the actual running of things.


  But tonight, Firena politics could take a back seat; Penbury had bigger concerns. Griselda was looking out of the carriage window, enraptured with the city as it passed by. While familiar to Penbury, he reminded himself her experience of the world had been limited to a small village in the Western Marches and a Dark Lord’s fortress. Hardly civilisation at all. Firena must seem very different to her. It was a bustling city of commerce that grew ever more cosmopolitan by the year. It was wealthy and successful. The wealth was spent in many ways, the most overt being the large estates, townhouses, and public buildings put up by the philanthropist elite, such as Penbury himself.


  They were travelling through the market sector, and it was still a hive of activity in the warm early evening. Bargains were to be had—but only if you were quick, if the hawkers and shopkeepers were to be believed. It had been a long time since Penbury had made his first sales. While his story was not one of rags to riches—his father was a wealthy merchant—it was one of early entrepreneurial zeal. He had been ten when he had set up a roaring trade in playground sweets. He had help, of course, from the street urchins, who would pass him the goods through holes in the school fence, to the muscle he hired to protect his business when the playground bullies got interested. It had not been dissimilar to Morden’s own achievements in his boarding school in Bindelburg. Penbury had gone on to be the wealthiest, most powerful financial leader in the western world and Morden had become a Dark Lord demagogue for the orcs. It was amusing how things turned out.


  “How do you like Firena?” asked Penbury, strangely feeling the need to make conversation with his new house guest.


  Griselda glanced his way. “I love it. It’s so … alive.”


  “It is busy. Getting busier by the year. There’s not much you can’t get in Firena. It’s well situated, you see. Location is so important when it comes to trade. There’s a good harbour, access to the seas to both the east and west, and good overland routes to the interior. As good as you can get. It’s no accident it does so well.”


  Griselda fixed him with a stare. Not one to hide her feelings, it was a stare that suggested Penbury was an idiot. He wondered how often Morden had been on the receiving end of it.


  “Are you always this boring? I heard you had a reputation for having led an interesting life. When I say it’s alive, I mean it’s alive. Not dead. You wouldn’t understand.”


  “You must forgive me,” said Penbury, “if I bore you. Please, do explain. In simple terms, so that I may grasp it.”


  Griselda pinched her lips and her chin raised an inch. “Sarcastic bastard, aren’t you? We’re going to get on well. In case you didn’t know, Morden has become an undead Lich Lord. He reeks of death. He does his best to hide it, but it’s not so much a smell as a feeling. Like when you find a dog at the side of the road. Sure, it stinks, but there’s also that dead thing. And it’s not just Morden. Death is everywhere in that bloody fortress. It’s in the rock, it’s in the air, it’s everywhere … sorry, can’t help myself. I’m a poet, you know. Anyway, I used to think it was pretty cool. I did some of my best work in that first year. But after a while, it’s so depressing. Even for me. And I know about depression, I can tell you. I bet you’ve never been depressed about anything in your life. Well I have. How about finding out the first man you ever slept with was your brother? Not that I’m suggesting you sleep with men. You don’t, do you? I do. And I did. Then follow that up with your second boyfriend being a Dark Lord, who’s more interested in building fortresses, raising armies, and conquering the world than in you. That’s fucking depressing. So, yes, Firena is not an unpleasant change. I suppose I’d best make the most of it.”


  Penbury’s mind was reeling. He had expected some kind of dread queen, not unlike Lady Deathwing. And instead he’d got … this. The vernacular, while not unfamiliar to him, was not something he often heard used so liberally. “Why is that?” he asked, unable to help himself.


  “Because when Morden comes, this all goes to shit unless we can stop him.”


  “You think we can?”


  “Fuck yes. He’s an idiot for letting me go. He has no idea what he’s missing. Wait until you see what I have in my trunk.”


  “I’m not sure what you mean, your ‘trunk’?” Penbury hoped it wasn’t what he thought she meant. The cruder pamphlets were full of this kind of reference. He was far too old for that kind of thing.


  His thoughts must have betrayed him as Griselda gave him a lascivious smile. “Not that trunk. The trunk with my clothes and stuff. I’ll show you when we get back. It will be a surprise. I think you’ll like it. Now, what’s this play we’re going to see? I hope it’s well-written. If there’s something I can’t stand, it’s bad writing.”


  “The Lady and Her Fool. Quite appropriate, from what you’ve been saying.”


  Griselda laughed. Unlike her language, it was a sweet laugh, though filled more with irony than joy.


  “I’ve never been to a play before,” said Griselda. “I’m looking forward to it. Will there be snacks? I’m feeling hungry again.”


  “Yes, there are very pleasant snacks. The caramelised macadamia nuts are especially good. As for the play, I’m sure you’ll enjoy it. The playwright is very good. I’ve seen a number of his works, and this is his latest. I understand you are somewhat of an artist yourself. A wordsmith?”


  “A poet. I’ve brought as much of my work as I could with me. Perhaps you’d like to read it?”


  “Of course. Nothing would give me greater pleasure.”


  Seemingly satisfied with his answer, Griselda went back to staring out the carriage window. Shortly after, the carriage came to a halt, and minutes later, Chidwick ushered them to the prime seats in the amphitheatre. Griselda was furnished with a bag of nuts, which she crunched through enthusiastically, and Penbury took a mellow glass of red in hand. There was an expectant buzz about the crowd that quietened as a man dressed in gold finery came onto the stage and silenced them with a bow. Rising, he turned and backed away to one side of the stage as two players came on. A man, a drunken lout by his looks, and a woman. Perhaps the hostess.


  “I’ll fix you, I swear,” said the drunk.


  “You thug! I’ll call for a pair of stocks!”


  And so the play began. Not the greatest opening, thought Penbury, but he’d learnt to give a play a chance to develop. He was sure it would turn out well in the end.


  



  *****


  



  At first, Griselda had laughed with the rest of the audience. Penbury, himself, had managed a chuckle or two but the humour had been dampened as the play progressed and Griselda’s mood had changed for the worst. By the end, she was silently fuming. Given her fruity tongue, silent fuming was far better than the not-so-silent kind.


  “You didn’t enjoy the play?” asked Penbury, once seated in the carriage and on the way back to his estate.


  “How can you tell?” replied Griselda, spitting the words. “You planned this, didn’t you? If you had a point to make, you could have said. You didn’t need to take me to the theatre to make it. It was so embarrassing. Everyone was looking at me. Well, it won’t work. I shan’t stop being who I am whether you like it or not. I had expected better of you, Chancellor. I should have known, it’s not just Dark Lords who are scheming bastards.”


  While he found it hard to argue with the fact he was probably one of the most adept schemers alive, Penbury was rather taken aback by Griselda’s outburst. Language aside, she seemed to be a pleasant and sensitive young lady, and he had assumed he had been nothing other than the perfect host, a role he was well practised in. Even with his legendary foresight, when it came to business and politics, he had not seen this coming. Then again, it wasn’t often he’d had to anticipate the emotional responses of a young woman. Those days had long gone, and he hadn’t been particularly successful on the few occasions when he had tried courting. His skills lay in other areas. Diplomacy was one such area and, by taking a moment to digest her accusation and gather his thoughts, his diplomatic skills were kicking in. He was going to have her as his guest for some time, and he was sure it would be better if she was on his side, rather than against him. If she were to be used as leverage against Morden, it was imperative she toe the line.


  “My dear, I assure you there was no plan in this evening other than to amuse you and show you this beautiful city.”


  “Don’t you ‘my dear’ me. I’m not stupid. A play about a headstrong woman being tamed and made demure. Subservient, even. I didn’t bow to a Dark Lord, and I won’t bow to you.”


  “Griselda. Think what you will, there is no agenda here. It is pure happenstance the subject of the play was what it was. A cruel twist of fate. Nothing more. I am no Dark Lord to bend your will, or anyone’s, to my own.”


  It wasn’t entirely true. He wasn’t a Dark Lord, but bending wills to his own was what he did most days. Instead of an imposing fortress, black robes, and armies of blood-crazed orcs, he used financial institutions, hordes of lawyers (the non-lethal kind), and accountants in well-cut suits. None of which he thought likely to have any effect on young Griselda. She was obviously upset. It was to be expected, having just left a difficult relationship. A bit like when business partners fall out and fight over the business. One wins and keeps everything, the other is left with nothing. The end of her relationship with Morden wasn’t clear, but from what Lord Deathwing had said, it was Griselda who had wanted out after an unfortunate incident with her father. Suicide apparently. Anyway, in a short space of time, Griselda had gone from Dark Queen to heartbroken poet. Sad, really.


  “Easy for you to say.” She folded her arms and turned away from him.


  Penbury was familiar with this kind of behaviour in business. Business partners would often act offended, or slighted, when in fact they were trying to improve their negotiating position. He wasn’t sure Griselda was that hurt; she seemed tough. It was more likely she was exploring his boundaries to see how far he would go to accommodate her. She hoped he would try to soothe her with kind words, tell her she was right, and that life wasn’t fair, or ask how he could prove his sincerity. To do so would to succumb to her wiles. Or so she thought. She could play him, but equally he could play her. A winning tactic in business was to indicate perhaps it was a deal that could not be done and he should look elsewhere for a partner. When he was in a position of strength, and he generally was, then threatening to walk away often had them stopping him at the door. If Griselda was looking for purely emotional support in this difficult time then he was an unlikely person to lean on. If, as he thought more likely, she was used to having a powerful man under her thumb—and it didn’t get more powerful than him—then this was a genuine power struggle. That was fine. He had plenty of experience with those.


  “I imagine life with Morden was not easy.” Deflect away from himself, and back to the Dark Lord, the real source of her ire. Morden was the basis of any real deal here. It was why he had agreed to the entire exchange. He needed leverage on his adversary and Griselda may well be it if Morden still treasured her.


  “No shit. He’s a pig. All men are pigs. He wasn’t interested in me, or my art. I was a trophy at his side.”


  Penbury let the implied slight slide. He was not so easily ruffled. Besides, the pig was a fine animal that brought him great pleasure when eaten. The world would be a worse place if not for the humble pig. Even the offal was good.


  “But he will pay,” continued Griselda. “You wait and see.”


  “You seek revenge?” A theme she was keen on, it seemed. Penbury could work with that. He did wonder what form of revenge she might manage. She was up against a Dark Lord and his armies; a scathing poem wasn’t going to cut it.


  “I told you. Wait until you see what I got in my trunk.” Griselda laughed.


  There was a terrible glee that tweaked Penbury’s interest. What was it she had planned?


  Griselda settled back and returned to watching the city, now lit with street lanterns, slide by. It wasn’t long before they had arrived at the estate and Chidwick had delivered his master’s bedtime hot chocolate—he thought it never too warm for a bitter chocolate drink. Propped up in bed, Penbury read the day’s pamphlets for news—mostly news, and a few of the humorous sketches (Bonehead was bedding and beheading, as always). He had reached the bottom of his mug and the last of the pamphlets when there was a knock at his bedroom door, but not Chidwick’s familiar knock.


  It was Griselda.


  She was wearing a white cotton bed shift which was suitably light and airy for the time of year, and consequently more revealing than Penbury liked. While she was not unattractive, he hoped seduction was not on her mind. He thought it unlikely and credence was lent to that thought by the long wrapped bundle she was carrying in her arms. Barefoot, and unusually silent, she padded to the end of the bed, lay the leather wrap down, and pulled at the strings that tied it. Penbury watched, fascinated, as she pulled the package apart to reveal the gleaming steel of a sword.


  Penbury’s heart skipped a beat. Where was Chidwick? How could he let this woman into his room with a sword? As if to answer his question, Chidwick slid into the room.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, sir. I’d didn’t realise you had company,” said his PPS and made to leave.


  “Chidwick!” The last thing Penbury wanted was his PPS to go and leave him with this woman.


  “Don’t worry, Chancellor, I’m not here to kill you. Or seduce him, Chidwick. What do you think I am? Assassin? Harlot? Men. Dumb as planks.”


  Griselda grasped the hilt of the sword and stepped back. She held it in front of her and a pale blue fire ran along its length. Her shift billowed out and her hair crackled, lifting off her head in a pale corona.


  “This, gentlemen,” said Griselda, her voice lowering and booming with significance, “is Dark Lord’s Bane. My brother, Edwin, killed Zoon the Reviled with this sword, and with it, I will kill Morden, my ex-husband.”


   Chapter 25 Rehabilitation


  



  The worst torture is self-inflicted.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  The screams of a tortured soul ought not to be out of place in a Dark Lord’s fortress. Expected even. They lent ambiance to the towering spires, crenellated walls, and looming gates. Morden could appreciate their worth but didn’t have to enjoy them. They were depressing. And they were affecting his minions. Not exactly the most cheerful lot at the best of times, his orcs visibly winced and shuddered as the howls of pain and suffering resonated around the fortress. The screams came not from the dungeon, where some hapless prisoner was being turned slowly inside out, as might be expected, but from the Tower of Despair. The tower was right next to the Tower of Pain and was one of Morden’s favourites. Its sharp edges and spiralling outer stair, with its precipitous drop that promised death at the slightest slip, was inspiring in its maudlin thrust into the dark clouds that were ever present at its spire.


  The screams sounded like none mortal man could make, and there was a good reason for that: they didn’t come from mortal man. They came from a long-lived dragon who had recently come off a three year drug habit—and not just any drug. Headfucker was well-named, not only for its effects while used, but because it so warped reality for the user that if they ever stopped taking it, actual reality was too much to take. There were very few recovering addicts. They didn’t live long enough. It wasn’t even necessarily due to suicide. More often it was as though their minds could not accept the cold, hard truth of real life and opted to switch everything off instead.


  Morden was finding it hard to concentrate on his brooding with the wails that resonated around his temporary throne room. He found himself clutching the ends of the slabs of stone that made up his new throne, his bony fingers audibly cracking. While he was pleased the exchange of Lady Deathwing for Griselda had seemingly gone off without a hitch, he had not been prepared for the state Lady Deathwing was in when she had arrived. He had never seen his father so pissed off, either. Penbury had offered to provide a good supply of God’s Dust but Lord Deathwing had refused. She was of no use while still on the drug. And so she had been confined to the Tower of Despair and her withdrawal had begun. That had been three weeks ago. Morden hoped it would be over soon. He wasn’t getting anything done with her soul-tearing howls reverberating around the fortress.


  Until she was back to herself, and able once more to assume her true dragon form, the hatching of her offspring was on hold. All the while, his army trained for the upcoming issuing forth and laying waste, performing daily manoeuvres across the training grounds. For an orc army, it was starting to resemble an impressive weapon of war. Siege tactics had been perfected, artillery practice was a daily affair, archers delivered volleys that blackened the sky, and cavalry feints and charges were executed with aplomb. All Morden needed were the dragons to round the army off. They were his big weapon. The army would pin his opponents in place by means of a traditional battle, and his dragons would swoop in and roast them. Hammer and anvil were terms he had become familiar with as his generals had tried to educate him in military matters. It was a good plan. The dragons were also a crucial part of his plan to get his army across the ocean. They would ruin any fleet that opposed him, black powder or not. In fact, the black powder would make it easier to destroy the enemy fleet if it caught fire, which it was bound to do. In his mind’s eye, he envisioned a flight of dragons swooping down and incinerating a fleet of ships bobbing on the sea swell like toys in a bath. They wouldn’t have a chance.


  There was another scream that spoke of anguish Morden hoped he would never feel. It was so deep and resonating he wished it on his worst enemy—how anything was ever too bad not to be wished on any enemy, let alone his worst, was beyond him. It didn’t make sense. He tried to blank it out and bring his brooding mind to another outstanding matter of concern, the possibility there was a hero loose in the fortress. The first reports from the sewers confirmed his suspicions there were three in the group that had been skulking down there. The H-Squad, however, had drawn a blank in their pursuit. They were now operating on a watching brief. Security around Morden was as tight as it could be. No one got past Ironfist. Personal audiences were limited to his general staff and his father.


  That the three had disappeared was not too surprising, especially if one was a hero. There were tens of thousands of orcs, men, and other things in his fortress. It was impossible to account for all of them. He just about knew the make-up and designations of his army. When it came to everyone else—the smiths, the bakers, the armourers and cleaners, the stable boys, masons, fletchers and hangers-on—there were far too many to keep track of. A hero and his companions could lose themselves easily enough amongst the masses that thronged the fortress.


  Morden knew they would try to blend in and wait for an opportunity to strike. And this opportunity was the one thing he may be able to control. He needed to bait the hero out somehow. It was a high risk strategy, but if he were to face a hero then he preferred it on his own terms. He didn’t want to have to spend his entire time wondering if this guard or that was really an orc or in fact a hero, ready to leap and strike. He was paranoid enough as it was without having that to bother him as well. As far as setting the trap went, he figured it was unlikely the hero would wiggle his way into the military side of things. He would be too easy to spot. He thought it far more likely they would blend into the masses that supported the fortress and the army it trained. An inspection tour might do it. They were always chaotic. A good hero would jump at the chance to strike. If they had come this far and infiltrated the Dark Lord’s fortress, they clearly had little intention of getting away. They were here to assassinate or die trying. Morden was sure he could arrange the latter with careful planning.


  “Lord Deathwing,” announced a guard, and his father strode into the room.


  Morden remembered the first time his father had approached him in Bostokov. Approaching a throne upon which a Dark Lord sat, he had been confident. In that sense, nothing had changed, but there were other changes. Morden was used to his father being feckless, a half-smile almost permanently on his lips. Now, though, there was a grimness about his demeanour Morden found disturbing. It was a reminder that his father was as cold as he was.


  “Father,” said Morden from his throne.


  Most who were granted an audience with Morden abased themselves before his throne out of fear and respect for his dark presence. There were exceptions. Griselda had been one. Stonearm, when he was around, was another, and his father a third. Two orcs heaved a chair from the side of the chamber into position to one side of Morden’s throne and his father threw himself onto it.


  “Fuck Penbury, and fuck his fucking Headfucker.”


  Morden was rather taken aback by his father’s outburst. Griselda had pretty much had a monopoly on swearing like this. His father had always had a touch more class. His father’s annoyance, however, was understandable. In capturing Lady Deathwing, Penbury had shown great ingenuity. Lady Deathwing’s addiction had come as a surprise to Morden. He hadn’t thought it was possible, and his father was equally disbelieving. But she was addicted. Her withdrawal was taking longer than either had anticipated and, while her anguish and screams lent a certain ambiance to the fortress, it had become grating for everyone. Morden had noted grumbling among his minions. The fact she was able to withdraw from the drug and survive, after the amount she must have been taking, was a minor miracle. A human would surely have died.


  “You have to give him credit,” said Morden. “It was a stroke of genius.”


  “Fuck him.” Lord Deathwing slumped like a sullen child, glowering at no one in particular.


  “Is there anything I can do?”


  From the flick of his father’s eyes, there was something, but also a reluctance to ask. Curious.


  “Is she still addicted to the drug?”


  Lord Deathwing pulled himself up in his chair, straightening his jacket as he did. “Bring me some wine,” he ordered loudly, waving a hand in the vague direction of the guards who lined the walls. One scurried off to meet the order. “No, she’s not addicted to the drug anymore. It’s been two weeks since she seduced that orc guard so he would bring her some.”


  “Ah, yes.” The seduction had not been as successful as she had hoped. The guard in question had demanded payment up front, which had proven fatal when Lord Deathwing had come across them mid-coitus. His father had been crushed by her infidelity. Morden thought that ripe considering his father’s history of philandering, and he’d had to spend some time convincing his father that it was the drugs. It wasn’t her fault.


  “She hasn’t had any since Penbury handed her over,” said Lord Deathwing. “That’s not the problem.”


  Morden decided to say nothing and let the silence draw out whatever his father had on his mind. He could see it was taking an effort for his father to speak. They had never been close, and certainly never, ever, discussed anything this personal. And that suited Morden. No child ever wanted to know the details of their parents’ relationship.


  The guards returned with wine, a small table, and a glass, which were set to one side of Lord Deathwing’s chair. A glass of wine was poured and the orcs backed off hurriedly. Lord Deathwing distractedly reached out, took the glass, and drained it.


  “The problem is, she doesn’t believe anything anymore. She thinks she’s in a nightmare from which she cannot wake. She’s trapped in a tower, in a Dark Lord’s fortress, with a rumbling volcano outside the window. A few weeks ago, she spent most days on a bench in Penbury’s garden watching butterflies. Then, out of the blue, she finds herself being flown across the world by a black dragon, who tells her he’s her husband, and she is in fact a dragon as well. It didn’t go down well.”


  “I see.”


  “It’s not that she doesn’t know me, she just thinks I’m something from her nightmares. She remembers her previous life, in parts, but thinks that too was a dream.”


  Morden nodded in what he hoped was a sympathetic manner. In essence, Lady Deathwing was nuts and in all likelihood as useful to them as an orc with a toothache.


  His father filled his glass, drained it again, then refilled it. Morden could see this spiralling out of control quickly.


  “What can I do?” asked Morden, while his father had some semblance of sobriety.


  While he had been talking and drinking, Lord Deathwing had kept his attention on anything but his son, the Dark Lord. The ceiling, the guards, his fingernails, were all far more interesting. But now he met his son’s eye and Morden was taken by the fire in them.


  “I want you to fix her head,” said Lord Deathwing.


  “Fix her head?”


  “Yes. I want you take control of her mind and straighten it out. Use your power, your dark will. Make her believe. It’s the only way.”


  It wasn’t what Morden had been expecting, but he never knew what to expect from his father other than his constant pursuit of women to sate his insatiable libido.


  “If you think it will help. I can do that.”


  “Really?”


  “Of course. You’re surprised? You’re my father. Besides, it’s not often you get a chance to set your stepmother straight. I can make her like me at the same time. She did try to get me killed.”


  “That’s true. But you can understand why she did. You are my—”


  “—bastard son, yes. But let’s not dwell on that. Let’s do this.”


  “Now?”


  “Yes, now. It’s a good idea. The quicker she’s fixed, the quicker I get my dragons, and the quicker you can … resume marital relations. Guards! We’re going to the Tower of Despair.”


  



  *****


  



  They found Lady Deathwing splayed across the floor of her room, arms and legs at all angles, like a black spider who’d had four legs pulled off. Her dress was torn in a way that only she could have done, exposing pale, grimy flesh. Her hair was wild and tangled, her nails broken, her feet bare and filthy, and she smelled. Apart from that, Morden thought she was one of the most fixating women he had ever seen. (She came in at number two, in fact, behind Griselda, but ahead of Rosemary Cathcart, the Belle of Bostokov.) It was obvious how she could seduce anyone, even an orc guard (orcs tended to find women who were not orcs repulsive). Her body tapped directly into the male libido and caused a pang Morden had not felt for some time. He had to remind himself she was his stepmother and carnal pleasure was strictly off the table.


  “Hey,” said his father, slapping his arm. “Less of that.”


  No one struck a Dark Lord and got away with it, but Morden’s guilt for his lusty thoughts about his father’s wife excused the transgression.


  “Less of what?”


  His father’s expression told him he couldn’t out-lech a lecher. “Let’s get this done.”


  “All right. Help me get her into that chair.”


  It was easier said than done. Lady Deathwing wasn’t being moved without a fight, and although she thought she was a distressed damsel in a dark tower, she was in fact a dragon in human form, and astonishingly strong. The two of them took a beating before they managed to get her into the chair and bound with strips torn off the bed sheets. She could have ripped herself free with ease, but Morden suspected the fantasy her mind had locked her in told her it was impossible for a frail woman such as herself to do.


  Lord Deathwing sat on the bed and gingerly examined scratches across his face with his fingertips. Morden, leaning against a cabinet that was now worse for wear, did likewise with a rib he thought he’d heard crack when Lady Deathwing had connected with a wild kick. Finding his ribcage intact, Morden lifted a chair from where it had been thrown in the fracas and placed it in front of Lady Deathwing. He sat and instinctively let his arms rest and hands grip, as any Dark Lord should do when seated. His cowl was up and he could see the terrifying effect he was having on Lady Deathwing. It was unsurprising she was terrified by a black-cowled figure sitting opposite her, with the hint of death and decay about them. She screamed and pulled her head back as he leaned forward. It was soul-wrenching in its intensity.


  Morden had, on occasion, dwelt upon the notion of a soul and what it must mean to have one. He was still undecided on the matter of a transcendent identity that persisted beyond death, which also signified the goodness, or humanity, of whoever had one. The idea of a soul was one Griselda had been very keen on, but in a more artistic way. She had often berated him for having no soul in that she thought him incapable of appreciating the art she created. His own opinion was if art could reveal the soul then she had a way to go. As for his own lack of soul, it was of no concern. Lacking either a spiritual or artistic soul was of no consequence for a Dark Lord. A soul was no good to him. Rather, being declared soulless was a back-handed compliment.


  Hearing Lady Deathwing scream in the way she did made him wonder whether she, and perhaps even his father, had a soul. The possession of a soul was inextricably linked to the notion of suffering. It was the one part of a person, or dragon, that could suffer more than any physical part. Physical pain could be deadened. The body could switch it off. Suffering of the soul was a torment that could not so easily be ignored. It explained why alcohol and drugs were so popular. You could not amputate or remove the soul, but you could silence it if you drank enough, or took enough drugs. To witness Lady Deathwing’s suffering was how he imagined only a person with an existential soul could suffer. Prior to her addiction, she had been a cold-hearted, calculating, scheming, murderous paragon of evil who none would have said had a soul. And yet, did she? Even if she did, Morden didn’t care too much. He needed the cold-hearted, murdering bitch back to do his bidding. If what he was about to do also buried her tormented soul, then maybe he was doing her a favour of sorts. Either way, he wished she would stop screaming. It was pissing him off. Time for the voice.


  “SILENCE.”


  



  *****


  



  Morden was mentally exhausted from his time with Lady Deathwing. His father hadn’t been able to stay and witness the ordeal Morden had put his wife through. She had fought hard to resist him—or perhaps it had been the drug. Regardless, her will had been the strongest he had ever battled. Stronger even than Zoon. But he had won. She was broken. He had bound her to him and left her a wreck to be nursed by Lord Deathwing, as no orc would go near the tower after the sounds of torment that had washed from it over the hours. When she was back to full strength, he would start on the next step—release the dragon inside her. For now, she retained her human form. She was no use to him unless she could birth her offspring.


  He, too, needed to recover. It had been several years since he had slept or had need for real rest. There had been times when he needed a break from Griselda, but that was different. That was emotional drain. This was different. It had taken an enormous effort of will to bend Lady Deathwing to him. It had also taken the reawakening part of him he had thought lost, the dragon. He suspected it had in fact won the day, one dragon against another in a battle of will. As the conflict of minds had progressed, Morden had felt this part of him grow stronger. A long time asleep, and curiously awoken by recent events, it was as though meeting a like mind invigorated it. He wondered if he could once again bring about the change and assume his dragon form as he once had. He would try, but not now. Now he needed rest.


  “My lord.”


  It was Ironfist. He’d given orders not to be disturbed, so this must be important. He raised a hand from where it gripped his throne, indicating Ironfist should continue his report.


  “News from the H-Squad, my lord. We have the location of the three intruders and have them under observation. Should we bring them in?”


  With everything that was going on, Morden had forgotten about his odd encounter in the dungeon. And yet, it had been this encounter that had first got the attention of his inner dragon. He would have to move carefully on this. He sensed there was genuine peril. The Handbook was very clear when it came to these matters. Brute force never worked. It took cunning to deal with heroes. They needed to be baited and tied in knots so they defeated themselves. Direct confrontation may come, but it would be on his terms.


  “Very good, Ironfist. That didn’t take as long as I imagined. Where are they?”


  “We have one of our best on it, my lord. It was more a case of him finding us. They are in the mercenary quarter. It’s become a bit … disorganised in there, but we have eyes on them.”


  “Good work. Let them run free for now. Keep the noose loose but be ready to tighten it if need be. Find out everything you can about them and report back when you have more details. If any of them are a hero, I want to know.”


  “Our first information suggests the man may be a hero, but he hasn’t managed anything particularly heroic yet.”


  That was the trouble with heroes. Morden knew they could be seemingly harmless when they were the most dangerous thing he faced. Waging war across oceans and continents worried him far less than knowing his nemesis may well be a mile or so away, plotting his demise over a beer in his fortress. The sooner he knew what he was dealing with the better.


  “There was a woman with them? What’s the relationship between her and our hero?”


  “It’s not clear, my lord. Apparently she has him doing domestic chores.”


  “Interesting.”


  A love interest would be ideal. It would be trivial to manipulate. He only had to think of how he had been with Griselda. It was true he missed her, but it was also true he had been weak. The Handbook was right: a Dark Lord had no business seeking happiness, let alone happiness in a relationship. The only pleasure in his life would come when he saw his plans come to fruition and he had Penbury, and the spineless aristocracy of the west, knelt at his feet, begging for their lives. The orc nation would once more be proud and strong, for he had not forgotten his promise to Grimtooth, and the world would be a better place with him in charge.


  “A test, I think, Ironfist. Arrange something … nasty … to happen to the woman with the man around—what are their names, anyway?”


  Ironfist pulled out a scrap and glanced down at it. “Hal and Zara. Hal’s the man.”


  Hal. That didn’t sound heroic. You could never tell though. And never be too careful. Best be sure.


  “Very good. Capture them, and let me know what happens. If there’s the slightest sign of heroism, I want to know immediately.”


  Ironfist brought his gloved hand to his chest in a salute and left. One of the things Morden had insisted on when he had first established himself was that no orc should bow to him. Men could bow. Orcs, no. He’d even stopped calling them ‘minions’, which went down even better.


  The orcs were loyal. Men were a different matter. He had mercenaries from all over flock to him and he didn’t trust them. None were allowed in his personal guard. In fact, he had a standing order than none get within fifty yards of him. When the fighting started, they would be in the front ranks, soaking up the damage. If this man, Hal, was a hero, then he would have to be treated carefully. If he was not, then he could die less carefully.


   Chapter 26 Teachings


  



  Food for the soul doesn’t help the starving.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Edwin had reluctantly agreed to meet Kezef for a lesson a week after his arrival. He had spent that week recovering as best he could on a diet of mushrooms and by getting as much sleep as he could. In his waking hours, he had explored his surroundings to the point of boredom. There were three main sections: the living quarters, which included the kitchens and bathing rooms; the contemplation quarter, where Kezef and his fellows spent most of their time; and the mushroom caves. There were other sections, but they were unused. Kezef had explained that in the past many more had lived here, but now they were so few it seemed pointless to maintain more than they needed.


  Edwin found Kezef in a contemplation chamber off the main hall. He was sitting on a small cushion with his legs in a knotted position impressive for such an old man. It didn’t look comfortable. Kezef had his eyes closed to a slit and his breathing was slow and regular. There was a second cushion in front of Kezef that Edwin presumed he should use. He sat himself down and tried to assume the same position. Although a pale shadow of his former self, Edwin found his legs too muscular to bend in the same way Kezef had managed and so he made do with crossing his ankles. All the while, as Edwin fidgeted into a comfortable position, Kezef remained silent.


  Edwin waited and let his attention drift around the room. There wasn’t much to see. The dim light was provided by candles whose flickering had been lessened by translucent crystal shades. There was a single tapestry hung behind Kezef that depicted a fat man with a self-satisfied look on his face dressed much like Kezef, in a loose white robe, sitting on a cushion on top of a rock with a mountain behind, whose summit had the rising sun crowning it. It looked suspiciously religious. Despite what Kezef had said, Edwin had begun to think this place was indeed a religious refuge, though he had found no gods skulking in any of the trappings that decorated the walls, or in the books that lined the shelves. Despite that, there was still a monastic feel about life here. Kezef called this place Solitude, which, combined with their frugal existence, was in keeping with the life of a religious ascetic.


  Since Chancellor Huffenhoff’s secular revolution, which had thrown down the churches and temples, ploughed the stone circles and hallowed groves, and defrocked druids, priests, nuns, holy men and preachers, the only vaguely religious organisations left in the west had gone into more traditional lines of business, like needlework, brewing, and crime. The festivals had been retained, purely as an excuse for a well-earned holiday at particular times of the year, such as harvest, and while many of the rituals remained intact, there was no overt worshipping going on.


  Edwin had enjoyed the festivals in Wellow. There were a few who still whispered to the Lord of Oak, or Bejesus the Profane, and there seemed little harm in the odd statuette, but generally they were good fun without some monk, priest, or zealot making them feel bad about it. Edwin was still unsure about Solitude and Kezef. It was true he had been under no pressure to do anything, not even help with the preparation of food, or any kind of domestic chore. And that bothered him. He was completely free to do what he liked. Kezef would go about his business and leave Edwin alone. He had played along for this first week, but now it had got to the point where he needed to know what was going on. He had been played for a fool before and he wasn’t going to be played in the same way again. Kezef, who was growing more infuriating by the day, had smiled in that way that made Edwin want to gouge out his eye, and told him to come see him when he was ready.


  And so here he was.


  Kezef picked up a small bowl at his side and offered it to Edwin.


  “Candied mushroom?”


  “No, thank you.”


  Kezef put the bowl down and resumed his serene contemplation of Edwin. Edwin waited. Kezef seemed to be dozing off and Edwin coughed. Kezef’s eyes widened into wakefulness.


  “Why are you here?” asked Kezef.


  It was a question Edwin had asked himself many times in the last few days. Why was he here? He had come to the point where he had no place in the world he had lived in and decided to leave it behind. But how had he come to that point? What had happened to the blacksmith’s son who had sat by a lake in the sun, who had dreamed of a future with a beautiful woman and tried to capture that day, and her beauty, in verse? That day had been the day his world had changed. He had seen blood and death, and afterwards nothing had been the same.


  “It is a long tale. One filled with death, of love lost, and madness.”


  Kezef visibly brightened. “Do tell.”


  Edwin hadn’t told his full story to anyone. He found it hard enough to think about it himself. Much of it still haunted his sleep. Perhaps in the telling, he could leave it behind and find the peace he craved. And so he started to talk. He started on that fateful day when he had taken the sword and it had spoken to him. The Duchess of Umbria had lost her head and his path had been set. As he spoke, a part of him listened, horrified by the death of the innocent Edwin at the lakeside, and the blood and death which had made up his path thereafter.


  All the while, Kezef kept his silence and was impassive. Edwin was used to being judged, and judged ill, but he felt no such judgement from Kezef. The old man sat and listened, unmoving. He told of his frantic pursuit of the woman he loved and how she was snatched from his grasp by the black dragon when he found her. He remembered nothing from then until he had been found by Count Vladovitch and Black Orchid, as she had called herself. His triumph at Bostokov had been sweet, but once more his love had eluded him and he had struck off by himself. A pact with the devil had allowed him to finally confront his foe, high on a temple. But he had been too late. His love was lost to the Dark Lord.


  He stopped talking and sat in silence. Madness had come next. Kezef sat patiently for Edwin to resume. His story ended in a truth he could not bear, madness, death, pursuit, and finally exile.


  “And here I am.”


  “A good story,” said Kezef. “But you haven’t answered my question. I asked, why are you here? But I still do not know why.”


  “I had no choice.”


  “Why?”


  “There is evil in the world and no one cares. I could not fight it alone.”


  “But why are you here? What do you want?”


  Kezef was starting to become annoying. Edwin could feel his anger rising. Not long ago, with his sword at his side, Kezef would be dead. But that was the past and he was soaked in blood. He wanted to become clean again. He wanted to be free of death.


  “Peace. I want peace. And freedom from death. I am sick of the killing. I cannot help who I am or what I do. It’s not safe around me. I had to leave or I would keep on killing. Death and I are close companions. I am blood-soaked and I want to be clean. Nuriel said I may find what I was after if I came north. I had no idea what I might find except my own death. And that’s what I sought. Release from all this and eternal rest. I have loved and lost, fought and lost, given all and lost. I have nothing left. I am empty except for the death I bring. Either I will find peace here or you’ll all die by my hand. There’s no escape from the fate I bring. That’s why I am here.”


  Kezef maintained a calm exterior. Edwin was used to people being more fearful when he spoke.


  “Nuriel was right,” said Kezef, breaking the silence. “If there is anywhere you can find the peace you seek it will be here, but it will not be easy. I think next time you should talk to Af. He has more experience than I do in the torments that plague you.”


  Edwin had met Af a couple of times at meals, when everyone came together to eat mushrooms in whatever creative form had been dreamt up for the day. He was a slightly plump, cheerful fellow, who said little and laughed a lot. How he managed to get fat off mushrooms was a mystery. Edwin wondered if he was being held out on and that somewhere there may be a secret stock of food, perhaps meat, or anything with fat.


  “The funny, fat one?” asked Edwin. It seemed unlikely he could be of any help. Not that Edwin had any idea what help anyone could possibly offer him. His demons were his own.


  “Yes,” said Kezef. “The funny, fat one. He wasn’t always like that, you know. You’d be surprised.”


  “What about you? Can’t you help me?” Kezef could be infuriatingly calm, but at least Edwin knew him a little. It was hard enough to talk to anyone, and Kezef had earned some trust in the way he’d listened without condemning him. “In the main hall is the Book of the Dead. Should I read that?”


  “What do you know of death, besides how to bring it to people?”


  The question caught Edwin off guard. What was there to know about death except its result, the passing of life? The dead were dead. How they came to that point was many and varied and, in Edwin’s experience, often violent. It was the ultimate resort in resolving conflicts. It was final and unambiguous. “Death is death. What is there to know other than that?”


  “Do you believe in an afterlife?” asked Kezef.


  “Are you sure you’re not religious?”


  “We serve no gods here,” replied Kezef. “But …”


  Here we go, thought Edwin. He knew something was not quite right with this place. Everyone was too damn smug and content. They had to be part of some cult.


  “But there was a time when we did,” said Kezef. “Not now, though. I can see you don’t believe me. It’s true, once we served a god, long ago, but we turned from him. There’s not much we don’t know about death and all its forms. The Book of the Dead has whole chapters on inventive ways in which it can be brought, through the staples of plague and pestilence, war and famine, but also through accident, misfortune, the breaking of will, and suicide. Death comes in many ways and in many guises. You, Edwin, are clearly one of death’s great servants. You bring it with righteousness and conviction. You bring it for what you believe in, good and right. Zealotry, even. Conviction is, perhaps, the most pernicious of human qualities. When two men of conviction meet in disagreement, death is often in close attendance. The Book of the Dead has all this, and more—including one great secret few know.”


  “Yes?”


  While Kezef had been talking, he had kept his eyes firmly fixed on Edwin. With Edwin’s question, the gentle smile permanently fixed on Kezef’s face was lost. What was left was a countenance that made Edwin physically jerk backwards. The candles flickered and darkness crept into the corners of the room. The chill from outside seeped through the walls and Edwin clutched himself against the cold. Kezef now looked as old as the rock that surrounded them, and as hard.


  And then the smile was back. “In time, Edwin. Perhaps in time.”


  The light and warmth returned, but Edwin was still shaken. He had been right. Everything was not as it seemed. This was indeed a strange place. There was more to Kezef than a gentle old man with an infuriating, smug smile and wispy white hair. He was not sure of the depth of his knowledge, but he would find out. For now, Kezef could keep his secret. For now.


  Nuriel had been right. This place may well have what he sought. If this Book of the Dead was all it was said to be then it was a book he had to read. Death was his constant companion and he wanted to be rid of him. He wouldn’t know peace until he could keep the company of men without the overwhelming urge to end their lives when they committed some fault, however minor. It may also hold the secret of how he may defeat his nemesis. He thought his war with Morden was over, but maybe it wasn’t. Fate had brought him here to the place where he may learn all there was to know about death. If Morden could be killed, then the Book of the Dead may contain the means. He would wait and bide his time. He would be patient for once in his life and learn what these strange old men had to say. He would gain their trust, learn their secrets, and read their book. What happened next would depend on what he had learnt. Maybe he would kill them, maybe not. They may well be righteous and bring him the peace he sought. If they turned out to be servants of the Dark Lord, then they would be dealt with.


  “Now, shall we go and get some food?” suggested Kezef. “I think Hemah is doing a mushroom stroganoff.”


   Chapter 27 Birth


  



  There’s nothing quite as gratifying as a weapon of mass destruction.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  The cavern hadn’t changed much since Morden was there last with his father. The air was warm and stank of bad eggs. Chunks of shattered rock were scattered around the eggs which, bar the odd chip, were otherwise intact. Morden eyed the roof suspiciously. The volcano had calmed from its eruption but still rumbled occasionally. It wouldn’t be good to get crushed by a roof collapse.


  Minor damage aside, the only other difference was that Lady Deathwing was with them. Her and the fifty or so human captives, who Lord Deathwing had said he needed as part of the hatching. When Morden probed him as to exactly why they were needed, Lord Deathwing had merely said the newborn dragons would need some immediate care and, there being so many, he needed the humans to fill the need. Morden thought it sounded a touch unpleasant. He had no idea what dragon births were like but he hoped they did not rival human births in how messy they were.


  Lady Deathwing was standing quietly next to her husband. Since Morden had bent her to his will, she had calmed down but remained resolutely human in her appearance. Her husband, on the other hand, had taken on his adamant skin while in human form. He was probably as nervous as Morden about being crushed. Morden thought it prudent and wished he had more than his robe to protect him. The dragon may have woken in him, but it was still sleepy most of the time and he still had not been able to assume a dragon form. A layer of dragon scales would have gone down well, given a rock could drop on him at any moment.


  Morden tried to tear himself away from contemplation of being crushed and back to the reason they were in the Cavern of Imminent Doom. It was incredible the roughly ovoid lumps of rock were dragon eggs. At the base, they were fused into the cavern floor. The outer surfaces were rough with streaks of colour—pale green, rusty copper, and glints of gold—and had crystalline growths on them. The ones towards the back of the cave were more heavily encrusted than the nearer ones. They looked so natural, it was hard to imagine in each was a black dragon waiting to be born. The only thing that gave them away as being something other than an odd formation, perhaps sprouted by the volcano itself, were the tops of each egg. Four fractures joined at the centre and made them resemble a rock-like flower with its bud closed. Morden supposed they could still be taken as a weird feature of a volcano but knowing, as he did, they were not, they were clearly egg-like to him.


  Lord Deathwing took Lady Deathwing’s hand and led her to the nearest egg. He brought her hand to the egg and let it rest there. All the while, he was whispering things to her Morden could not hear clearly. He had no idea how things were meant to proceed. His father had told him little other than for the egg to hatch, Lady Deathwing had to bathe it in her dragon fire. That would soften the rock to the point of almost being molten. The heat would warm the baby dragon and it would break out of its shell. Not that ‘baby’ was exactly the right word for what would emerge. Fully formed, it would not be helpless like a human child. All they would need to do to assume their full power was to grow.


  While Lord Deathwing looked after his wife, Morden marshalled the orcs and the captives into the cave. The orcs looked unconcerned, unlike the rag-clad humans, whose terror was clear. Most of that would be down to Morden and his aura. He had grown strong over the years to the point where, even without trying, he would terrify those around him. The orcs were from his personal guard and were used to it. If they were afraid, they hid it well. The humans were not so lucky. Even though they were all captive soldiers, used to the fear that came with battle, they were not used to being dragged into a volcano with a Dark Lord. They cowered and moved reluctantly. The orcs prodded them to one side of the cavern where there were no eggs and they were made to sit.


  Morden left them to it and went to join his father. Lady Deathwing was stroking the egg they were standing next to. It was about chest height to the three of them. His father had one arm around his wife and the other rested on the egg close to her hand.


  “Morden, feel this,” said his father.


  Morden stood to his father’s side and touched the egg. It felt, as it looked, like rock. Morden wondered why his father wanted him to touch the egg and then the sleepy dragon inside him opened an eye and he felt it. The egg was alive. The dragon within him could feel the dragon within the egg. And the dragon in the egg could feel him. He was startled. It was a strong mind. Not as strong as his own, or as strong as the Deathwings to his side, but strong nevertheless. It had been asleep and was now awake, and wanted out. Morden could feel its need and its hunger.


  “We must wake the others before they are birthed,” said Lord Deathwing. “Morden, will you take those on that side, while we wake these others?”


  Morden did as he was asked, moving to each egg in turn, laying his hand on each and, at first, feeling nothing, then the waking mind of the dragon within. He waited until the child was awake and eager before moving onto the next. By the time he was finished, he could sense the woken minds without the need to touch the eggs. There were so many. And the siblings could feel each other. It wasn’t specific thoughts, or direct communication, but more a sense that family was close.


  Morden joined his father and his wife back at the cave entrance. The captives were to one side, huddled on the ground, arms wrapped around their legs and heads bowed. Did they, too, sense what was happening here? When Morden felt the hunger of the young, he understood why his father had brought them. The dragonlings were hungry to be free and hungry to be fed. The firstborn amongst them had been dormant for centuries and were famished. Breastfeeding wasn’t going to cut it.


  Not that the unfortunate captives had anything to worry about if Lady Deathwing couldn’t hatch them, and she was showing no sign of doing so. Knowing his father as he did, Morden could see his father’s frustration levels rising. Whatever he was saying to try to get his wife to accept who, and what, she was, and what she must do, was not having the desired effect.


  “Father, a word.”


  Lord Deathwing left his wife, who remained trance-like, at one of the eggs and came to stand at his son’s side.


  “She thinks this is all a dream,” said Lord Deathwing. “None of this is real to her.”


  “And who can blame her?” said Morden. “She’s been dreaming for three years. This must be a nightmare. She may be bent to my will, but the dragon in her is confused. It thinks it is human.”


  “Try talking to her again?” suggested his father. “Let the dragon in you speak to her.”


  “That dragon is barely awake,” said Morden. “It too is confused. Even I don’t know what I am. How can I convince her she is something when I can’t even understand what I am? I don’t even know if I’m alive. I’m certainly not human.”


  Morden’s father looked shocked and Morden realised he had spoken out of turn. He was a Dark Lord. He was not meant to have such thoughts. He was beyond mortal concerns and existential angst. That was for weaker minds. He was stronger than that. It didn’t matter what he was. What mattered was he was a Dark Lord. He was the one who would issue forth and bring the world into a new age of dominion. He would set the orcs free, as he had promised, cast down the elite and the rich, and show the world they had nothing to fear anymore, except him.


  “You are a Deathwing, Morden. A Dark Lord. And my son. What else is there to know? Now please, go speak to my wife, get her to turn into a fucking dragon, and hatch these eggs before I get angry.”


  Morden did as he was told—not that he had to but because it was his father, whether he liked it or not, and that still counted for something. While his relationship to his father was clear, it was less so when it came to his father’s wife, Lady Deathwing. He certainly wasn’t going to call her mum—or any variant thereof. If she had a first name, he had no idea what it was. The same went for his father. With him, it was easy enough to call him father, or Lord Deathwing in the company of his generals, but all he had for Lady Deathwing was her title. It would have to do.


  Standing next to her, he didn’t know where to start. He rested his hand on the egg in front of them to feel the dragonling inside. It was awake and eager. It could feel them both and thought they were his parents. Morden felt the child in the egg thinking, ‘Mom. Dad. Get me the fuck out of here. I’m starving.’ Perhaps not so vulgar but definitely angry—Morden’s sense for the use of expletives when someone was angry came from years with Griselda. Not that it was going to happen now Griselda was gone, but Morden had on occasion wondered what their children would have been like. Probably feisty. A threat, almost certainly.


  The dragonlings in these eggs were not to know he wasn’t their father. The dragon in him could feel them, and they could feel the dragon. There was no sign Lady Deathwing felt the same connection.


  “Can you feel that?” asked Morden.


  Lady Deathwing looked at him sideways. “It’s alive. It thinks I am its mother.”


  “You are.”


  “There were these ducklings at Chancellor Penbury’s estate that thought a retriever was their mother. Their real mother had died and they were fostered on the dog. They accepted it, and the dog accepted them. It was cute. Ironic then that later the ducklings would be all grown up and shot for the chancellor’s table, and Mother would fetch them from the rushes. I wonder if she knew? I wonder how she felt. Poor dog.”


  “You are their mother. You are not human. You are a dragon.” Morden rested his hand on Lady Deathwing’s. The dragon inside him could now feel the dragonling in the egg, and the dragon that was Lady Deathwing. Its sleepy eyes were a bit more open with that feeling. Morden thought he felt something stir in Lady Deathwing.


  “I know,” said Lady Deathwing. “I think I have known for a while now. But I don’t want to be a dragon. I want to be human. I want to be left alone.”


  “Don’t you want to be a mother? To those poor little ducklings?”


  Morden could feel Lady Deathwing tense. The feelings must have transmitted into the egg and the dragonling was getting excited inside. Its mother was there. So close.


  “Yes,” said Lady Deathwing.


  The transformation was so quick Morden didn’t get out of the way fast enough and he was flung back, landing hard against the rock floor. Where Lady Deathwing had been standing a second ago, there was now a black dragon. Even with its wings folded at its side, it was huge. In all the times Morden had assumed his dragon-form, he had never been so large. The eggs didn’t seem so big now—Morden had wondered how anything could have birthed them, and his question was now answered. Lady Deathwing took a step backwards, away from the eggs, and raised her head to the ceiling. The crest that ran over the top of her head and down her back stood up as she let loose a roar that shook the cave, dislodging rock from the ceiling. Orcs, men, and Dark Lord dodged the falling rock, some more successfully than others. An orc guard got clipped and he hopped around clutching his foot. Two of the captives fared less well. One had his chest crushed, another his head smashed. The survivors hugged the wall.


  Lord Deathwing rushed to his son and dragged him to the nearest wall. All the while, Lady Deathwing roared and cast around the cave. She sniffed the eggs and, seemingly satisfied, snaked her head around searching. She caught sight of Lord Deathwing pulling Morden to his side. Morden managed to regain his composure as her head swung down on an impossibly long neck to hover a few feet above him. He was dwarfed by her size. If she were to open that mouth and snap forward, he would be a mere morsel. Morden let his power flow before he became a dragon snack. Lady Deathwing’s head lowered to the ground.


  “My lord.”


  “My lady. You have children eager to be born.”


  “Thank you, my lord.” She raised her head and turned back to her ensconced young.


  “Typical,” said Lord Deathwing from behind his son.


  “What?”


  “The Dark Lord gets all the credit.”


  Lady Deathwing gave one more roar and then the fire came. It was liquid as it flowed from her and engulfed the eggs, like a storm-driven sea, swelling up and crashing down as she breathed. The heat was intense. The orcs and men pressed themselves as far away as they could, shielding their faces. Even his father took a step back. Lady Deathwing stood in her own fire, unharmed, breathing a constant stream of liquid flame. At first, the eggs seemed unaffected, but then a series of concussive cracks were accompanied by shards of rock and crystal exploding off the shells, which shattered against the sides of the cave. The orc guards raised their shields for protection and were unharmed, but their captives were not so lucky and a number dropped like sacks as they were struck. The rest fell to the floor of their own accord to avoid the missiles.


  Soon the eggs started to glow and visibly sag. They became putty-like and translucent as they glowed in the fire. Morden could see movement from within each and the eggs bulged, the dragonlings inside struggling to break free. It wasn’t long before the first claw broke the rock sack and a reptilian head broke through. The first scream of the newborn dragon was shrill and demanding. It pushed through the split in the egg, freeing itself, and spread its small wings. It cried once more and was joined by a second, and a third. Lady Deathwing warmed the eggs as her young broke free, spread their wings, and called to her. Sharp white teeth snapped in dragon maws. Some lashed out at their siblings in irritation.


  “Congratulations, Father,” said Morden. “I think you’ve just set a new record for parenting. You must be proud.”


  Lord Deathwing’s expression was not one of paternal pride. It reflected more the dread realisation he had more than twenty mewling, demanding children.


  “It could be worse,” said his father.


  “It could?”


  “Nappies,” said Lord Deathwing. “At least they won’t be needing those.”


  The screeching of the dragonlings had reached a cacophony of hungry screams.


  “I guess it’s feeding time,” said Lord Deathwing, and he strode forward, changing smoothly as he did into a lithe black dragon. He was not as big as his wife, but he was still an impressive beast—he was more muscular and moved with the grace of a predator. Between the two of them, they did a good job of making the huge cavern feel that much smaller.


  He joined his wife, who was surrounded by her young, and roared. It was deafening and silenced the young, who cowered before this new dragon. Lord Deathwing then turned his attention to the captives who remained huddled to one side. They cried out as he approached, the cries turning to screams when he lunged at one, taking the man in his maw. A snap of his jaws and blood spewed out. With a shake of his head, Lord Deathwing ripped the man apart and gobbled him down. The dragonlings watched their father and began to cry. Lord Deathwing called them over and they came in a bundling mass, fighting past each other to get to their food. The guards ran for the entrance, beating back any captives who sought to follow them. The dragonlings launched into the men, snarling and fighting as they set about tearing them apart and feeding.


  Morden watched with a mixture of fascination and horror. Until now, he had never fully appreciated all that being a dragon meant. Perhaps it was because his father spent so much time looking like any other man, or close enough, he had assumed dragons were not that different to men or orcs. Perhaps it was because when he had been able to assume his own dragon-form, he had never had the inclination, or desire, to eat people that he was horrified by what he was witnessing. It felt like cannibalism, but it obviously was not. Obvious now, anyway. It was not cannibalism when one species devoured another. That dragons and men had anything in common, other than physical appearance when they wished to hide themselves with mimicry, was washed from Morden’s mind by the blood and gore that covered one side of the cavern.


  Lady Deathwing took no part in the feeding, instead concerning herself with one egg that had not hatched. She warmed it with her fire and used her claw to tear away the shell when it had softened. The dragonling inside was curled into a ball and slid onto the cavern floor, lifeless. Lady Deathwing nudged it with her nose, as though trying to poke life into the stillborn, but no amount of prodding or cajoling was going to bring it back. Seeming to realise this, she pulled back and turned the corpse to ash, then turned her attention back to the young that had survived.


  The twenty-one dragonlings that had survived were cleaning up what remained of the prisoners. Crying with hunger, they cast around for more but the guards had legged it. Morden couldn’t blame them, nor would he want them eaten; it would be terrible for morale if word got out that his personal guard had become little more than breakfast. When there was nothing left but stains on the rock and blood smeared across faces, Lord Deathwing cried a command and resumed his human form, though with his dragonscale skin. His young cried out in consternation at the change. They poked their noses cautiously in his direction and sniffed.


  Again, his father called out. It was odd to hear a dragon call coming from—black scaled skin aside—a human. Morden understood what he wanted but it was not clear the dragonlings did. And then one changed, and a naked, black-skinned girl—no bigger than a six-year-old—was standing amongst her brothers and sisters. His father held out a hand and she ran to him and grasped it. Lord Deathwing lifted his daughter and held her in the crook of his arm. She wrapped an arm around his neck and he whispered something to her. Morden was too far away to hear clearly.


  From one side, Lady Deathwing called out, changed, and joined her husband. She stroked her daughter’s dark hair.


  The message was clear, and another dragonling changed, followed swiftly by a second and a third. In no time, there was a hoard of naked, black-skinned boys and girls clamouring for attention. Morden watched, fascinated and ignored. His father and his wife knelt and embraced each of their children in turn, whispering something in the ear of each as they were hugged. When they were done, Lord and Lady Deathwing stood and approached Morden, their children in a flock behind them.


  “My lord,” said his father, bowing his head in deference. Morden was taken aback but understood. His father had assumed a dominant position with his offspring, and, in showing deference to Morden, he was establishing a hierarchy. He was Morden’s father, but Morden was a Dark Lord, and that trumped the familial relationship.


  “Lord Deathwing. Lady Deathwing. I believe congratulations are in order. You have a fine family.”


  “Thank you, my lord,” said Lady Deathwing. She ushered her children forward so they swarmed around the three adults. Their little hands grasped at their parents. The braver ones tugged at Morden’s robe, one even taking his hand briefly, then thinking the better of it and letting go.


  “And you, my lord,” said his father, “have a Black Dragon Flight.”


   Chapter 28 Dragons Revealed


  



  The devil in the detail has big horns, sharp nails, and a pointy tail.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  All it had taken for Hal to get a job was bake one loaf. Likewise, all it had taken for Zara to get a job was to punch the orc captain in the face when he had laughed at her application to join the guard. Both jobs kept them busy—Hal, because there was a fortress full of hungry orcs, and Zara, because there was a fortress full of bored orcs when they weren’t training. Eating, drinking, and fighting seemed to be the full repertoire of life in a Dark Lord’s army. As for Ferg, Hal thought the orc had got a little strange. He was coming and going all the time and was vague about what he was doing. Whatever it was, he was able to keep them up-to-date with what was going on.


  Rumours were rife about the Dark Queen, Griselda, having had a monstrous tiff with Morden and she had been seen leaving with Lord Deathwing. Where she was going, or when she would be back, were the subject of heavy betting. Many thought she was pissed off with the volcano exploding, and all the ash, and she had gone to sit on a beach. In the meantime, training was stepping up, and, more importantly, the smithies were working flat out. War was coming and the excitement levels were rising. After three years, it looked like something was going to happen.


  This was all well and good, but Hal felt like they were making no progress in their quest. He was forming up a batch of crusty loaves for the morning bake instead of dragon slaying. If all he wanted to do was bake bread, he could have stayed at home. The bakery here was so familiar. The only major difference was the quality of the flour; he knew good flour when he saw it, and he didn’t see any here. The fact Hal had quickly gained the reputation for making the best bread in the fortress was more down to his use of the right amount of salt. Personally, he thought it tasted like the sawdust he suspected it was made from. But he was happy enough; kneading bread did give him plenty of time to think. He was still unsure how he was going to kill a dragon even if he could get close to one. He had no weapon other than a cheap sword. How the dragon slayers of yore managed to notch up a death toll to the point that dragons became creatures of myth was a mystery. They must have had a trick. He couldn’t imagine for a second they went toe-to-toe and came out ahead. Hal was sure it had something to do with the odd feelings he had had when he had been face-to-face with the Dark Lord in the sewer. Part of him had recognised the dragon inside Morden. It was as though he knew him in the way a predator knows its prey.


  As if to reinforce the notion he may as well have been at home, there came a familiar knock from the front of the bakery. Hal set his dough aside and went to let Zara in. He went to give her a kiss but she put an arm out.


  “What happened to your eye?” he asked, as she pushed past him.


  Zara didn’t say anything at first, unbuckling her sword and planting herself on a stool. She leaned against the wall and put a hand to the eye in question, prodding it gingerly. “I didn’t duck in time.”


  Hal fetched her some water and a saved roll from yesterday, then went back to finishing his batch. Yurg would be in soon, expecting to see the first loaves of the day in the oven. While he was more than happy with Hal, he was still a taskmaster, cutting Hal no slack in his duties. He didn’t like Zara much either, being part of the guard who were universally disliked for spoiling everyone’s fun.


  “Rough night?” asked Hal.


  Zara chewed on her roll. Hal wished it were up to his normal standard, but he knew it wasn’t.


  “No rougher than normal,” said Zara. “These orcs like to fight. If they put this much energy into the war then the folks back home are in for a big surprise. Have you see Ferg? I dropped by our place on the way here and he wasn’t there. He’s a sneaky bastard.”


  “He’s not been here. And I don’t think we have anything to worry about. If he was going to betray us, he had more than enough time to do so on the way here, and even more opportunity while we’ve been here. He may be shady but I think he’s all right. I like him.”


  Zara grunted and washed down the last of her roll with some water. She pulled a face like she had eaten something nasty, which she had. “I’m going home.”


  “I’ll be back later.”


  Zara left Hal to finish up his morning bake. He would be busy until early afternoon when the others came in. One of the reasons he had been given the job was because orcs were not early risers and, once Hal had proven his worth, Yurg had been happy to let Hal run things and amble in after a late rise. The orcs who came to the bakery had been circumspect at first but, once they had tasted the bread, they treated Hal like any other human mercenary who could be found around the fortress. It suited Hal because it gave him his afternoons off and he was used to working those hours.


  It was a busy morning as normal and in no time Yurg was there and packing him off home with a couple of loaves. Hal generally used one to trade for meat. Getting home, he found Ferg downstairs spooning something from a bowl. Zara was likely still asleep upstairs. He wished he could sneak up there but he thought she needed the rest more. And Ferg was here. He didn’t want the orc around if they got passionate. Zara wasn’t the quietest of lovers and Hal would have found it embarrassing with Ferg downstairs listening. Hal put the loaf on the table next to Ferg and threw himself onto his bed. Ferg tore a piece of the loaf and began to mop his bowl with it.


  Hal closed his eyes and dozed. He was dreaming of Zara’s soft bed, and even softer breasts, when he was woken by her stomping down the stairs, looking dishevelled and rubbing sleep from her eyes. Hal felt bleary-eyed himself. Looking round, Ferg was nowhere to be seen.


  “That orc sneaked off again?” asked Zara.


  “I was asleep.”


  Zara poured herself a cup of water and sat at the one table they had as furniture. The room was sparse but it didn’t seem worthwhile doing anything about it, given they weren’t going to be there long—in theory. Whereas in fact, they were no closer to their goal than they had been when they had sneaked into the Dark Lord’s fortress.


  Looking out the window, it was late afternoon. In an hour, it would be dark and Zara would leave for her job with the night watch. Hal wished she didn’t need to work, but they had to pay off the orc who let them stay here. And Zara used her license to roam to learn what she could about the goings-on in the fortress. In her private moments with Hal, she made it clear she didn’t want to rely on Ferg entirely.


  Hal got up and considered what he would cook for their supper before Zara had to go. There was little choice. It would be stew using meat of indiscernible origin. Hal had started to separate meat from the small bones when there came a commotion from outside. Zara was quickly to her feet—commotions were her business. A second later, Ferg stuck his head through the door.


  “You want to get out here and see this,” said the orc.


  Zara grabbed her sword, clearly expecting trouble. Hal put the small knife he was using down, then thought better of it, picked it back up and followed Zara. The street was filling with orcs all looking in one direction, up and towards the volcano. Hal’s heart sank. The last thing they needed was another eruption. But when Hal turned to look for himself, it wasn’t a volcano belching fire he saw, but dragons. While he judged they were not adult, they were much, much bigger than any bird. They were sweeping around in a flight as though playing. If they were making any noise, it was drowned out by the commotion from the orcs on the street. There was clear jubilation at the sight and they began chanting Morden’s name.


  Then two huge black dragons rose into the sky above the smaller ones, beating powerful wings to gain height quickly. Below them, the smaller dragons continued to tumble around each other. The two larger dragons started to fly as one, like dancers. They swooped and soared, twisted and turned, wingtip to wingtip. At the bottom of one dive, they belched fire in unison, lighting up the dusk and getting a cheer from the watching orcs. Among the smaller dragons, some continued to play. Others paired up and started to copy the dragons above them. Couples became groups of three and four. There were collisions and tumbles, some happy to keep up their rough and tumble, but after a while there was a ballet of dragons above the smoking volcano. As if performing a grand finale, the two large dragons rose high into the sky and tucked their wings into a dive. When it looked like they would hit the ground, they spread their wings and pulled up, breathing flame and setting the ground alight with liquid fire. Some of the braver, smaller dragons tried to follow the example, with varying levels of success, the best coming close, the worst face-planting into the ground and tumbling across the volcano’s slopes.


  And then they were gone, the larger dragons rounding up the smaller and ushering them to one side of the mountain where they disappeared.


  “What was that?” asked Hal, standing next to Ferg.


  “The Black Dragon Flight,” said the orc. “Your target.”


  



  *****


  



  The three of them sat around the small table, spooning stew from bowls with something that resembled beer to wash it down. Hal stared into his mug and watched the dirty brown bubbles swirl around. He missed the fruity beer from home. He’d forgotten what actual beef, or lamb, or pig tasted like. As for a fresh vegetable … he’d never been one for his greens but right now he’d do anything for some broccoli or peas. He swished his spoon around his bowl, chasing down the lumps in the gravy. Finding none, he broke off a chunk of bread and soaked it.


  Zara and Ferg were equally intent on their food, the orc showing more relish in what he was eating than Zara. Both seemed lost in thought as they ate. It had been a sobering display. The difficult task of killing a dragon or two, one being a Dark Lord, had now become an impossible one. It had been hard to count how many dragons had been in the sky but it was well over a dozen. Nearer two dozen. At least there were only two incredibly huge dragons, so that was something. He could kill those first and then deal with the others afterwards. It couldn’t be that hard. After all, he was a dragon slayer and that meant he could slay dragons. All he had to do was stroll up and stick it to them. If he asked nicely, they would probably line up and wait patiently to be slain. If he got a good night’s sleep, he could probably get it done after work tomorrow and they could head off home to receive the heroic welcome the saviours of civilisation deserved. They’d probably name streets after him and put up statues. Just the one estate would be nice. Maybe two. A summer residence somewhere warm would be good. He and Zara could settle down and raise some head-cracking dragon slayers.


  “What are you grinning at?” asked Zara.


  “Nothing,” said Hal. He pushed his bowl away and leaned back. He was still hungry, but that wasn’t new. He’d been hungry for two months. He put a hand to his belly; he’d never thought himself fat but now there was no doubting he was bordering skinny.


  “That bowl isn’t going to wash itself,” said Zara. She grabbed the last bit of bread and wiped her bowl clean as though she were trying to avoid washing up her own.


  Hal took his bowl over to the pail in the corner and splashed water over it.


  “So. Dragonslayer. What’s the plan?” asked Zara.


  The tone of her question made it clear to Hal she thought whatever hope they had of doing anything vaguely useful had gone. Hal sat down again without dignifying her sarcasm with an answer.


  “How about you, orc? Got a cunning plan?”


  Ferg was still spooning his food. With his free hand, he raised a single digit in Zara’s direction.


  “Great. That’s just great.”


  Ferg licked his spoon and with a flourish threw it into his bowl. “Actually, I do have an idea.”


  “Really?”


  “Zara, give him a chance. It’s not like you have a plan.”


  “Actually, I do,” said Zara. “It’s very simple and doesn’t involve killing ourselves trying to do the impossible. Tomorrow, we gather together the pathetic amount of crap we still have, we get the fuck out of here, and go home. How’s that for a plan?”


  Hal had to admit the plan had its merits. It was simple, for a start. And he was homesick. And it was clear he had no chance of killing any dragons.


  “What’s your idea, Ferg?” asked Hal.


  Ferg pushed his chair back and stood. “Doesn’t matter. Her plan is so much better. I’m going to go get drunk and we can leave tomorrow. How’s that for a plan? Hal, why don’t you make sure you bring back a load of bread tomorrow so we have provisions. We’ll leave tomorrow night.”


  “You’re serious?” Hal was taken aback. He’d been sure Ferg would come up with something.


  “For once, we agree,” said Zara. “I’m going to get ready for work.”


  Zara stomped upstairs, leaving Hal and Ferg alone. Hal hoped the orc to leave so he could sneak upstairs and join her, but Ferg made no move.


  “I thought you were going to get drunk?”


  Ferg shrugged. “I lied. I do have a plan, but she won’t like it and I wanted to talk to you alone. I didn’t come all this way and risk so much to turn around and go home. Do you trust me?”


  Hal was taken aback. The subject of Ferg’s trustworthiness was one that had been of concern to Zara more than Hal, and Hal had always defended him. Zara had given the impression she did not trust the orc and yet she had gone along with any plan Ferg had suggested. It had got them this far without any of her fears coming to pass. So why did Ferg ask him this question now? If he wasn’t so trusting, he would have said only someone who was not trustworthy would ask such a question. What was it Hal had to trust? What was Ferg going to do that would seem like he was going to betray them? Why would he be doing it now when he had had so many opportunities to hand them over? It was all too much. In many respects, it was easier to trust rather than tie himself in knots. If he couldn’t trust Ferg, then he was in deep trouble either way. He was living in the Dark Lord’s fortress waiting for an opportunity to live up to his name of Hal Dragonslayer. He didn’t have a choice other than to trust him.


  “Yes.”


  “That took you long enough. Are you sure? If you’d like a few minutes more, I’m in no hurry here.”


  “I’m sure. I trust you. What’s the plan?”


  “I can’t tell you. Just remember, you trust me, no matter what happens.”


  Hal didn’t like the sound of that. Why would he say something like that unless the plan was one Hal almost certainly would not be happy with? It smacked of desperation. But then again, what did he know? He was so far out of his depth. Seeing not just one dragon, not even two, but twenty or so, was not what he had been expecting. How was he meant to slay so many? One was bad enough. Two looked impossible. Twenty? Crazy. Never mind the fact that he had never killed as much as a chicken in his life. He was a baker. Bakerson. Perhaps if he’d been a Butcherson. Blood actually made him queasy. Ever since he’d cut himself on a bread knife when he was small, he had felt faint at the sight of blood. He tried to imagine what it would take to kill a dragon. At the very least, a full set of shiny plate mail, a shield that somehow deflected fiery dragon breath, and a sword imbued with powerful magic that could pierce dragon-scale. None of which he had. Whatever Ferg’s plan was, it was better than any he had.


  “All right.”


  “A bit slow today, aren’t we? Are you sure? This isn’t going to work if there’s no trust.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “That’s better. And don’t tell Zara anything. For now, stay here. I’ll be back soon.”


  Ferg left, leaving Hal wondering what he should do with himself. He supposed he could always run the broom he’d borrowed from work around the place. It’s not as though Zara did any cleaning. Ferg seemed happy to live in slovenly conditions, and the room wasn’t going to clean itself. Although, if they were going to head home tomorrow, assuming Ferg’s plan turned out to be as bad as Hal suspected, there seemed little point. Still, it was something to do.


  Hal had swept most of the room when a noise, or more accurately a lack of it, from outside got his attention. The fortress was a busy place, and the street they lived on was one of the busier thoroughfares, so it was odd he was able to hear the unmistakable sound of a sword being drawn above what should have been the hubbub from outside. It had only a second to register, not enough time even to move, before the door crashed in and armoured orcs piled in. He was about to call out Zara’s name when a mailed fist silenced him. He fell backwards onto a chair, shattering it and ending up among the splinters on the floor.


  “Are you two fighting?”


  The question came from Zara as she appeared at the top of the stair. She was dressed in underclothes better suited to men and they didn’t hide her feminine nature particularly well. At the sight of her, the orcs hooted and teeth were bared.


  “Come down here, love,” said one, “and we’ll show you a bit of rough and tumble, if that’s what you’re looking for.”


  All the orcs were looking at Zara, who immediately spun and headed back to her room. There was a veritable stampede for the stair and Hal was ignored where he lay. He grabbed a broken chair leg and got up. Deciding two was better than one, he stooped to pick up a second before piling into the jam of orcs who were pushing and grabbing past each other to be the first up. He struck one orc on the back of the head hard enough that he went down, the chair leg shattering on his helmet. Hal swung his other club, catching another orc on the side of the leg where there was no armour. The orc pitched over sideways, gripping his knee. There was so much noise and commotion, Hal thought he was getting away with it and pulled his arm back to clobber the next orc.


  A mailed fist grabbed his forearm on the back swing.


  “I don’t think so, son,” growled a voice from behind him, and then the world went black.


   Chapter 29 Secrets


  



  You live. You die. Or do you?


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Edwin guessed weeks had passed since he had arrived in Solitude, but it could have been months. He’d lost almost all sense of time. One thing was certain, he had set a new record for not killing anyone, and it felt strangely good. Not that he was averse to the act, or the mess it made, but more that he slept better. He woke feeling fresh and ready for a new day rather than drenched in sweat and screaming. He’d even got used to the diet of mostly mushrooms. He’d lost weight, kept up his exercises, and as a consequence was in pretty good shape.


  Solitude was having an effect. Kezef could still be mildly annoying with his cryptic ways, but at least he had the urge to rip his teacher’s face off only once or twice a week. On reflection, he looked forward to their meetings. So far, all Kezef had Edwin do was learn how to sit, listen, and breathe. Kezef said if Edwin sought peace then the first step was to be able to be physically peaceful. In the beginning, he’d had trouble keeping his eyes open and had nodded off more often than not; Kezef’s gentle monotone was far too relaxing. Things had got better. He could sit and do this meditation thing for almost an hour at a go. It may not be the hours on end the other residents spent, but it was the longest he’d ever sat and done nothing other than feel his breath travel up his nose, down into his belly, before making the return journey and being expelled from his half-open mouth.


  So it was with a sense of overall well-being, bordering happiness, that Edwin rose from his bed, splashed cold water on his face, and dressed. The robes he put on were loose, comfortable, and yet warm on those occasions when he wandered outside (when it wasn’t blowing a blizzard). He slipped on his wool socks, slid his feet into his sandals and wiggled his toes. They had a freedom they had never enjoyed before and his feet had never smelt so good, or rather stopped smelling so bad.


  Breakfast was a silent and dull affair, the others who shared the table making no acknowledgement of each other. Edwin broke his fast swiftly and headed for the door to the outside. It was a ritual he had fallen into when he had a free morning. If the weather permitted, he enjoyed being outside and getting fresh air. There was also a hint of light on the horizon around midday that heralded the end of the long night and the start of the long day. Kezef had told him that for several months, the sun did not dip below the horizon and it never got dark. Edwin found that unbelievable and wondered whether all these mushrooms they ate didn’t have some effect on their minds. And yet, hadn’t he spent the last however long in perpetual night? The world was indeed a strange place.


  Outside, the air was calm and did not feel like it was going to freeze the air in his lungs. The terrace he was on ran east/west, and to the south the sky was lightened to the point he could not see the stars. There were no clouds to bring snow, or wind to blow it. As days in the far north went, it was a good one, and Edwin was not going to let it be wasted. The terrace was cut into the lower slopes of a small mountain, Solitude being dug into the mountain itself. Doors to the various sections of Solitude were to his left and right. At the far ends were stairs that went up but were quickly blocked by drifts. Edwin wondered where they went but had never been able to find out. He could not climb easily with the torch he held, and the cold was bearable only for a short while. Edwin had asked Kezef where the stairs led but his mentor had shrugged and said there was a lot more to Solitude than the space they used, but it had fallen into disuse as their numbers had dwindled. Typically cryptic. Edwin was left with more questions. Used by who? How many of them had there been?


  Today, Edwin would try to find out. The eastern stair looked the most likely as there had been a collapse of snow revealing more stairs than he had seen on previous ventures. He produced a small shovel he had borrowed from the mushroom farm and dug swiftly upwards under the snow, jumping back to let it collapse under its own weight. His exertions kept him warm and he worked with gusto. When his muscles started to complain, he dug harder and it felt good. The stair went up half a dozen steps and then turned up the slope. A dozen more steps and it turned again. Then suddenly his shovel met no resistance and he almost fell flat on his face. What he found was a second terrace, identical to the one below but set back a little to match the slope of the mountain. It was covered in snow as, unlike the one below, it had not been cleared in a long time. The outer wall, and the bank of snow and ice that lay against it, had contrived a tunnel of sorts along its length.


  Edwin pushed snow aside and started to move along this new terrace. It was darker here thanks to the icy wall on his left, but his eyes were good enough to see where he was going. If this was the same as the familiar terrace below then there must be … and his hand reached the first door. His hands moved quickly, bashing away the encasing ice around the frame. There were no locks on the doors below, and likewise here—it wasn’t as though there was anyone around to lock out—and so, once clear, all he had to do was give the door a gentle shoulder by way of encouragement and it cracked inward. Beyond was total blackness and stale air that curled his nostrils.


  It was far too dark to see inside, and he had come out without a torch. The little light that was afforded by the sky was dimming fast. He would come back tomorrow to continue his adventure.


  



  *****


  



  The following day, Edwin returned to the new terrace. He came prepared with an oil lamp, a shovel, and a little something to eat if he got hungry. There had been no new snowfall, and so he only had to clear the small amount that had fallen from the banks on either side of his previous day’s digging. Today, the sky was that bit lighter so he was able to save the lamp for when he reached the terrace and the first door, at which point he lit it and took a closer look at the door itself. It was much as he expected it to be, decorated with shallow carvings that made graceful curves across its surface. The wood was as hard and strange as the wood found below, both in the doors and the furnishings of Solitude; it was like ivory, though slightly yellowed, perhaps with age.


   The door gave easily under his weight and his lamp revealed the interior. Its layout was a replica of the rooms on the terrace below: a long, wide corridor that had corridors and rooms split off to the right. As Edwin entered, he kicked up dust into a choking cloud. He tore a length off the hem of his robe and fashioned a mask before pushing farther in. If it did mirrored below, then the rooms beyond these doors were sleeping cells. The first three he looked in were indeed cells and covered in a thick layer of dust. The fourth was a corridor that turned ten yards along its length and headed further into the mountain. Edwin found his heart beating that bit quicker. This was different.


  Soon after, there was a door that took some persuading to open and when it did, Edwin stumbled forward into a room, kicking up a blinding cloud. His lamp made it seem like he was in thick fog as the dust swirled around him. It was so fine it took a minute or two to settle enough for him to take in his surroundings.


  It was a dormitory. Lines of beds ran the length of the room, low cots much like the one he slept in. And bodies lay on each cot. Perhaps this was not a dormitory at all, but a morgue. He stepped closer to the first, taking care not to kick up too much dust, and held his lamp close to the upturned corpse. The body lay straight, arms folded across its chest, dressed in an all-too-familiar robe but richer in detail—a thick material with woven patterns of silver and gold thread. As strange to Edwin as the body’s clothing were its features. Rather than a desiccated corpse, the hands and face looked like the body had been carved from the same wood used throughout Solitude. The skin looked hard and polished and, combined with the serene features, suggested a carving that had been dressed and lain down to sleep. The hair looked real though, straight and black, contrasting sharply with the whiteness of the skin. Edwin moved to the next bed. The tone and look of the body was similar, but the details were different. The hair was golden and shone in the lamplight. The next cot held a similar body, though shorter, with slender fingers and a straighter nose.


  Edwin held his lamp high and looked down the length of the room. He could dimly see the end of it, cots stretching its entire length and width. Edwin didn’t have enough fingers and toes to work out the sum of all the bodies, or statues, or whatever they were, in this room. He walked down the aisle between two rows, looking at each body in turn. They were as unalike as any two men and yet all of the same recognisable character. In some ways, they were how he imagined Kezef, Nuriel, and the other monks (for want of a better word) may have looked when they were younger.


  As he paced, he counted. He’d gone past fifty-five cots before he reached the end of the dormitory. That meant there were five hundred … six … hundred and … a lot of bodies.


  At this end of the room was a set of double doors with carved wooden handles. Beyond was another room, but one that was much bigger. Inside were ranks of soldiers, armoured in a metal that sparkled in reflected lamplight, the armour scales like leaves. Each soldier held a spear with a long curved blade at its tip and at their side was a curved scabbard. Long, straight hair—golden, silver, black, brown—hung straight from beneath curved helms that shaped around long, thin faces.


  An army.


  Of statues?


  What was this place? Certainly no monastery. There were secrets here that he could not even begin to imagine. Who made this place? Did Kezef know this was here and if he did, why had he made no mention? He had hinted that this place was old—that he was old—but now, Edwin thought perhaps ‘old’ was misleading. This was ancient. He knew of no story or tale that spoke of the things before him now. No myth, legend, or fairy tale spoke of an army of alabaster warriors. None that he knew.


  He wanted to get a closer look at the soldiers but he was hesitant to enter. Like the bodies on cots behind him, these soldiers were statuesque—there was no hint of life about them—and yet, even though their eyes were closed, he felt like he was being watched. And not just from the ranks in front of him. He spun, expecting to see someone standing there, but he was still alone. He was spooked now.


  He ran, not caring about the cloud of dust that ballooned behind him as he did. He didn’t stop until he was drinking in the cold outside air. He turned to pull the door shut behind him. Inside, the dormitory was a thick fog from his passing. The door was an inch from closing when he heard a sound.


  Someone coughed.


   Or something. Edwin felt a surge of panic. He felt as if eyes were on him.


  “Edwin, I wondered where you had got to. It’s not like you to miss lunch.”


  The voice came from behind him. Unthinking, his warrior instincts took over and he spun round, his hand grabbing for a sword that was not there. The jocular Af was standing there, beaming, holding a small plate with mushroom crackers covered in mushroom pâté.


  “I thought I’d bring you something. You must be hungry.”


  Af held the plate out, the implication clear. Edwin’s hand had a slight shake as he took it. He took a deep breath to calm himself.


   “How did you know I was here?” asked Edwin, absentmindedly taking a cracker and munching on it. The creamy pâté was a marvel. He had no idea how Af made it. Soft, full of flavour, it contrasted well with the crisp cracker it was spread on.


  “There was nowhere else you could be. You weren’t in your quarters, or in the main hall, kitchen, mushroom farm, privy, sauna room, or the mediation cells. Simple deduction. Besides, you’ve carved quite a path up here.” Af leant to one side and peered around Edwin at the door behind him. “I imagine you have many questions. Come.”


  Af turned and almost skipped down the terrace, despite its slipperiness. In a daze, Edwin followed. Af led him down, humming a tune to himself, to the main hall where the others were sitting on their meditation cushions around the plinth, upon which sat the Book of the Dead. Edwin had tried to sneak a peek at the book on several occasions but had been stymied by the fact it was written in a language he didn’t recognise. Even if it had been written in Western Common, he would have struggled—reading was not a strong suit of his, killing more his thing. He had hoped he might make some sense of it. Kezef was standing at the plinth, his hands resting to either side of the open book.


  Af went to a vacant cushion and left Edwin holding his plate of crackers and pâté.


  “Edwin, please join us,” said Kezef, in a way that reminded Edwin of the village teacher back in Wellow. Kezef indicated a spot next to the plinth where Edwin’s cushion had been placed.


  Edwin sat himself down, setting the now-empty plate at his side. He felt like he was in trouble but couldn’t imagine what kind or how he could possibly be threatened by a group of harmless old men. He didn’t need a weapon; he could punch his way out of here if he needed to, one soft paunch at a time.


  “Edwin,” began Kezef, “it’s been over five hundred years since we last had a visitor, the Dark Lord you knew as Zoon the Reviled, but who we knew as just Zoon. He was a man, and mortal, when he came to us, and we thought nothing of it when he left. From what you have told us, that was a mistake. He had learnt much from us and defied death to become the undead Dark Lord you knew. For that, we are sorry. Now we face a similar quandary. You have come to us, and we are happy to have you here, but perhaps it is the nature of men to be curious because, like Zoon, you have learnt things that you should not have. And yet, maybe you came to us for a reason. Our fates could be bound. This is why we are gathered. Your future, and ours, needs to be decided.”


  Looking around at the assembled monks (for that was what Edwin had decided they were, regardless of what they said), he saw a range of expression, from Af’s comforting smile to Meshabber’s sterner countenance.


  “Who are you?” asked Edwin. “You’re not monks, are you? The way you talk, you’re not even human?”


  Kezef tapped the book in front of him. “This, Edwin, is the Book of the Dead. It is an ironic title, in truth, as we are the undying. This book is the story of our people. It tells of who we are and what it means to be undying. From it, Zoon learnt how to become undying himself, but he was man, and we are not, and so he became undead instead. Of a kind. His mind was lost. He became twisted and evil, turning into that which we ourselves have faced and defeated in times past, a Dark Lord. We were fighting in the eternal battle before men were made. And after the coming of men, thousands of years past, our numbers dwindled and we withdrew. There was a time when Solitude was not how you see it now, covered in ice, but was temperate and fair. As the cold came, so came the sleep for many, as life in Solitude became too much to bear. You, Edwin, have found those who sleep. And we fear you may have woken them.”


  Edwin drank in every word. What he was being told was hard to believe. Almost every sentence that Kezef uttered raised a question. “You’re immortal?”


  Kezef smiled at Edwin. “You say it like it is a good thing. True, it has its good points, but also not so good. We neither age nor suffer illness. We can die if we suffer great physical harm, but otherwise, we will not. We know a span of years we long ago stopped counting. It is both a blessing and a burden.”


  “You said men were made. What do you mean?”


  “We were made to fight in the eternal struggle. We do not know our creator or remember our beginning. We only knew conflict. We faced creatures that are legend—though from what you say, dragons are making a comeback. We were made, but we were a failure. Therefore, men were made and given the greatest gift that can be given.”


  “Mortality?”


  Kezef shook his head. “No. Being immortal can be rather good. Better than dying, anyway.”


  Edwin thought for a second. What did he care about most in life that they did not have here? “I have it. Women. You’re all men.”


  A shake of the head from Kezef. “Some of those who sleep are women.”


  Then it came to Edwin; it was so obvious. “Free will.”


  “Now you’re being silly,” said Kezef. “The answer is: genitals.”


  It took a second for Kezef’s answer to register. He had been sure it was going to be women. He enjoyed the company of women, even if the only one he had truly loved had turned out to be his sister. He still loved her, but not in that way. If he had been given pen and parchment and been asked to draw up a list of man’s greatest gifts, women probably would have made the top three, along with comradeship in arms, and a good steak.


  “Genitals? So you have no …” Edwin’s hand pointed to his nether regions, “… thing.”


  “Formless,” said Kezef. His hands gripped his robe either side of his legs and began to lift.


  “I believe you,” said Edwin, torn between curiosity as to what formless meant and the desire not to see a man’s wrinkly crotch. Kezef dropped his robe, to Edwin’s relief.


  “For what is man without his children?” continued Kezef. “Being made immortal and having no genitals, our numbers only decreased as we died in battle or to misfortune. We were once a host. Now, we are far fewer in number. We were the first immortals but not the only ones. Realising his mistake, our creator made elves, much like us but with … extra plumbing. You saw them in the chamber above. They were more numerous than us, but there was still a problem. Sex becomes dull when you are immortal. In fact, many things become deathly boring. Elves bred, but rarely. They too went into decline and suffered a fate like ours. In battle, they died more quickly than they could replace themselves. On his third go, our creator made men—short-lived and horny.


  Men suffer mortality, but also are able to breed and become numerous beyond count. A man lives on in his legacy and his children. Dynasties celebrate a man’s success in life. Mortality drives men to make the most of the lives they live. Man suffers no tiredness; his years are too brief. When men came, we celebrated and fought with them to gain victories that were becoming harder to achieve and had been taking a toll on us. Men led the way and we armed them. We raised up heroes. Your sword, Edwin, is known to us. Soulbane was perhaps the greatest of the weapons we made to combat the Dark Lords of our time. We never knew defeat, but nevertheless the years lessened our numbers. We grew tired and fewer in number as men filled the world with their energy. Then came a war when there were men on both sides, when the foe took men and made orcs from them—men with big teeth and even more aggression. Then there was no place for the few immortals. Armies became vast in size. Creatures of legend became creatures of myth and were forgotten.”


  “You think Soulbane brought me here?” asked Edwin. He was beginning to struggle with what he was being told. It sounded like the stuff of fairy tales. What he could not deny were the things he knew to be true. The sword he had wielded to strike down Zoon had spoken to him. It had whispered of glories past and it had drunk the souls of men and of a Dark Lord. No man could have made that sword. It had left an indelible impression upon him. It was still in his dreams.


  “We sense its touch on you,” said Af. “Yes. We think you were drawn here. And we think Nuriel was answering a call that we deny when he went south.”


  “And what do you want of me?” asked Edwin. “I care not for your secrets. I came for peace. I thank you for your hospitality and your kindness toward me, but this is not my world. I realise that now. Nuriel sent me here for a reason and I suspect he was not entirely truthful with me when he did.”


  “Nuriel is a strange one,” said Hemah. “What his motives are, we do not entirely know. He sent you here, and you came, but now you want to leave?”


  “Yes.”


   “Good,” said Kezef, to nods from the others. “We thought you would leave, as Zoon did, and we do not wish to see mistakes repeated. We have decided we will come with you. Nuriel was right. We have been too long in Solitude. A Dark Lord has risen and men are not ready for him, so we will once more take to the field and do battle as we did a millennium ago. We will wake those who have slept. Glorious battle will be met with this Morden Deathwing. He shall know our wrath and we will know one more victory.”


   Chapter 30 Handbook: Betrayal and Revenge


  



  A man’s weakness may be found in his nether regions.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  A Dark Lord has many weapons at his disposal but few are more potent than betrayal. Betrayal has often been the cornerstone of a Dark Lord’s success when he has risen unseen amongst those who trust him implicitly and, having won their hearts, in one grand act of betrayal has revealed himself, grabbing power in an audacious coup. It is, perhaps, the most difficult path for a Dark Lord to tread as they risk discovery at any point until their plans have reached fruition. All it takes is a hero with a modicum of suspicion, and a willingness to act upon it, to undo such a Dark Lord. Fortunately, most heroes would rather ignore the truth in front of them as the idea they could be so obviously hoodwinked is an embarrassment they could not bear.


  As fate would have it, Morden, your rise to power has been a more traditional one. There has been no need for you to cultivate a secret cabal to undermine your trusting peers. This does not mean betrayal is of no use to you. Betrayal is a powerful tool. When it comes to dealing with heroes in particular, betrayal is one of the more reliable means to render the hero ineffectual. In many ways, it’s their main weakness. Whether it be their tendency to see only the best in people, or their egos that allow flattery, and hence deception, the betrayer has plenty of material to work with when it comes to setting up the betrayal.


  Preparing a betrayal is much like setting up a confidence trick. The successful betrayal preys on the human frailties of character: compassion, vanity, desperation, and naivety, to name a few. In the case of heroes, the set-up is straightforward: they are faced with insurmountable odds and are desperate to defeat you. Any potential traitor merely has to provide a plausible means for the overcoming of these impossible obstacles. This is where that work on the fortress and providing a secret back entrance with those useless traps comes in. Nothing is more compelling than the means to sneak right into the lair of the beast and deal a deadly blow. No hero could resist that temptation. It’s hardly a betrayal at all. The traitor need not even bother to vigorously deny it’s a trap; most heroes love a good trap to fall into.


  Still, it is far more satisfying to have a hero betrayed. The best betrayals, those that have taken months, or years, of work, those where the traitor has become a close friend or confident, a lover even, are the honey-soaked morsels of pure delight that any self-respecting Dark Lord seeks. The greater the fall, the sweeter the betrayal. The result of betrayal will leave the betrayed crushed. Their world crashes down around them. Having invested so much in the traitor, the revelation it was all a lie is often too much to bear. A hero may rage and rant but they will still fall. A hero who has been so betrayed is gutted. Their faith in their fellow man has been dashed against the rocks of deceit. Even better, the betrayed hero will make it all about them. They will blame themselves for not having seen it coming. They will fill themselves with guilt and even go as far as forgiving those who have betrayed them. They will go out of their way to excuse those who have betrayed them as a means to mitigate their own weakness. A hero betrayed is a true delight to be relished.


  As for the traitor, the betrayer, the best are your minions who you manage to infiltrate into positions of trust within the opposition ranks. In many respects, this is more common and garden spying. The true traitor is the turncoat—a person who has genuinely been of one cause and is convinced to turn on their fellows, betraying them to your cause. This is the greatest and purest betrayal. It is magnificent and worthy of any Dark Lord. It causes the greatest pain in your enemies and yields you the ripest fruit of victory.


  To find such a traitor, you must find their greatest weakness and drive a wedge into it. Do they have family? Then they can be held to ransom and it made clear the awfulness of their fate should the traitor not deliver. Are they greedy? Then you can promise them wealth that would not shame a king. Lustful? An all-they-can-ravage buffet of flesh is theirs. Perhaps the greatest inducement is the greater good. Promise them salvation for all should this one betrayal be enacted. You will spare their village, town, city, or kingdom if they will turn over the hero. Make them a martyr to a perceived good and they will try doubly hard to make the betrayal. Offer them no choice and they will do as you say.


  Of course, everyone has choice—but not everyone has the will to exercise those choices, and it is this which underpins so much of your success when it comes to manipulating those who would be traitors. It’s well-known that the only thing a Dark Lord truly fears is a hero. A hero at large is the only hope those who would oppose you have. All they have to do is call your bluff and you would be undone. True, it may cost them their lives, and the lives of their loved ones, but that should be worth it for your ultimate defeat by the hero who remains out of your grasp. It never happens though, so no need to dwell on it.


  Another great traitor to have is the one who seeks revenge. Most people have enemies and heroes are no exception. If anything, they have more enemies than most. They are, after all, a walking disaster. Bodies drop left and right when there is a hero around and each of those bodies is someone’s father, mother, sister, brother, uncle, aunt, cousin, granny, granddad, best friend, or lover. Taking on the hero who was responsible for the loss of a loved one is unlikely to bear fruit but should the chance to betray them arise, then that’s more than good enough. The opportunity to stand over them and throw their misdeeds and actions back in their face is too good to pass up. To find such a traitor, follow the bodies.


  Then there are those who are plain jealous. They don’t like a hero who can do no wrong, is incredibly popular, and gets the girl. Most secretly hate such a person and would love to see them brought down. The one thing loved more than a hero at the top of their game is a hero who has been brought back down to earth and shown to be no better than everyone else. They aren’t so special. Those heroes think themselves so clever, but they never see the betrayal coming. They never see the bitter, twisted companion at their side who harbours resentment at being held back from achieving their full potential by some better-looking hero who is the life and soul of any gathering, with flawless teeth and personality to match, who cares for small children and animals, feeds the poor from their own purse, and is great in the sack. Who do they think they are, lording their perfect lives over everyone else? Hateful, and they deserve everything they get when they are betrayed.


  And thus, one of the most effective ways of dealing with a hero is not by direct confrontation, or trying to best them in battle, but by letting those closest to them bring them down. There is no need to stab them in the front when there is a queue lined up to stab them in the back.


  A final word of caution: betrayal can cut both ways. Keep a close eye on those close to you for signs that all is not well. Be generous in rewarding those who serve you well. Don’t give room for resentment to fester. Don’t be capricious and random. As has been stated before, a Dark Lord must always act with purpose. It is not only more efficient, but it instils confidence and a feeling of security among your minions. Killing those close to you on a whim for failure may seem like a strong motivator for the rest to try harder, but that is unlikely. More likely, it will plant the seeds of doubt you are a Dark Lord worth following. And once that seed is planted then from it may grow a weed which, when the time is right, flowers into betrayal. You need to keep an eye out for these weeds and pluck them. The lesson to learn: heroes are not the only ones who can be betrayed. Stay sharp and don’t trust anyone, not even those closest to you.


   Chapter 31 Betrayed


  



  The secret to gloating is to enjoy it.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Morden was enjoying his new throne. It was simple in design—black stone slabs that gave it a simple appearance, with a ludicrously tall back to it, topped with a crown of spikes. It was hard to approach, even for him, and not have the overwhelming urge to cower. An unfortunate guard, new to his immediate retinue after replacing casualties of the eruption, had not been prepared and had been reduced to a gibbering wreck when he had seen Morden sitting on it in full brood. Since then, Ironfist had instituted a policy of acclimatisation for any orc who was to spend time near Morden to toughen them up mentally—physically they were as hard as the stone from which the fortress was built. New guards were limited to a few minutes in Morden’s presence, increasing gradually until they could bear to be near him without being driven insane.


  More than its looks, though, was the comfort when he sat and brooded. The old throne had been so spiky it was like sitting with a thousand swords rammed into his back. Having spikes suggested a whole range of unpleasantness, and having them as a crown above him was so much better than having them worked into the immediate surrounds of his backside.


  The subject of his brooding this morning was the imminent issuing forth he was planning. The long-awaited campaign would soon be underway. It would take two months to move his army east to the point of departure, and in that time his Black Dragon Flight would mature into young adults. He needed them for the ocean crossing. It was almost certain his fleet would be engaged. Little did his enemy know that their new weapons would come to nothing when his dragons burnt their fleet and exploded their black powder. Morden could feel a maniacal laugh forcing its way out as he contemplated the surprise and horror that would ensue when he released them on his unwitting foe.


  “Bwahahahahaaaa.”


  It felt good to be bad.


  “My lord.” Few had license to interrupt Morden, but Guard Captain Ironfist was one who had. “The H-Squad have made their capture. We hold the two humans in the new dungeon wing.”


  The good news keeps on coming, thought Morden. “Excellent. Any difficulties?”


  “No, my lord. Our agent had won their complete trust and it was a total surprise. Except for sore heads and broken bones, the capture was straightforward.”


  “Interesting.” Morden had an urge to drum his fingers on the throne’s armrest. “Very interesting.” His bony fingers rolled out a rhythm on the stone. Clackity, clack. “A man and a woman? Correct?”


  Ironfist nodded. “What shall we do with them now?”


  A good question. That they had been captured relatively easily was not to say there were no surprises to be had. Heroes were often captured as a result of betrayal and it seemed, in this case, the betrayal had been complete. He still needed to take care, though. There was a problem with betrayal the Handbook had been only too clear on, and that was the double-cross, or remorse of the betrayer. Those who had betrayed once could often betray again. It was altogether a tricky situation and he was in no mood to trip up at this point by doing anything reckless, like go and gloat at them. That would be tempting fate. No. He needed to check them out without exposing himself. He needed something that would force out heroics. What to do? One of them was a woman. Maybe …


  “Ask Lord Deathwing to have a chat with them, Ironfist. And then report back to me.”


  Ironfist took his leave and Morden went back to his brooding. This business with a potential hero was problematic, but to be expected. He was a Dark Lord. He would attract heroes like bears to honey, like flies to a corpse, like his father to pert breasts. He was irresistible. If this man was a hero, his father would be sure to unearth any potential shenanigans. Given how his father was around women, then surely this hero would be unable to resist some kind of heroic gesture. If he did, he was in for a surprise. Morden thought his father more than capable of looking after himself. It would be interesting to see what happened.


  



  *****


  



  Hal woke with a sore head, and not the good kind that came from a night out and too much beer. Then the rest of his body caught up with the complaints. He rolled onto his back and groaned with the pain. He could feel a pronounced lump where an orc had hit him with a baton. Having checked he hadn’t broken anything, he took in his predicament. Black stone enclosed him on three sides with closely spaced bars on the fourth, at the centre of which was a gate with a heavy lock and dead bolts high up, out of reach. At the back of the cell was a small wooden chest bolted to the ground. An ensconced torch hung from the centre of the octagonal room beyond his cell, around which were more cells. A drainage channel ran from each cell to a cover in the centre of the room.


  And now he was imprisoned. Betrayed. Ferg had taken them for fools all along. Why he had taken so long to betray them was baffling, but the end result was the same. Zara had been right.


  “Zara?”


  Hal called her name through dry lips. The last he had seen of her was in their hovel fighting as only a member of the watch can fight: dirty. She had been ducking and diving, punching and kicking, gouging at eyes, digging at throats, biting hands. She was an even more ferocious wildcat in a fight than she had proven to be in bed, as Hal’s back could testify.


  “Zara?”


  A horrible sinking feeling hit him, like his stomach was torn from him. She couldn’t be dead, could she? He dared to raise his voice.


  “Zara!”


  This time he screamed her name.


  “Will you stop that shouting,” hissed a familiar voice.


  Hal leapt to the front of his cell. She was alive. He stretched an arm through the bars and quested left to see if he could reach her.


  “Zara. I thought you were dead. I’m here.”


  He wiggled his fingers, hoping they would meet hers, but they did not. Looking across the prison to the other cells, he could see the width of stone between each cell was too wide.


  “I’m going to kill that orc,” hissed Zara. “Then I’m going to kill you. Didn’t I say we couldn’t trust that scumbag? I’m so stupid. I knew it. Stupid, stupid, stupid.”


  Hal had no answer. She was right, of course. He’d thought her mistrust was because she always thought the worst of people—a side effect of being in the watch. Ferg had been sarcastic, rude, sneaky, and underhanded. All traits Hal had expected of an orc with the tale he’d had to tell. But Ferg had led them well and never let them down. Until now. Now they were buggered. If they were lucky, they wouldn’t be tortured too much before they were executed. Then he thought of what they might do to Zara and he retched.


  “Are you all right?”


  Hal coughed and spat bile. “Fine. Don’t worry about me. I’m so sorry. I should have listened to you.”


  Hal wiped a hand across his mouth.


  “It’s not your fault,” said Zara, with a sigh. “You can’t help being trusting. It’s why I like you. You’re a good man, Hal.”


  She wasn’t making it any easier for him—his guilt got stronger with every word. And his heart leapt when she said she liked him. Even though they had enjoyed carnal pleasures, there had been no pillow talk from her. No soft, loving words. He’d had to bite back the words ‘I love you’ knowing she would have laughed at him. He’d settle for ‘I like you’. It was as much of an expression of feeling as she had ever displayed. Their coming together had been closer to fornication than lovemaking, or so it seemed for her. As for himself, he was not so sure.


  “Zara. I just want you to know …”


  “Hal. Don’t. Please.”


  “It’s all right. I was going to say you’re not bad yourself. I like you too.”


  What Hal thought of as a tender moment was broken by the grating of iron against stone as bolts were drawn across the gate into the cells. Through the bars, Hal could see two orcs: one large and turning a wheel that controlled the bolts, and the other recognisable from his lackadaisical stance. It was Ferg. At the sight of their betrayer, Hal felt anger rise and he gripped the bars, straining against them in a futile hope they may bend or break. From the cell next door, Zara shrieked.


  “Bastard,” she screamed.


  The inner gate swung open and Ferg came in alone, the gate swinging shut behind him. He sauntered over to their cells and stopped at a distance which suggested he knew what arm’s reach was and the peril it represented.


  “Enjoying your new accommodation, scum?” said the orc more loudly than Hal thought necessary. “No? Well, no matter. Your suffering has not even begun.”


  “I’m going to kill you,” screeched Zara. “One step. One step closer, you coward.”


  Ferg laughed, tilting his head back.


  Hal’s fury was making his body shake and every muscle in his body strain. His anger was as much with himself as it was with Ferg. It had been a foolhardy quest from the moment Chidwick had come in the door. He had no business, a baker of plaited loaves and iced finger-buns, traipsing across continents to sneak into a Dark Lord’s fortress in a vain attempt to slay dragons. Equally perverse was Ferg’s part in all this. It seemed so … needless.


  “Why, Ferg?” was all he could manage. “Why?”


  For a second Hal thought Ferg had not heard him above Zara’s continued abuse, but the orc shot him a look ridden with guilt that showed he had.


  “It was the only way,” hissed Ferg. “We haven’t got much time.” Then more loudly, “Lord Deathwing will be here shortly to attend to you personally. Make peace with the world, you wretched creatures.”


  Ferg took something from his pocket and, with a flick of his wrist, threw something first into Hal’s cell, and then Zara’s. “Block your ears and get ready. It’s your only chance,” whispered the orc through a wide grin like a poor ventriloquist. “I look forward to your screams,” he announced more loudly, and spat at Hal. The spittle hit the bars and spread, catching Hal in the face. The gaoler laughed. Ferg spun round and headed for the gate. “I’m done here. Gaoler!”


  Hal was confused. The orc was up to something. Gripping the bars, he shook them as vigorously as he could manage.


  “Scumbag!”


  As the bolts grated back into place, Hal cast around for whatever Ferg had tossed into his cell. There was a deal of muck on the floor, but he found two small balls of tightly packed lint. Hal wondered whether Zara had caught on to what had happened or been too tied up in her abuse. He pocketed the lint balls and went to the front of the cell. “Zara? You there?”


  “Scumbag?” came the reply. “Is that the best you could do?”


  “Never mind that,” said Hal. Now was not the time for banter. “Did you hear what he said? Did you get the lint?”


  “Of course. I don’t know what that miserable orc is up to but I have an idea. Lord Deathwing is a dragon; you’re a dragon slayer. Looks like you’re up. I reckon you kill the dragon and then we make our escape down that sewer. We’d better be ready.”


  “But why block our ears?” asked Hal.


  “How the hell should I know? But what have we got to lose?”


   Chapter 32 House Guests


  



  The thing to look forward to with a house guest is their leaving.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  It was with great joy Penbury received the news from Chidwick that Baron Pierre de Fanfaron would be paying a visit. Greater joy even than seeing the two duck eggs perfectly capped to reveal a runny yolk—so golden the sun was as nothing to their radiance—and ranks of squared-off soldiers parading along one side of the plate. It was Sunday morning and Penbury was taking breakfast in bed. Chidwick delivered the tray before going to the curtains and letting in late autumn sunshine.


  “Be sure to have the kitchens in good order and well-stocked, Chidwick. We’ll need fresh oysters, lobster and langoustine. You know how the baron likes his seafood. If we’re lucky, he’ll cook it himself.”


  “I will have them on ice in the cellars and waiting,” said Chidwick. “Will there be anything else, sir?”


  “No, thank you, Chidwick.”


  Chidwick left Penbury to dwell on the thought of a seafood dinner prepared by one of the world’s greatest chefs. It sent a thrill of anticipation through Penbury’s ample stomach. The baron did not visit as often as he would have liked, especially as he always made it clear how welcome the baron would be. Pierre was one of the few aristocrats Penbury not only liked, but genuinely took pleasure in his company. He’d even hinted after one of Pierre’s crème brûlée, which had almost made him faint, that he could take up residence should he so wish. As the private man the chancellor was known to be, this was an honour that did not go unrecognised but was politely refused. Pierre was a man of the world, always in search of new recipes and a duel, and was not to be tied down in Firena, even if Firena led the world in both counts. (The fatalities among the bravos in spring, when the new season’s debutantes were introduced, was getting increasingly out of hand.)


  While he dunked the toasted infantrymen with one hand, Penbury read the pamphlets with the other, though they could hardly be called pamphlets these days. The last few years had seen fierce competition, eliminating the old-fashioned single-sheeters, and the older etched ones, with more comprehensive booklets. Even the crude cartoons were on the decline, being marginalised in the comic papers, while a more sophisticated readership got behind those that addressed wider and more serious concerns. One, the self-styled Voce di Firena, even had an editorial.


  It was today’s editorial that caught Penbury’s eye. In the southern regions, where Firena nestled on the coast like a jewel in a broach, small kingdoms and city-states prevailed. This patchwork had been in place for centuries as each count and king jealously guarded their particular demesne, resisting any thought of unification. There had been attempts at unification in the past but they had failed as any alliances that were forged fell apart.


  It was impossible for a noble of these parts to keep his manhood in his trousers when there was a pretty woman around (though, in all fairness, some ladies were equally notorious, and generous in their favours). A wife, daughter, or grandmother would be dishonoured, blood would be spilt, and that would be that. There were other reasons, such as betrayal, bribery, and gross military incompetence. Often the machinations were so complex and twisted that everyone gave up and went home rather than unravel who was actually on whose side.


  But these were all symptoms rather than cause. Penbury likened the political map to a fragmented market where there was no clear leader. Each city, or kingdom, had its own offering and peculiarities, and a populace that, for whatever reason, was fiercely loyal to their brand. This brand strength and loyalty, tied to general contentment from a relatively easy-going lifestyle which afforded plenty of afternoon naps when it got too hot, meant there was little drive for a market unification.


  The threat of a Dark Lord, and an upsetting of the status quo, changed all that. In Penbury’s mind, political stupidity knew no bounds, but even the least astute of the region’s rulers recognised the need to do something. And that was pretty much as far as matters had got as the very next question was who would lead? And that’s where it fell apart again as all the old rivalries resurfaced. There was no ruler strong enough to command the needed respect. Therefore, the thunderclouds grew dark on the horizon, and everyone agreed it was going to rain soon …


  The metaphor ran dry and Penbury sighed. The point was: they were not ready for what was coming. And nor was he. The best he had done so far was to inject capital into areas he thought may help, like the fleet, but suspected would not, while diversifying his risk by seeding capital across a wide range of investments and projects that may, or may not, survive the doom that approached.


  The Editore of the Firena pamphlet Penbury was reading was of a like mind when it came to the impending doom and the lack of preparation. It bemoaned the aristocracy and called for a leader to rise from the population to confront Morden’s threat. Time was running short. Winter was coming. And after that, spring. Summer would follow, and without doubt a Dark Lord would arrive with it. It was a fine sentiment but Penbury thought it unlikely such a person could be found. They would have to have an amazing range of ability to pull it off. Not only would they need the backing of the people to start with, but political acumen that would rival Penbury’s own, as well as unrivalled military talent. They would need to rally and unify the region, and then go on and do the same with the surrounding regions, who were in similar disarray, each making their own preparations and intent upon sitting behind their own straw castles.


  It was an impossible brief. Penbury could spend a lifetime sifting résumés and never find such a person. They would have to be the greatest hero the world had seen for … well, ever.


  They were doomed. The best he could do was ride the storm and try to come out of the other side as intact as possible, and in the meantime enjoy what life he had to the fullest, which in the short term meant a seafood dinner with the inestimable Pierre de Fanfaron, raconteur, chef, lover, duellist. A man of many talents who commanded respect where he went. He had head-turning charisma, genuine military prowess, and a turn of phrase that poets envied. Incorruptible, incorrigible, he was a man who could be an adjective. He’s a real Fanfaron, they would say, in centuries to come.


  Now, there was an idea. Pierre de Fanfaron. Penbury made a mental note to ask him if he would be interested in saving the civilised world from the ravages of a Dark Lord. After dinner, of course. He didn’t want to spoil the evening should his suggestion be met with the rebuff that was likely.


  



  *****


  



  The rest of the morning passed swiftly, going over correspondence, settling a trade dispute, and continuing to make provision for an army to oppose Morden that did not, as yet, exist. Still, better ready that not. After lunch, he enjoyed an afternoon nap and then decided to indulge himself with a spot of weeding in the garden. It was something he had always found relaxing even if these days, with advancing years, his lower back did suffer. But a quiet hour digging out weeds and errant grass was not to be for when he made his way to the garden, he was greeted with a sight that was at once bewildering and amusing. Griselda was dressed in men’s clothes and slashing wildly around with a wooden sword at one of the younger guards while his guard captain shouted instruction.


  When Penbury looked at himself in a mirror, he would see the man he had become, overweight and sagging in all the wrong places, and lament the man he had once been, slight of build, rapier quick, especially with an actual rapier. For young men of a certain class in the southern city-states, the duel was the means of delivering prima facie evidence of right in any dispute, the subject typically being whether said youth had any right to court a damsel. Penbury had been as keen as any on damsels in those days. As a result, he had become more than adept at the Bolognese swordsmanship (his love of Spaghetti Bolognese coming at a later date). And so, as with many things, Penbury considered himself somewhat of an expert in the matter of one-on-one combat with a sword, even if he knew in his heart he was at best above average. What he was certain of, even thirty years after his prime, was that Griselda was less than average. She was awful. Though, if he were to be generous, what she lacked in skill, she made up for in an abundance of enthusiasm.


  “Hold a guard. Watch your feet. Balance. Balance.”


  The instructions came thick and fast, and none of them being reflected in Griselda’s actions. It was a good job the sword she swung was wooden and not the terrible thing she had presented in Penbury’s chamber. With a howl she jumped forward, like some screaming barbarian banshee, and swung the sword in a wide arc that was easily dodged. Her momentum carried her around in a circle, and she caught her unfortunate opponent in the side of the head as he righted himself after ducking. The poor lad dropped faster than house prices in a city that had the plague. A triumphant Griselda placed her boot on his chest and her sword to his throat.


  “Yield,” she instructed, though it was moot given her opponent was out cold.


  Shaking his head in disbelief, her instructor cast around as though seeking either inspiration or escape and found instead his employer, trowel in hand, looking less than happy.


  “Chancellor! I’m sorry, only she said it would be all right, and you did say to treat her as an honoured guest. We’ll continue at another time.”


  “Don’t worry yourself, Captain. Griselda?”


  At mention of her name, Griselda turned to face the chancellor, taking care to keep her foot on the chest of her fallen foe in case he came round. “Chancellor. What do you think? Not bad, eh? This will be Morden soon enough.”


  “You should take your boot off him and see that he’s all right.”


  With a hint of reluctance, Griselda did as she was told. She stuffed her play sword into her belt and prodded the body next to her with her boot. A groan confirmed he was not, in fact, dead. Swaggering as she came, she joined the chancellor.


  “Impressive, don’t you think?” said Griselda. “My first lesson. By the time I face Morden on the field of battle, I’ll be the best swordswoman in Firena, if not the city-states.”


  Penbury thought it likely, bad as she was, she would have no competition for that title given the ladies of Firena were more interested in sword play of a different kind. On the positive side, it gave her something to do other than mope around and write prose that would depress an undertaker.


  “Very good,” said Penbury. “I can see you’re a natural.”


  Penbury delivered the compliment, if not the truth, and received a frown instead of the appreciative smile he had expected. Griselda put her hand to the wooden hilt at her side.


  “That wouldn’t be sarcasm, would it, Chancellor? Morden was pretty big on sarcasm and I have an ear for it.”


  Penbury feigned what he hoped was sufficient shock without going over the top and confirming his insincerity. “No, no. You show great promise. I hardly knew one end of a sword from the other when I started out.”


  “You fenced?”


  “In my misspent youth, yes. I was known to partake of the occasional duel.”


  This time, Griselda gave a delighted smile. She jumped back and whipped out her sword. “En guarde.”


  She gave a playful lunge and would have had his eye out if he hadn’t shifted three inches to his left and used his trowel to deflect the lunge enough for it to whiff.


  “I yield,” he said, raising his free hand before she could do real damage.


  Laughing, Griselda sheathed her weapon and pulled her shoulders back like a street bravo might when trying to impress his friends. “It wouldn’t be a fair fight,” she said. “Nor will it be when I chop my husband into dog food. If you’ll excuse me, my exertions have worked up a sweat. I think I should take a bath.”


  Penbury thought it an excellent idea. “Before you do, my dear. Tonight we shall be welcoming an old friend of mine to dinner, Baron Pierre de Fanfaron. Do you like shellfish? Seafood?”


  Griselda wrinkled her nose. “You mean, like oysters and crabs? Never had it.”


  At her reaction, Penbury made a mental note to instruct the chef to prepare an alternative set of dishes should she not. “Yes. Oysters, crabs, langoustine, and perhaps a flat fish.”


  Griselda shrugged. “I’ll try most things once. Morden wasn’t big on food.” She lifted an arm and smelt under it. “Eww. I need that bath.”


  And so saying, off she went, maintaining the swagger she had adopted as Firena’s latest street fighter.


  Penbury watched her go. He wasn’t sure what to make of her, or what to do. On the one hand, she was a charming, if naive, beautiful young woman with an artist’s eye, and on the other, she was as barking mad as her brother had been. He couldn’t imagine what the Dark Lord Morden had been doing by getting mixed up in her father’s death. It seemed unlikely and misjudged. Morden didn’t seem the kind of Dark Lord to make such a rash move. But then again, he was only starting out on the job and was young. He was bound to make mistakes. His loss, and Penbury’s gain. While he thought it unlikely Griselda represented any genuine threat to Morden, she was leverage, and when it came to leverage, Penbury was a master. No matter. Looking at where the sun was, he had an hour or so of weeding to do.


  The time passed quickly. Too quickly when Chidwick came to keep him on schedule. On his way back to his private quarters, he passed the kitchen to check on dinner preparations. All was well. Pierre would be arriving in time for aperitifs, which was a shame as it meant he would not be cooking this evening’s dinner. Penbury left his more than capable chefs to it and spent time dressing for dinner.


  The aperitif and canapés were to be served in the conservatory, which afforded a fine view of the gardens, and access to the veranda, weather permitting. It was here Penbury found Griselda. Since her show in the garden, she’d thrown herself into the heroine role to the extent that she was wearing light chainmail. Her sword, Dark Lord’s Bane, hung at her side in a bejewelled scabbard. The chainmail was delicately wrought and worn over paper-thin leather that had been embroidered in rose motifs. The ensemble was finished with silk ruffed highlights at the collar and wrists. She looked fabulous, if not well-protected. The armour didn’t look like it would stop a sharp stab with a dinner fork, let alone a hearty cut from an orc’s axe.


  “A fine evening,” observed Penbury, a duck egg canapé in one hand and a dry sherry in the other.


  Griselda had neither canapé nor aperitif in hand and was striking a pose against the finely crafted balustrade that ringed the veranda. Her eyes were half closed and she was swaying her head gently from side to side. Penbury wondered if she was ill.


  “Can you hear that?” she asked, raising a hand and waving a finger as though conducting a melody.


  Given her recent displays, and what he knew of her brother, Penbury had come to the conclusion Griselda, indisputably a lovely girl, was a few entries short of a well-kept balance sheet.


  “The lark song is one of my favourites,” replied Penbury, hoping it was indeed the birdsong she heard.


  “The sound of battle is one of life’s great melodies,” she said, and sighed.


  Definitely a few members short of a quorum. Struggling to make a reply, Penbury was saved by Chidwick.


  “Your guests have arrived,” announced his secretary.


  The plural was not lost on Penbury and it was with interest that he greeted his old friend and his companion. “Pierre! Good to see you. You are looking well. We have a fabulous dinner being prepared. And you’ve brought a guest.”


  “My dear Chancellor,” said Pierre. He grabbed the chancellor by the shoulders and pecked at each cheek several times, like a chicken at feed. “May I present to you a most interesting person, whom I recently met, Nuriel.”


  Penbury had known Pierre for many years. Gastronomy was not a wide circle and it was inevitable those who practised it would naturally become friends, or enemies. Pierre was an excellent friend, and if he said something, or someone, was interesting, in the understated way he sometimes had, then the chancellor had learnt to trust his friend’s opinion. It had been Pierre who had introduced Penbury to the fermented bean in a curd form that came from across the eastern ocean. Both in texture and taste it had been peculiar. Not something he would crave, but it was appreciated as a new experience. If Pierre had picked up a companion along the way then this person was not going to be ordinary.


  Going by looks alone, this was indeed the case. The man standing to Pierre’s side looked like, if met with a glance, a man you may toss a coin to as they begged in the street. He didn’t wear clothes common in the west: a burgundy robe with mustard underclothes. His hair was grey and unkempt. After that first glance, the peculiarities came to the fore. He looked like an old man, in his eyes in particular, but his sharp, almost aquiline features suggested youth. Penbury was familiar enough with his own turtle neck to know how a person’s age could not be hidden in the wrinkles around the throat. Here again, rather than age, there was youth. And still, the man felt ancient. It was bemusing and peculiar. And were those pointy ears which poked out through thick grey hair?


  Nuriel was also a curious name. Penbury was at a loss to work out the roots of such a name. This evening was going to be even more enjoyable than he had first anticipated. Pierre would doubtless have quite the story of how the two met. Penbury was even more curious why Pierre had brought him to his dinner table. An undiscovered cuisine, perhaps?


  “A friend of Pierre’s is always welcome,” said Penbury, and he proffered a hand.


  Which was ignored. Nuriel seemed less intent upon Penbury, the most powerful, rich, and influential man in the western world, renowned for impeccable taste, manner, and conversation, and more interested in Griselda. Penbury thought her beautiful, but not that beautiful. And Nuriel was a bit old to be chasing after a woman of Griselda’s age. Not to mention the appalling manners. Penbury was on the verge of being annoyed when he noticed Pierre raise a subtle palm, and nod his head oh-so-slightly, as if to say, ‘Watch’. Had Pierre brought Nuriel here for Griselda rather than himself? Penbury was immediately as focussed as he would be at the negotiation table. Penbury let his hand drop.


  “Allow me to introduce Griselda, former Dark Queen to Morden, the Dark Lord,” said Penbury, making an introduction he thought unnecessary.


  “Griselda,” said Nuriel. “Edwin told me something of you, but not enough. I am happy to meet you at last.”


  Speechless was not an adjective Penbury would ever have thought he would use when it came to Griselda, and yet here it was, attaching itself limpet-like to her. Her mouth moved as though trying to make some reply but whatever thoughts she had could not be voiced. She tried again, this time with hand gestures, fingers splayed wide, but whatever moggy had her tongue, it was not letting go. All the while, Nuriel stood patiently with a serene smile Penbury found both disturbing and annoying. Smug would be a good word for it. And whoever he was, he knew Edwin. How was that possible? That lunatic, much to the relief of Penbury, had disappeared off the face of the earth.


  Penbury exchanged glances with Pierre, who looked both amused and curious. He too had never met Griselda, and Penbury knew only too well his friend’s taste for all good things in life, and that included female company. When he had the chance, he would warn his friend off this delicacy. Spriggle was nothing as compared to Griselda should Pierre decide to indulge himself, or at least try.


  “Isn’t this a lucky coincidence?” said Pierre. “Who would have thought it?”


  “Yes, very lucky,” said Penbury, while Nuriel and Griselda remained locked together, the old man waiting patiently while Griselda struggled to utter a word.


  “Who the fuck are you?” she managed at last. “And how the fuck do you know my brother, and where the fuck is he? Wipe that fucking stupid smile off your face before I chop it off. And what the fuck are you wearing? Are you some kind of fucking monk? And what kind of fucking name is Nuriel? You’d better start fucking talking or I’m going to fucking rip your head off.”


  The air had turned blue around Griselda as she raged, which was impressive to start with, and then scary as Penbury realised her hand had gone to her sword, which was half out of the scabbard, and the blue fire spreading around her was coming from the blade and not her mouth. This was not lost on Nuriel, or Pierre, who took a big step backwards. After the display in the garden, Penbury did likewise.


  Nuriel’s eyes were also drawn to Griselda’s sword and the smile left his face. “Ah, Soulbane,” said Nuriel. “So that’s where it ended up. I should have known. You have no need for that.”


  Penbury noted that Pierre’s hand had also drifted to the pommel of the duelling rapier at his side. It was a much lighter weapon than Soulbane but Penbury knew in skilled hands, such as Pierre’s, it could disarm someone of lesser skill. What made Penbury anxious was Pierre did not know Griselda had no skill and, with a wild swing, she could cause them all serious injury, or worse.


  Griselda’s hand did not leave the sword. Her gander was fully up. “What do you know of my brother?”


  “We met by chance, shared a meal, and a fire. He had a long, terrible tale to tell and he seemed to sleep better that night for telling it. The following day, we went our separate ways, mine to the south and his to the north, where he sought peace. I do not know whether he found it, though I suspect he found something. Men like him do not succumb easily. That is all I know.”


  “He’s alive?”


  “As best I know it, yes.”


  All at once, the energy left Griselda, and she crumpled into a heap, the sword sliding back into its scabbard, much to the relief of Penbury. Pierre moved quickly to catch her, but not quickly enough and she hit the ground with a thump.


  “Chidwick! Bring smelling salts,” ordered Penbury, as he, Pierre and Nuriel gathered around her.


   Chapter 33 Torture and Death


  



  When opportunity comes knocking, don’t leave it waiting at the door.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Hal’s whole body was tense with the prospect of finally facing a dragon. This was it. He would fulfil his true destiny and slay a dragon. He’d imagined it may have involved him sneaking into the dragon’s lair and catching it asleep on top of pile of gold, or facing it in open battle, dodging gouts of flaming breath while shooting it with magical arrows.


  None of this matched reality and that was fortunate. He would be facing his dragon while it was in human form, which suited him just fine. Hal wondered if it had been part of Ferg’s plan, to arrange a confrontation where the dragon’s natural advantages of size, strength, and flight were nullified. Thinking about it, he should take care; Lord Deathwing was still going to be strong. And Hal had no idea what other abilities he may retain even when not in his full-blown lizard form. Hal was also weaponless. He could only presume Ferg would remedy that in some way when it came time to strike.


  The waiting was getting unbearable when he heard the bolts being dragged back on the outer gates to the cells.


  “Put your earplugs in now,” hissed Zara from the adjacent cell, and Hal did as he was told while he still had the chance.


  The gaoler made an appearance with orc guards following. Hal and Zara were taken from their cells, hands lashed behind their backs and hoods over their heads. From the muffled swearing that came from Zara’s cell, it sounded like she was not coming quietly. Hal made a show of struggling so as not to raise any suspicion but decided he was better off saving his energy.


  Hal didn’t need his sight to know where they were being taken, it being so close—the torture chamber. He could smell hot coals and could imagine the pokers undoubtedly stuck into a brazier full of them. In short order, his arms and legs were splayed apart and he was lashed against cold metal before his hood was removed.


  Back home, the only torture chamber Hal had been aware of had been run by Madame Dominix in a private dungeon that was the kind of place fat, rich men frequented to satisfy certain peculiar tastes. Zara had several good stories of having been called there and the excesses that had gone on within.


  This place was nothing like that. It was immediately obvious this torture chamber was all about pain with no prospect of pleasure. The chamber was arrayed with all manner of devices that took the simple idea of inflicting unbearable pain to new heights. The sight of them alone was enough for Hal to feel weak in the bladder. He couldn’t help but imagine standing in the coffin leant against the far wall, whose door was filled with needle-thin spikes, and the excruciating pain it would inflict as it closed on him. Or being suspended over the glowing spike to his right and slowly being lowered onto it. Then there was the bucket of rats he could see, not five feet away, each of which was bigger than Gomble the cat. The idea of having them confined to a bowl that had been placed on his stomach, and them eating their way through him, made him gag. Everywhere he looked there was another infernal torture device. He could feel sweat beading on his head. He was totally helpless. Earplugs weren’t going to help if the gaoler decided to shove a hot poker up his behind. This was madness.


  Then there was Zara, similarly tied to a cross. She didn’t look scared, just angry. She looked his way and he tried to manage a reassuring smile. From the laughter that came from the gaoler, and the few guards slouching around, he failed miserably. One of the guards said something Hal couldn’t make out with his ears blocked and they all laughed again. It seemed he was wrong, this was a torture chamber where there was entertainment to be had—only he and Zara were going to be doing the entertaining. It was not a welcome prospect.


  He was wondering where Ferg had got to, and how they were going to get out of this with all their body parts intact, when the mood in the chamber chilled considerably as a man made his entrance. Dressed entirely in well-cut black leathers, his draconian features and alabaster skin gave him away for who he was: Lord Deathwing. The only good thing about his entrance was that Ferg followed the dragon into the chamber. When Hal’s eyes met Ferg’s, the orc gave nothing away. Instead, he asked something of his dragon overlord, who answered with a nonchalant wave of the hand, and the guards were then ordered out, leaving only the gaoler, Ferg, and Deathwing. Though better, Hal still didn’t like the odds.


  Lord Deathwing’s gaze slid over Hal as though he was not there and came to rest on Zara. An eyebrow raised and a lip twitched. It seemed Lord Deathwing had found someone who interested him. He began to speak to Zara and was met with snarls. Even though they weren’t that far away, with the plugs in, Hal couldn’t quite make out what was being said. Zara writhed in her bonds when Lord Deathwing reached out, ran a finger down her cheek, and let it drop further to the top of her breast. Anger and frustration burned through Hal. This was worse than any physical torture. Lord Deathwing ran his fingernail down the front of Zara’s loose shirt, splitting it open to reveal her well-toned stomach. Hal’s mother had a washboard that was not dissimilar. Lord Deathwing’s hand continued its journey down Zara’s front and came to rest on her belly.


  Unable to watch what was happening, and dreading what was coming next, Hal turned his head aside, which was fortunate as Ferg had been trying to get his attention. Deathwing and the gaoler were intent upon Zara, ignoring not only Hal but Ferg as well. The orc produced a thin blade and swiftly cut the straps at Hal’s wrists and ankles.


  “Wait,” said Ferg, pressing his mouth close to Hal’s ear. “Don’t move.”


  Hal did as he was told, keeping his hands pressed against the wood. Hal then felt the orc slide something behind his back before stepping away and smacking him in the face. Hal guessed it was for show but it hurt nevertheless. Ferg then sidled over to a flat black slate leant against a wall, with a metal claw attached to a leather strap hanging off one side of it. Hal had noticed it in his perusal of the chamber but had paid it no attention, it being the least-harmful-looking implement among a host of terrifying devices.


  Ferg’s hands went to his ears before reaching with one hand down to the claw. The fingers on his other hand splayed wide and held for a second. His thumb pulled into his palm, leaving four fingers. His little finger continued the count. Three. Two. One.


  Hal had listened to Zara talk about some of the fights she had been in and how it was as though time slowed down. She was able to move and react as though her opponents were in treacle and she was not. What happened next was nothing like that for Hal.


  Ferg took the claw and scraped it down the face of the slate. Even through his earplugs, the sound was excruciating. Hal ripped his hands free and covered his ears. The lint he had used to plug them had come loose so he pressed it back in, and the pain lessened. The result was surreal as he watched the gaoler scream and clutch his head, Deathwing drop to his knees and do likewise, but only hear a muffled version of what his eyes told him. Ferg continued to scrape the stone, and gestured wildly with a stabbing motion towards the stricken dragon lord. The meaning was clear. Hal reached to his back for the shiv Ferg had left there.


  Then he hesitated. Should he free Zara first? She was thrashing wildly and had managed to wriggle one hand free. She was twisting as best she could to free the other. He had to act quickly, as Deathwing looked to be regaining control. Hal stepped forward and pulled his hand back to stab the monster in the back of the neck. This was it. He was going to slay a dragon. Everything he had ever done came down to this. A quick stab and he would enter legend. Hal Dragonslayer.


  But it never happened. That thing with time Zara talked about did happen—and not in a good way. His hand lunged forward, but it moved like he was trying to punch through molasses, while Lord Deathwing moved with frightening speed. Where a split second before had been an exposed neck, ready for a good stabbing, there was now air. Deathwing spun in place and rose, swinging a fist to connect Hal squarely in the chest. In a torture chamber such as this, it would have taken a miracle not to hit something sharp, and no miracle was forthcoming. Hal saw the spike thrust out of his belly a few inches below his sternum before the pain told him it had happened. Blood began to squirt from the wound.


  Across the room, Ferg stopped scratching the slate and stared in disbelief at Hal. Zara’s wide mouth replaced the torture device’s screeches with screams of her own as she snapped free from her bonds. With a swift movement, she kicked the gaoler in the face, sending him sprawling, picked up the bucket of rats, and emptied it on him. Deathwing was oblivious to her as his attention was fully on Hal. It was like a veil had been lifted from Deathwing’s eyes as he approached Hal, a look of curiosity on his face. He stopped three feet from Hal and wiped blood from his face. Hal looked down, dreamlike, at the spike. Blood spurted in a slowing rhythm. He felt cold and like he was sinking away from the world. Across the room, Ferg was paralysed, tears running down his face. Hal shook his head and the lint fell free from his ears. Zara’s tortured screams filled them. Deathwing seemed not to hear and stood watching Hal’s life leave him. Behind him, Zara picked up a hammer that was propped against a bench.


  “Who are you?” asked Lord Deathwing in a bemused tone.


  Hal found it almost impossible to answer but at last managed to cough a blood-filled reply. “Hal … Hal Bakerson.”


  The last thing he saw was Zara Headcracker doing what she did best.


   Chapter 34 Morden Issues Forth


  



  Coming close to death should be avoided; it may reach out and grab you.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Morden stood over his father’s body where it had been left lying in a pool of black blood. A hammer lay to one side, blood congealed on its head. Slices in the leather he wore showed where he had been stabbed. A few feet away lay the body of the gaoler. He’d had his throat cut and there were bite marks all over his arms and face. Against one wall, a man hung impaled on a spike. The prison guards were standing around, looking everywhere except at Morden and Lord Deathwing’s body.


  “Is he alive?” asked Morden, indicating his father’s body.


  Spoken out loud, it sounded like a stupid question. The blow to the head would surely have killed any man, but Morden’s father was no man. He was a dragon, and Morden, from his own experience, knew how tough a dragon could be. He’d been shot with a harpoon and lost nearly all the blood he had and lived. From the lack of reply from the orcs, no one had checked. Which was fair enough. He looked corpse-like. Morden stooped and placed a hand on his father’s chest. It was still enough but, much like when he had laid a hand on the dragon eggs, Morden could feel a flicker of life. This dragon was not dead.


  “Get a stretcher in here. Now! Take him to his quarters. Get what passes for a physician. No, get Lady Deathwing and have her look at him. She’ll have a better idea. And get Ironfist here.”


  The guards jumped into action. Now that his father had been dealt with, Morden turned his attention to the other matters in the torture chamber, namely the man impaled on a spike, and the sewer cover that had been removed. When he’d been shown around the dungeon and torture chamber only a short while ago, he’d thought it a dumb idea to have such an obvious means of escape but he’d been assured even if prisoners could somehow overpower the guard and raise the heavy cover, they still had to navigate the sewer and its death traps. And that was something else Morden had no confidence in. For death traps, they were pretty bad at either trapping or killing. No matter how much he read and learnt from his Handbook, it didn’t stop cock-ups happening on a regular basis.


  Whereas Morden had some doubt that his father was dead, even with all the blood, he was in no doubt about the man impaled on the spike. Morden could see splinters of bone where it had pierced the chest. The man’s clothes were blood-soaked but the bleeding had stopped. There was no heart beating. No, this one was definitely dead. There was no coming back from this. Morden stepped closer to look the man in the face. Given he had died so violently, and in such unusual surrounds—namely the torture chamber in a Dark Lord’s fortress—the man looked serene in death. He was tall, well-muscled, and handsome. He looked about Morden’s age.


  Morden had seen death but never so up close and personal. In his escape from the west, there had been battles and casualties on both sides. He had walked across battlefields with the fallen all around. He had been shocked at how messy battles were. There had been bits and pieces of people strewn all over where limbs had been hacked. After a while, he’d not noticed. In battles, terrible things happened. People died. Orcs died. He realised now, looking at this impaled man, he had become numb to death. As numb as the flesh on the dead bones in his body.


  Morden had so many questions that needed answering. Who was this man? How had he come to be here, and why? To kill a Dark Lord? Did this man think he was a hero? If he had, he was wrong on that score. He was dead. There was no sign of a sacrificial death a hero may suffer so his enemy may fall. They hadn’t even managed to kill his father. Though for that, they could be forgiven. He’d looked in a bad way and it would have been reasonable to suppose Lord Deathwing was a goner.


  Morden was intrigued. It wasn’t clear what had happened here, but it looked like, given the leather straps that hung from the restraining arms of two of the apparatus, the man and woman had been tied up. They had somehow broken free and a fight ensued. The man had come off the worse. Unbelievably, the other had got the better of a dragon and beaten him senseless, stabbed him for good measure, then made an escape before the guards could react. Morden inspected the straps more closely and could see one set had been cut rather than ripped. They’d had help.


  Morden stalked to the sewer and peered down. He’d done the same thing recently and felt something. This man and his companions had been down there. They’d escaped but then been betrayed and ended up here again. A man, a woman, and an orc. Most odd. From what Morden had been told, the orc had been one of theirs, one of the undercover H-Squad, whose mission was to seek out and control potential hero threats so they could be better managed. It looked like everything had gone to plan. The betrayal, the imprisonment, the torture. So what had gone wrong? That there had been an escape suggested there were heroics at play here. It was so preposterous anyone could find the means to escape, take on, and defeat a dragon lord that there had to be a hero. And yet, there was the corpse on the spike.


  Was the woman a heroine? Or the orc a hero? Now there was a thought that surprised Morden. Had he been betrayed? Had there been a double game at work here? Perhaps this man had been a hero and he had sacrificed himself for the woman he loved. It would fit the mould. There were still too many questions to be answered. What was clear was that he needed the woman caught again, and to find the orc who had betrayed the man and woman and see what he had to say for himself. Unless, of course, he had been in on what had happened here. It would explain the cut straps. He could have escaped with the woman.


  “Where’s Ironfist?” barked Morden. Every minute wasted was a minute in which his quarry got farther away.


  His guard captain came hurrying into the chamber, took a swift look around, and stiffened to attention. “My lord.”


  “Get teams into the sewers now. I want them searched and the escaped prisoners captured. Put a detachment on the sewer exit, both inside and outside the fortress. Lock down all gates and start sweeps. That orc spy of yours. Get him in front of me.”


  A downward glance from Ironfist told Morden that latter wasn’t going to happen.


  “That orc was here, my lord. He was going to help with the interrogation. You know: good orc, bad orc. He was going to be the familiar face. The good orc.”


  Morden cast a theatrical stare around the chamber. “Well, he’s not here now so he must be a very good orc indeed. Assume he’s with the woman then. Report your progress to me in one hour. I’m going to Lord Deathwing. And take care of that.” Morden pointed at the impaled body. “Search it and bring anything you find to me. Anything. If he has so much as a cock ring, I want to see it.”


  



  *****


  



  Morden strode through his fortress to his father’s quarters, his mood darkening by the second. As he went over the facts, it was clear he had been betrayed and there had been a plan to kill him or his father. It wasn’t the plot that bothered him so much—he knew enough about what it meant to be a Dark Lord to know everyone was out to get him—but rather the betrayal by an orc. That hurt. Hadn’t he been good to them? What had he done to deserve this betrayal? In a mere few years, he had liberated a good number of orcs from servitude and restored their pride. Their teeth were no longer filed off, and shortly he would lead them in a triumphant conquest that would slake their thirst for revenge upon those who had kept them as downtrodden menials. How could they betray him? After all he had done for them. Talk about ungrateful minions. He’d done nothing other than devote himself to being the best Dark Lord he could be for over three years. And this was how they repaid him. He’d sacrificed everything to become a Dark Lord and get to the point where they would finally conquer the world for him. He’d nearly lost his father, and may still do. He’d lost his wife; his health; his good looks. And for what? To be betrayed. Well, no more Mister Nice Dark Lord from now on. If they thought him a cruel master, they hadn’t seen anything yet.


  As he arrived at his father’s chambers, there was a flash of lightning and a crash of thunder that shook the floor. It was enough to startle the orcs who guarded his father’s door, but it was nothing compared to the terror that surrounded Morden as he loomed above them. One dropped his halberd and ran off down the corridor, another froze and pissed himself. A third managed to retain enough control to open the door for Morden as he swept past.


  His father’s quarters had undergone a few changes since his wife had taken up joint residence. Gone were the lascivious portraits of young women. Crystal vases held black orchids, and black satin throw cushions were casually arranged on leather upholstered chairs and sofas. The candles were now scented and his father’s black leather bed sheets had been replaced by silk (how he’d ever slept under leather sheets had always been a mystery to Morden—must have been a dragon skin thing). His father was propped up in bed, his wife tending him at his side.


  “I said I didn’t want to be disturbed,” said Lady Deathwing, without turning to see who had entered. “It had better be good.”


  There was more lightning from outside and thunder so loud it made Morden’s teeth rattle.


  “HOW IS MY FATHER?”


  The question drowned out the thunder.


  Lady Deathwing leapt to her feet. “Morden.”


  The fire in her eyes flared as she looked at her stepson. Morden was pleased to see it had returned. He would be needing that fire in the years to come. Still, he had to make sure it was his fire to command. He came to her side of the bed and pressed his hooded face close to hers. Morden was impressed that she neither recoiled nor turned her face. He knew what he must smell like this close. He remembered well enough what it had been like when he had met Zoon for the first time.


  “My lord Morden,” he rasped.


  Her eyes became black slits engulfed in dragon fire as she held his gaze.


  “My lord,” she said, and took a step away. “My husband will live. It was close. His fire was nearly extinguished.”


  “It takes more than a bash to the head to kill a dragon.” He should know if anyone did.


  “Let’s hope it knocked some sense into him. What was he thinking?”


  “I asked him to interrogate the prisoners. But I didn’t tell him to send his guards away. From what I’ve been told, he was … we were … betrayed by an orc, the one who had facilitated their capture. It seems to have been a ruse to get them close to me.”


  “But you sent your father instead. Just in case …” Lady Deathwing laughed. It was the first time Morden had heard her laugh and it sent a shiver through him. “Well played, my Dark Lord. Well played.”


  It hadn’t been the reaction Morden had been expecting. Gone was the confused, drug-addled mess his father had first brought to the fortress. Instead here were the first glimmerings of the femme fatal, Lady Deathwing, of legend. Cold, heartless, totally ruthless. Just what he needed.


  “He’s always been an idiot,” said Lady Deathwing, sitting herself next to her husband on the bed. “But what can you do? He’s my husband and I’m stuck with him. And now we have the children to think of. If it wasn’t for his indiscretions we wouldn’t have the first Dark Lord for five hundred years. No offence.”


  “You can’t pick your parents,” said Morden, moving to the other side of the bed and sitting. It had been a long day. “I need you to do something for me.”


  “I am at your disposal, my lord.”


  “Get my father well again. And prepare for war. It’s time we got things moving.”


  “My children grow swiftly and they are clever; something they got from me. We will be ready in a few months. They need to grow and learn how to fly together. The Black Dragon Flight will be ready.”


  “Good. I will get the army fully mobilised and on its way to Deathcropolis. It will take us several months to reach the fleet. You can catch us up when I send for you. By next spring, we should be ready to cross the ocean.”


  “And we will burn the world.”


  “In a manner of speaking. It wouldn’t be much good to us if it were all turned to ash.”


  “My lord?”


  “Never mind. I’ll leave you to tend your husband.”


  At the door, Morden stopped to look at his father. Lady Deathwing was holding his hand and whispering something to him, but he remained comatose. He had no doubt his father would recover. He had to recover. Morden needed his father. While it was welcome to see Lady Deathwing returning to her normal self, she was a little scary. He would need his father to keep her in check. She was growing stronger by the day. Morden shuddered at the thought of her at full strength, with a host of dragons at her back.


   Chapter 35 Nuriel


  



  ‘Not all old men are wise, nor wise men old.’


  Regardless, don’t trust a wise man.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  With a groggy Griselda having retired to her room, it left Penbury with two guests for dinner, Pierre and Nuriel—though the exquisite cuisine was largely wasted on Nuriel as he refused meat, fish, and fowl. The only dish he ate with relish was an antipasto of fungi with a delicate, creamy sauce. Strangely, Penbury found himself lacking in appetite. There was something about Nuriel, and the exchange he’d had with Griselda, that was disconcerting. He picked at the crab, sucked lethargically on a lobster claw, reluctantly disassembled a parcel of quail, poked at the green bean, pea, and rocket risotto, forced himself to try the lemon sorbet with just the single sliver of cheesecake, and rounded it off with a couple of dark chocolate, cherry liqueur-soaked truffles.


  “Tell me, Pierre. How is our old friend, Count Vladovitch?” asked Penbury, once dessert had been dispensed with and space was made for the cheese board. Though he didn’t feel like it, he thought he ought to make the most of the array of soft cheeses and crackers.


  Pierre’s face dropped at the question. “Not good, I’m afraid. He’s now a widower and suffers from terrible gout as he has taken to drink.”


  “That’s sad to hear. I was rather hoping we might talk him out of retirement for the coming conflict.”


  “He was a fine leader,” said Pierre, “but I fear those days are past. He is inconsolable in his loss. She was a dear woman. And, as you say, he was the best general we had.”


  “And we could do with a good general.”


  All through the meal, while Penbury and Pierre had caught up with an array of small talk, Nuriel had kept much to himself. The attempts Penbury had made to draw him out further had been fruitless, to the point he gave up and concentrated on Pierre’s latest exploits, and so it was with un morceau de la surprise that Nuriel coughed by way of interruption. It was one of those polite coughs of amusement one may hear when it is clear the person finds something quaintly absurd, or naive, and amusing to the point of being unable to restrain said cough.


  “Khuh, huh.”


  It was a subtle cough that hinted at a titter to follow, and, once heard, recognised, and understood, left no other option than to ask: “Did I say something funny?” Which Penbury, knowing all this, couldn’t help but ask of his strange guest.


  “Oh, don’t mind me,” said Nuriel. “I’m an old man who finds much in life amusing.”


  “No, please. Do elaborate,” said Penbury. “I insist.”


  “These are the most delicate and delicious crackers, and go so well with this cheese,” said Pierre. “It is a four-year-old Biscema?”


  “Five,” said Penbury. “Nuriel, I’m curious not only as to who you are, but also why you think a good general in charge of affairs, when a continent is about to fight for its very existence against an evil the world has not seen for hundreds of years, is not a good thing?”


  Nuriel smiled in a way that only increased Penbury’s ire. He hadn’t been made to feel like this since the time he had been at school and asked his economics teacher why, if capitalism generated so much wealth, there were still so many poor people. He remembered his teacher’s smile; it was almost as condescending as the one Nuriel wore.


  “I’m sorry, Chancellor. I meant no offence. Of course, a good general is always desirable. The problem is, in this case, it wouldn’t do any good. This war will not be won by good generals on either side. This is no ordinary war. Yes, there will be battles, won and lost by both sides, and a good general would help win some of these battles, but the war will not be decided by them. This is a war with a Dark Lord. They are not beaten by such simple means. A Dark Lord has never been beaten by military might alone. As for your defeat, should it happen, it will not depend on how good or bad the general is but on whether you can defeat the Dark Lord before you are crushed under his boot or forced to bend to his will. I do not say all is lost—all is not lost. I merely think the path to victory is not by force of arms—though some force doesn’t go amiss, if for no other reason than to buy time.”


  “No offence taken,” said Penbury. “I defer to your experience in such matters. You must have faced many Dark Lords.”


  “Now that you mention it,” said Nuriel, his smile widening, and a hand going to his grey beard, “I have.”


  Penbury was reminded of the first time he had met Lady Deathwing. A creeping sensation of dread started in the pit of his stomach and quickly made its chilling way up his back to his neck, where it made the small hairs stand up. Penbury was the kind of man who preferred his spirits, cheeses, and meats aged. Ancient beings from a millennium past, who had fought Dark Lords, gave him the creeps. Penbury reached for his glass of brandy and took a slug, not even washing it around the bowl of the glass and taking an appreciative sniff first.


  “Do tell,” he coughed, as the spirit burned his throat.


  Nuriel chewed on a cracker and looked at his dinner companions. Penbury felt as though he were on a scale, being weighed for worthiness to receive such gifts of wisdom as Nuriel may be willing to dispense.


  “You have, I’m sure, heard of the expression an ancient evil? As in ‘there arises an ancient evil in the east’. Or north, or whichever place the evil is arising.”


  Penbury nodded, appreciative of Nuriel’s attempt at dispelling any ambiguity as to where evil may arise. As a rule, one ought to be precise.


  “Good. Evil has been rising, coming forth and attempting to claim dominion over the world since the world began, or shortly thereafter. In the beginning, there wasn’t much around. Anyway, we’re all familiar with ancient evil. What is often forgotten is that as well as ancient evil, there is also ancient good. After the world has been saved, and there is little else to do, it gets tired. It’s hard to stay awake, year after year, when nothing much is going on, I can tell you. It falls into a slumber. And once asleep, ancient good can be hard to wake. It takes an ancient evil of considerable power to shake its good counterpart back into wakefulness. A few never sleep. A few have to stay awake and watch as the decades pass. They get increasingly bored and set in their ways, with nothing fun to do, often in a faraway place no one bothers to visit, with little more than meditation and mental exercises to keep themselves amused. It’s so dull, even they can doze off for the odd year or ten.”


  “That sounds fantastical,” said Pierre. “Is this not the age of reason, where such nonsense is shown to be such?”


  “I wish it were so, my friend,” said Penbury. “And yet we have Morden, a Dark Lord, dragons, and a host that will shortly be landing on these shores.”


  Pierre bowed his head and picked disconsolately at his plate. “I know. I know. I had only hoped it was all done with and the world could return to the normal place it was five years ago, a world in which we are finally learning how things work, a world that doesn’t need magic, or magical beings, but only curiosity and a keen mind. I can dream though?”


  “Yes. You may dream,” said Nuriel. “It is a fine dream, but sadly one that is not to be realised with the current state of affairs. There are, as the Chancellor has made clear, undeniable facts. If it is a world that makes sense you desire then we need to deal with the one that does not first.”


   “Agreed,” said Penbury. The conversation was at last heading in a direction he was more comfortable with. Like Pierre, his world, until recently, had been one that made sense. It was governed by rules and laws, many of which he had discovered and instituted. He liked to think the world had become a better place, in as much as it made sense, and people were better off in such a world. His long-distant predecessor, Chancellor Huffenhoff, had started it all off with his great secular revolution. Penbury thought of himself as a carrier of the flame of reason that had been lit. His job, as he saw it, besides getting fantastically rich, was to make things run smoothly and, by-and-large, they did. “We only have the small matter of having next to no army, no leaders of any merit, and no hero. Not that I miss the last one, but, from what you’ve said, we’ll lose unless we get one.”


  “Probably,” said Nuriel. “We won many battles. We decimated the forces of evil and yet the Dark Lord would always raise up another army. The only way we ever won was by dealing with the Dark Lord directly, either by destroying his source of power or killing him. In either case, it took a hero to perform the task.”


  “Merde,” said Pierre, throwing his hands up. “We are lost.”


  To Penbury, it did look like they were in dire straits. “Merde, indeed. Unless we get a hero.”


  “And how do we do that?” asked Pierre. “Don’t they have to be found living in humble circumstance, possessing powers unknown to themselves as a birthright, having been hidden at birth by the overseers of all that is right and good?”


  “Or there is Griselda,” suggested Nuriel.


  Pierre shot Penbury a glance that suggested, while he loved women, he was not an ‘equal opportunities’ kind of man when it came to important things like saving the world. “Griselda? She’s more dangerous to us than to Morden. Look at the way she holds that damned sword.”


  Pierre was, of course, correct. She was lethal in the worst kind of accidental way. Penbury had heard at one of the plays the line that intimated ‘there was nothing as pissed off, or as full of rage, as a woman who had been wronged by the man she loved’, or something like that.


  “Nuriel may have a point,” said Penbury. “She is Edwin’s sister, and so we could hope heroic blood is in her veins. She has the sword, which, as we are led to believe, can only be wielded by those of heroic bent, and she absolutely hates Morden.”


  “What good is that sword if she can’t use it?” proffered Pierre. “And what hope would she have against one as powerful as a Deathwing?”


  “She is … was … married to him,” said Penbury. “That will get her under his guard. And you can teach her to use that sword.”


  “Pfft. Impossible.”


  “Are you not the best sword this land knows?”


  “D’accord.”


  “Then if anyone can train her, you can.”


  “I knew you’d get there in the end,” said Nuriel. “And you never know, the rest of my lot may turn up, and maybe Edwin will be with them.”


  “The rest of your lot?” asked Penbury. His stomach did a sudden turn. He wasn’t sure he liked the sound of this. An ancient evil was bad enough without the other lot making an appearance.


  “Like I told you,” said Nuriel smoothly, as his infuriating smile returned. “Ancient evil isn’t the only thing that stirs. Ancient good is awaking in the north. I can feel it. Summer is coming.”


   Chapter 36 Escape


  



  If you feel no love, it cannot be lost.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Zara had watched Hal die and her rage had given her strength enough to break free and avenge him. Then Ferg had stepped in and stabbed the dragon lord as he lay bleeding on the floor. She’d had no time to say goodbye to Hal, no time to even take him off that terrible spike, lay him down, and tell him how she felt. And now she would never be able to tell him what he’d meant to her. She’d never see his smile come alive in his eyes. Her only consolation was they had been together. Properly together. She had never been with a man she had cared for before. He had been strong but gentle, both demanding and considerate. After, he had slept but she could not. She had been both happier than she had ever been and also never more angry with herself. This crazy quest. This foolish idea. She had played along because she had thought it would bring them together at last, and it had. She had never thought they would ever go through with it. She had thought Hal would see the futility of his destiny and they would go home. He was a goddamned baker. He had never been a dragon slayer in anything but name. It was an idiotic, insane idea. And it was all her fault. She had played along. She had let him believe. She had wanted him to live his dream and now he was dead. Gone.


  Their escape from the fortress had been a blur. Ferg had dragged her into the sewer, albeit briefly, before leading her through the maze of the fortress, escaping the gates before word reached to close them. They had tagged along with a supply train, before slipping away at the first chance. All the while, she had been on automatic. Ferg led. She followed. She didn’t even feel angry with the orc. He wasn’t to blame. She was. All this was her fault. Hal was dead because of her.


  It had been a day later when her fury came. Her screaming at Ferg had boiled over into a fight. To his credit, the orc had fought back. They had punched, kicked, gouged, scratched, and, in Ferg’s case, bitten (which had hurt given the size of his teeth), until they were exhausted and couldn’t raise a fist.


  “He was a brother to me,” the orc had said, lying exhausted on his back.


  “He was my lover,” she had answered, and wept.


  Ferg had known better than to try to console the inconsolable, and she was glad for that. Ferg was not entirely to blame, but he was as much a part of it as she was. They had both let Hal believe when both of them must have known, deep down, he was no hero. It had been Ferg’s insatiable thirst for revenge, having lost the one he loved to a dragon’s whim, that had driven him. This she now understood. There was nothing she would not do if she thought she could avenge Hal further. The one small recompense for them both was they had left a dragon lord dead on the stone floor of the torture chamber. She had struck the first blow with the hammer and Ferg had followed with the shiv Hal had dropped. Black dragon blood had stained the ground.


  It still filled her dreams. When she woke, she thought her dreams were a nightmare and then she’d know they were not. Today was no exception. She woke in a sweat, as much from her nightmares as from the sticky air. It was winter, but still hot and humid. As she let herself adjust to the pain of wakefulness, and the loss she felt, she was gripped by a wave of nausea. She managed to roll to her side and get her head clear of the bed before she retched. She had been like this for a few weeks. She hoped she’d caught some forsaken bug in this hell-hole and not been able to shake it rather than the alternative she feared. She retched until her stomach was dry before she tried to sip some water from the rainwater bucket. Humid air blew in through the open windows and the sounds of the city were brought in on it. The city had been busy when they had passed through the first time; now it was jam-packed with orcs and men. They had been lucky to get a room. Many now slept on the stairs of the ziggurats dotted around the island, the one exception being the temple ziggurat with the statue of the Dark Lord standing over it. When Zara had seen that statue, she had cursed it. The robed figure stood, book in hand, lording it over the city, a constant reminder of Morden’s power. Foremost in her mind, besides the loss of Hal, was one day having the opportunity to get revenge upon the Dark Lord Morden. If only it had been Morden who had come to the torture chamber and it was his bones she had cracked with the hammer.


  It had taken them two months to get to Deathcropolis. It had been their port of entry on the way in and Ferg insisted it was their only choice on their way out. It was the only place where there was still sufficient traffic to the west that Ferg could use his contacts to get aboard a vessel. He’d been trying for a week but with no luck. Word was Morden was coming with his army and everything was going crazy. There were hundreds of boats in the bay around the island but could they get on one of them? Could they, bollocks.


  Zara retched again, emptying what little there was left in her stomach. The bamboo door to the hut they were staying in, down by one of the beaches in the many small coves on the island, swung open and Ferg scuttled in.


  “Still ill? Here.”


  Ferg tossed her a small package—a banana leaf wrapping something.


  “What’s this?” asked Zara, wiping spittle from her lips and turning the package over in her hands.


  “An old orc remedy. It should help.”


  “I’m no orc, but thanks anyway.”


  Ferg took a cup from the one table in the room, dipped it in the bucket of water, took a sip and emptied the rest over his head. “Damn, it’s hot. No, you’re no orc, but when I described your illness to the apothecary, he diagnosed a condition common to humans and orcs alike.”


  Zara unwrapped the leaf to reveal a white powder. She sniffed at it suspiciously. She wasn’t worried Ferg was going to poison her, it was more her nature to be suspicious of most things.


  “And what would that be? Food poisoning? I knew that fish was old. No amount of sauce could hide it. You’d have thought fish would be safe in a lagoon. From now on, I’m only eating rice.” At least, that’s what she hoped it was. The alternative did bear thinking about.


  Ferg came and sat on the end of the bed, taking care to avoid the splash of vomit on the floor. He rested a calloused hand on her foot. “I wouldn’t advise that. You have to keep your strength up. Now that …” Ferg’s hand gripped her foot and then, with a sigh, he let it go and stood. “We’ve got a long way to go. I think I found someone who might take us but he wants to see us first, and we can’t have you puking on him when he does. So take the powder.”


  “Now that what?” she asked, sick to her stomach as the realisation dawned that the orc knew it wasn’t food poisoning.


  She could see the orc tense and he gripped the bamboo windowsill. “You need to keep your strength up, now that you’re … eating for two.” He turned to face her. “You’re pregnant.”


  Zara knew the truth when she heard it, no matter how much she had been denying it. She hadn’t bled for over a month. She told herself it was because of the stress, the lack of decent food, and the travelling. There were girls back home who said they’d known immediately when they had conceived; they’d known the exact time and place. Zara had always dismissed them as foolish romantics. Certainly, when she had lain with Hal she hadn’t immediately thought she would be carrying his child. There had to be more to it than that. She couldn’t possibly get pregnant while they were on a quest to kill a Dark Lord. It didn’t happen. It was a bit of rough and tumble. Stress relief. So what if it had been the best sex she’d ever had? That made it even more unlikely. Women who had children didn’t enjoy themselves. Not the ones Zara knew, even if they put a brave face on it and loved their children. The getting of them was never that much fun, the way her friends told it. When first married, or even before, it may have been a pleasure, but soon enough it was a chore, and that’s when the children arrived. Then another. And another.


  All this time, she had been trying to fool herself. Now, she had to face the fact, she was carrying Hal’s child.


  She took the cup Ferg had used, filled it, and emptied the powder into it. She swirled the powder with her finger and drank it in one go. If she was going to carry Hal’s child she was damned if she wasn’t going to get off this island and back home where she would be as far away from Morden as she could. And if that meant she had to take the powder to stop puking to get on a boat, then that was what she would do. The powdered water tasted chalky and made her gag, but the queasiness calmed almost immediately.


  “Good girl. Now let’s go.”


  Ferg led her along the shore, skirting the city proper. Here, fishermen lived in bamboo huts with nets hung between poles where they could be worked on. They passed orcs who paid them no heed as they whittled the ends of fishing spears. Orc children splashed in the shallows, naked and tanned. One found a crab in a pool and held up the trophy before tearing off its little legs and chucking the remains at his friends, who squealed and fled as the bits came their way. Some older children were swinging from a rope that reached out over the water, dropping with delighted shouts into the sea, sending splashes in every direction. Zara could see they were already getting muscle, and their teeth were protruding out over their lips. They would grow up strong. She wondered what the future held for them, when they were grown and a Dark Lord held dominion over all of them. Even now, they lived under the shadow of his temple and statue. Soon, he would be here. Would they greet him with squeals and laughter? Would they one day march in his army and spill their blood according to his will? For now, they played. Zara put a hand to her belly. Too early to feel anything, she was nonetheless fearful of the world she would be bringing this child into.


  The chaotic arrangement of the fishermen’s shore gave way to an organised series of piers and docks that had sprung up to surround the rest of the island, creating a halo of craft around the island city. The majority of the piers were firmly in the grip of the military and had ocean-going vessels tied up to be fitted for the crossing to come. The vessels were, to Zara’s inexpert eye, split between those designed to fight and those designed to carry. Ferg led her to a pier with a third type of ship. These were sleek and shark-like. The rectangular sails were not the same seen elsewhere, and the wood they were built from was darker. The arrangement of the masts was different, the bow cut in smoother lines, and the stern less square. If she were to guess, she would have said these ships were not built by eastern orcs. They were also unlike anything she had seen in the west; a few of those lumbering shapes could be seen bobbing in the lagoon’s gentle swell, like aristocratic women with big bottoms and ballooning dresses.


  Men worked this wharf, not orcs. Most had a sailor’s tan, or were olive skinned, but there were also men whose skin was naturally dark. They had thick noses, much like an orc, but lacked the teeth. Powerfully built, their hair was tightly curled and close cut.


  “From the southern continent,” said Ferg when he caught her eye. “Don’t stare. And let me do the talking. Also, try not to be too offended.”


  “By what?”


  “You’ll see.”


  There were four boats on the quay they walked down. As they made towards the one on the end, Zara began to catch the eyes of the sailors who were busy about their tasks. Some merely cast a glance in her direction. Others openly stopped and ogled her in the way she was familiar with from bars back home. She was used to a certain amount of attention; she knew she was not a bad-looking woman. A scowl was normally sufficient deterrent to those who showed more interest than she was happy with, and a smack on the knuckles with her nightstick would remind those with wandering hands they should keep them wrapped around their beers mugs and not stray to her behind as she passed. Walking down this pier, being openly stared at by men practically naked, so she could see how muscled and strong they were, she felt uncharacteristically vulnerable. She eyed the water as an avenue of escape if it looked like it was going to turn nasty, but staring was as far as it went.


  Ferg stopped at the side of a gangplank. Men were carrying sacks onto the deck and then below. They were being overseen by a man who was set aside from those around him in several ways. While he shared the same black skin, his tightly curled hair had been shaved at the sides. Gold hung from his ears, and his nose was pierced with a gold ring. Every finger had a jewelled ring and a golden chain hung around his neck. Unlike the scantily dressed who worked hard around him, he was fully clothed in light silks—a range of brilliant and off-whites—that contrasted powerfully with his skin and hid an ample midriff for a sailor. This must be the captain they were here to see.


  “Move, you dogs,” bellowed the man in a voice so deep Zara winced. “I don’t pay you to be lazy.”


  “You don’t pay us at all,” shouted a man, who was heaving a sack onto the ship.


  “No, I don’t. And you should pay me!” came a shouted retort.


  “What for?” said the man, stopping at the top of the plank and facing his captain.


  “For the buggering I’ll give you if you don’t get this ship loaded before the tide. I want to be across the reef and gone from this hellhole.”


  The captain threw his head back and laughed. The crew joined him in his laughter, leaving the man with the sack to get onto the boat and dump it in a pile in the centre of the deck.


  “We’re here to see him?” hissed Zara.


  “Remember what I said,” said Ferg. “Let me do the talking and we’ll be fine. Ho, Captain! Permission to come aboard?”


  Ferg’s call was just about loud enough to be heard above the captain’s continued rumblings. He looked in their direction, his brief puzzlement as to who would interrupt his fun being replaced with recognition.


  “Ferg, you tosspot. Come aboard and let me split you from arse to elbow unless that’s a present you’ve brought me, in which case the crew can have your scrawny bones.”


  The captain laughed again. As first impressions went, Zara was not impressed. He obviously thought himself funnier than he was, and she was no man’s present to be given or received.


  “Now, now,” whispered Ferg. “He’s not that bad.” Ferg started up the plank and Zara followed, somewhat reluctantly. She couldn’t imagine having to spend any time with this man, let alone the weeks it would take to cross the ocean. “Farouk, you peacock, what could any orc bring a man who has everything except good looks and a flat stomach?”


  Farouk scowled as his men roared around him. “Work, you scum. I don’t pay you to laugh unless I make the joke.”


  “But captain, you don’t—”


  “Silence!”


  They had reached the top of the plank and Farouk stepped forward, his arms spread. Zara could see Ferg brace himself as he was engulfed and lifted off the deck in a hug that would surely break his ribs.


  “Let me look at you,” said Farouk, dropping the orc and stepping back. “Still ugly, I see. Unlike this pretty thing. Where did you find her? Is she for me?”


  That was it. She was going to punch him in the face, but Ferg’s hand snapped out and grabbed Zara’s wrist as it rose. “This is Zara. She’s my … companion. Very protective.”


  “Hmm. I have to say I’m disappointed. I didn’t think you orcs liked this sort of thing. Preferred your women with more teeth about them.”


  “Oh, she can bite,” said Ferg, smiling.


  “I bet she can. Come, let’s get out of this sun and strike a bargain. Your companion can wait over there in the shade and scowl at my men. They’ll like that.” Farouk spun and headed for a doorway into the stern of the ship. “And you bastards better have this ship loaded and ready to leave within the hour.”


  “Yes, Captain!” rang out from the crew.


  If it wasn’t for the fact they needed this ship, Zara would have left. As it was, she sat herself on a crate in the shade and tried to ignore the leery looks that came her way from the crew as they went about their work. The last of the provisions came off the quayside and attention turned to the rigging and seemingly endless ropes that needed to be wound, or let out, or both.


  “Storm’s coming,” shouted one sailor from his position at the top of the tall central mast, pointing east.


  “Shit,” came the reply from another who was in charge in the captain’s absence. “Let’s move it!”


  Efforts redoubled and the lieutenant ducked inside, presumably to give Farouk the bad news. Zara stood and looked east to see if she could see the storm. Sure enough, a line of clouds darkened the horizon above the jungle that rimmed the lagoon. For one who spent a lot of time walking the streets and being subject to the weather, she knew storms. They could come on quickly and this one was to be no exception. The first few gusts of wind tugged at her hair, bringing the tell-tale smell of the storm which followed. All the while, the clouds didn’t so much roll towards the city as thunder towards it like an avalanche, billowing high into the sky. There were flashes, followed a minute or so later by the bass rumble of thunder. It was still quite far off, but the next rumble came quicker than the first. Too fast for them to make an escape today, she suspected.


  Farouk and Ferg, with the chief mate in tow, came back onto deck. She was ignored as Farouk took one look at the approaching storm and started to bark orders.


  “Make fast bow, stern, and amidships. Put out the buffers. Rain covers over that lot, now. And tie down everything that might move. Get to it, you bastards. Move.”


  Men scampered, undoing their work to ready for sail and instead getting the ship as prepared as they could for the storm about to batter them. Stuffed sacks were thrown over the quay side of the ship at the level where it may hit the dock.


  Farouk surveyed his ship and his men. Turning her way, she caught his eye. “No need to worry, my lovely. We’ll be safe enough. This is a lagoon. It will get choppy but no worse. And you’ll have the pleasure of my company in my cabin to sit out the worst of it. Now, that’s not so bad, is it? Do you like rum? Of course you do. Everyone likes rum.”


  Another day in Deathcropolis was bad enough. That she was going to have to spend it with this insufferable man made it worse. She looked to Ferg for help but all he could manage was a shrug and weak smile. He mouthed something but whatever he said was drowned out by a deafening crash of thunder.


  The storm was racing towards the city. Even as she watched, the storm front crossed the edge of the lagoon a mile away and boiled towards them. She’d never seen a storm like this before. And then she saw why.


  Out of the clouds came a dragon. Its black body was almost lost in the darkness, the flapping of its wings nearly invisible against the maelstrom of cloud that boiled behind it. It was huge, growing larger as it rose and she could see the full spread of its wings. Then behind it, she could see a second dragon, not quite as large, emerge from the cloud, followed by more. Five, six, seven. More and more coming out of the cloud.


  Pandemonium broke out all around her. Some ran and hid. Others stood, transfixed. Others shouted and cheered. At what, she had no idea. Doom was coming at them. She was horrified. They had killed the dragon lord. She had heard his skull crack; she had seen his blood. And yet, her eyes could not lie. There was a dragon here. No, not a dragon but dragons. All they had done had been in vain. Hal’s death had been in vain. They had come to slay a dragon and now fate taunted her with the truth of the matter.


  Night came as the storm blotted out the sun. Rain lashed down, stinging her flesh. The lead dragon loomed large over the city and hovered above the statue of the Dark Lord, lowering to perch astride the statue’s shoulders. Lightning flashed and in it she could see a figure sitting astride the shoulders of the dragon, a figure in a black-hooded robe, one hand grasping the beast, the other holding aloft a book.


  After the lightning’s thunder came the thunder of cheers as a city greeted their master. The Dark Lord, Morden Deathwing, had arrived.


   Chapter 37 Handbook: Making an Entrance


  



  Black is not back. It never went away.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  In past lessons you have been taught, Morden, about the importance of image; what you look like and how you conduct yourself is of utmost importance. You must command in all you do: how you dress, how you speak, how you walk. All of this comes together when you, the Dark Lord, make an entrance. First impressions count for so much, and even more so when it comes to making an entrance that will be talked about for generations and pass into legend. Whether it be your emergence from your fortress, your arrival at a city, or your stepping onto a battle field, your entrance has to be one that will curdle milk, make hair turn white, have women scream and tear at their clothes, and men soil themselves. Even those who adore you, who would die for you, who shout your name and call upon you as their saviour, should feel insignificant in your presence.


  Making an entrance starts with the approach. Foreshadowing is perhaps the most powerful of weapons. Impending doom is somehow so much more terrifying than actual doom. Before they have even laid eyes on you, your audience should have it fixed in their imaginations that something of unbelievable power is about to make an appearance. There are the classics, of course, like the roiling storm that builds on the horizon, or the plagues of insects, or flocks of black birds, perhaps an earthquake. Whichever is chosen, the sound and visuals should tap the primeval fear that lives in all things. Flocks of birds, herds of animals, shoals of fish, all fleeing some unseen threat has to get people wondering what is coming their way, and it is this imagination that works powerfully for you. Nothing induces fear more than a person’s own mind. What you need to do, Morden, is get it going in the right direction. And don’t forget smell: an impending storm; the smell of carrion brought in on the wind; the acidic taste of ammonia in the nostril as bladders void themselves. Let them smell fear.


  Then there are the specifics of the types of entrance that will be made: in particular, the entrance onto a battlefield. Using the principles outlined, those who face you across the plain of battle should be worked on bit by bit until they are ready to flee without even a sword being raised. First comes the cloud of dust pushed up by an impossible number. It rises into the sky, darkening it and blotting out the sun. How many must it take to raise such a cloud? Then there is the sound, quiet at first, as a gentle rumble like some far-off avalanche, but building and building until it is a constant pounding as feet march, as beasts stamp, and machines of war rumble. It would be better for them to drop their weapons and clasp their ears than to bear the sound of their own doom approaching, so loud it makes their armour rattle and pains their chest.


  And then they see the vanguard. It’s not so bad. A few dark shadows across the plain approaching in ranks. But as they watch, the thin line spreads and deepens. It grows wide until it has spread as far as they can see, and behind that line is a darkness that covers the land, blotting out all life. It is a carpet of death creeping towards them. If they could each kill a hundred of the foe it would leave hundreds more to follow. They could fight tirelessly all day and still be left with more to kill. And they know they will tire. Battle is hard. A single fight against one foe, when it is life or death, is enough to drain all energy. It is a hopeless cause that faces them, the few who stand against the might of the Dark Lord’s army.


  The Dark Lord. His army is here, but where is he? Perhaps all is not lost. They have a hero, a valiant man in bright armour, who will sweep all before him with his ranks of shining knights in their burnished armour. Their valour and goodness will cleave the foe and drive them in terror of all that is good from the field of battle. Numbers cannot stand before that which is righteous and good.


  This then, Morden, is when you make your entrance and with it, extinguish all hope. Whatever spark remains, which hopes the day will bring anything other than death and defeat, is snuffed out. When the Dark Lord appears, there is no doubt as to what the outcome will be. His army parts before him as he strides through it. None may stand before him.


  Or, if striding is not your thing, or perhaps you are not so physically imposing, you could always arrive on the back of a dragon, with the Black Dragon Flight in tow. That works just as well.


  Finally, ensure that you have a suitable epithet prepared with which to greet your foe. The last thing you want is to be caught short of a few words with which to ram home all that has gone before. Keep it simple. Keep it to the point and try not to be too clever. Plays on words, any form of rhyme, alliteration, and most especially puns (they are for heroes), should be avoided at all cost. ‘Prepare to die’, ‘Your doom is here’, ‘Bow before your master’, ‘Resistance is futile’ (a personal favourite), while lacking imagination, are the kind of thing you are looking for. If possible, these choice words should be accompanied by a demonstration of power to reinforce the notion that to oppose you is wasted effort.


   As ever, Morden, heed these words and practice them when you can. Make preparations and plan ahead. Make sure when you make an entrance, none will forget it.


   Chapter 38 Book of the Undead


  



  Never let any doubt your strength or will.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Morden was rather pleased with his arrival at Deathcropolis. Riding in on a storm on the back of a dragon, to alight on the shoulders of a statue of himself that towered over the city, had all the drama he could expect. And from the cheers, he’d managed to announce not only his arrival but also his unrivalled power in the newly revealed Black Dragon Flight. It couldn’t fail to inspire all who saw it to set sail and meet the enemy in what would be the opening clash of the Great War to come. (He had started to refer to the impending conflict as the ‘Great War’ the previous week and it had caught on quickly; if you were going to be in a war, then a Great One was the best one to be in. And it pre-empted the damned historians and their unreliable names.)


  Having posed for what he considered sufficient time for the pamphlet sketchers to get their rough drawings, and to oversee the arrival of the full flight, Morden climbed off Lady Deathwing’s back onto the top of the ziggurat. She, in turn, assumed her humanoid form, though retaining draconian skin and her favoured crest that ran over the top of her head. Morden had thought it would have taken some effort to persuade her to carry him but it turned out Lady Deathwing was fast returning to her normal self, and that included being right behind her Dark Lord in his pursuit of world domination. Since the attack on her husband, and Morden’s sudden decisiveness, her doubts concerning him had vanished and she was back to her bloodthirsty and ruthless self.


  From where they stood on the top of the ziggurat, they could see the last of the flight alight on the stepped sides. A quick count confirmed all her children were here. The only one missing was Lord Deathwing himself, who had been left in charge of the army as it made its way to the city. It would still be a few weeks before it arrived. That was no matter, as it would not be needed for the first part of Morden’s plan.


  “You should see to your children,” ordered Morden.


  Lady Deathwing made the smallest of bows, barely a nod. “My lord.”


  Lady Deathwing went to attend the rest of the dragon flight and Morden cast his eye over the top of the ziggurat. He hadn’t been here for three years. The sacrificial altar, with its carved channel for the spilt blood, was as he remembered it. It was his blood that had been intended to be spilt all those years ago. Funny how things turned out. It had been right here that he had been brought with Griselda, Kristoff, and Stonearm to be sacrificed by Zoon. Then the nutcase Edwin has rampaged up here with his accursed sword and things had got out of hand very quickly. All that mattered was Zoon had fallen, Edwin had run off screaming with insanity, and he had claimed his rightful place as Dark Lord and master of Deathcropolis. It had been here that his true reign as a Dark Lord had begun and it was from here the next big step to gain dominion of the world would be taken.


  “Boss!”


  Stonearm. Only he could call Morden ‘boss’ and get away with it. Morden turned to greet his friend and senior general-cum-admiral. He approached Morden with his arms spread. It had been so long since he had seen Stonearm that Morden didn’t mind when the big orc scooped him up and crushed him in his ever-strong arms. Even if it wasn’t the behaviour a Dark Lord should allow, Morden felt he needed some love given all the crap he’d had to put up with recently.


  “Good to see you, my friend,” said Morden between clenched teeth. “Now put me down before the guard gets here.”


  Stonearm dropped Morden as the first of the guard caught up with him and piled into the sacrificial area, where they hurriedly formed ranks and stood to attention. They were a mean-looking bunch. Stonearm was the biggest orc Morden knew, but the guardsmen were not far off. They were bigger than his own personal guard, had bigger teeth, shinier armour (as much as black plate could shine) and wicked-looking black lacquer scabbards at their sides. They stood as if they were chiselled from rock, with not even the wind daring to move a hair out of place.


  “Impressive,” said Morden. He strode to the end of the line and thrust his face close to the first orc. The guard didn’t flinch or twitch. Very impressive, given a Dark Lord’s nose was a mere few inches from his own. Most mortals would be reduced to festering piles of mush by coming within ten feet of Morden’s powerful aura. These orcs were clearly made of stern stuff and totally loyal. Morden walked the line, inspecting each closely.


  “And what’s your name?” he asked, stopping at an orc towards the end of the line.


  “Chang, my lord.” Chang was the biggest in the guard and an eastern orc. When he answered Morden’s question his eyes did not move an inch from their forward stare.


  “And what do you do, Chang, when you’re not on guard?”


  This time the orc’s eyes darted in Morden’s direction.


  “Uhm. I’m not sure I understand the question, my lord.”


  “Hobbies, Chang. Do you have any hobbies?”


  Chang’s nose wrinkled and his eyes took on a look that combined a hint of consternation with a touch of perplexity. “Hobbies, my lord?”


  Morden was enjoying himself now. If there was one thing he had learnt, and he had learnt many things, it was that everyone had a weakness. The last thing Chang expected from a Dark Lord was convivial chatter.


  “Never mind. Carry on.”


  Morden continued down the line. If Stonearm had done nearly as good a job with the rest of the men at his disposal, then he would have exceeded Morden’s expectations. While he’d known Stonearm was no dummy, despite his outward demeanour, he had not appreciated how good his old friend was when it came to knocking orcs into a fighting force.


  “Fishing.”


  Morden stopped and turned slowly back on himself with measured gravitas. “Fishing?”


  “Fishing, my lord.” It was Chang. The poor orc’s left hand was beginning to shake. “I like to fish.”


  Morden stalked back to Chang and thrust his hooded face close to the orc’s nose. “You like to what?” he hissed.


  “Fish?” gulped Chang.


  Beads of sweat formed on Chang’s brow. Morden indulged the fun he was having and reached out and wiped one with a bony digit.


  “Good,” said Morden with as much malevolence as he could muster. Chang’s right leg began to wobble. “I hope you catch …” The orc’s left leg joined its partner in shaking. “… a big one …” Poor Chang’s lips were now quivering. “… the next time … you go fishing.”


  Slowly, like a tree falling, Chang toppled backwards and hit the stone floor with a crash.


  “Excellent job, Stonearm,” said Morden. “Fine orcs. You two. Help him up. Stonearm, lead on.”


  The guards on either side of Chang grabbed him by the arms and dragged him off. The rest remained ramrod straight and facing forward. The biggest of them had just been knocked over with a few words. Morden was sure they got the message and word of what had happened would spread. He liked Chang, and felt sorry for him, but an example of his power had to be made. It would serve to reinforce his credentials as a Dark Lord who meant business.


  Stonearm led him down the stairs into the ziggurat. The air immediately cooled but remained laden with moisture. The walls were slick with it and the memories flooded back to when he had been captive here with Griselda. She had been irresistible. Her fury at her capture and treatment, and most especially the curses she threw at Zoon, were clear in his mind. She may not have been the best of poets, but she knew how to swear. And if sacrificial altars were made for beautiful victims then none were more beautiful than her. The fire in her made her natural good looks come alive in a way that had captivated him with the first words she had ever spoken to him: ‘Get fucked.’


  Morden sighed to himself. He did miss her. It was a shame things had ended the way they did, but in the end he had been faced with a choice, and it was in fact no choice. He was a Dark Lord and there was no room for romance and happiness with a woman if he was going to bring wrath and ruin to the world.


  “And how are things, Stonearm?”


  Morden directed the question at the orc’s back as they made their way down the spiral stair, emerging into a small antechamber. It was here they had sat those three years ago, awaiting their fate.


  “The navy is ready and eager to sail. The marines are fully trained and want nothing more than to do battle. Everything is ready as ordered, my lord.”


  “Wait.”


  Stonearm stopped at the head of the next stair down and turned to face his master.


  “My lord?”


  “How are things with you, Stonearm?”


  “You’re not going to make me fall over, are you, my lord?”


  “No. Of course not. Never mind. So everything is ready. Good. Is there anything else I should know about?”


  “There is one thing, my lord. I was taking you there now. It’s something I found in Zoon’s old quarters.”


  This sounds interesting, thought Morden. “Intriguing. Lead on.”


  Zoon’s old quarters had undergone a change since Morden had last seen them. The stench of death had gone and the once-barren room was now done in an orcish décor of wall hangings, braziers (more for light than warmth), a large fur-covered bed, wooden chests, and a keg on a short stand. The room was finished with an assortment of clothes and undergarments that were strewn around to give the place a lived-in look, not dissimilar in many ways to Morden’s own bedchamber around which Griselda used to throw her dresses and undergarments. At first, Morden had found the sight of lacy underwear carelessly tossed over a chair, or left where it had fallen on the floor, deeply arousing. It didn’t take long for it to annoy him as he found himself picking up after her all the time. It wasn’t as though he tossed off his black robe and left it lying like so much clutter.


  “Excuse the mess, my lord,” said Stonearm, as he hurriedly swept up armfuls of clothing with used dinner plates and half empty bottles. “I don’t have company that often.”


  “I’ve seen worse,” said Morden. He picked up a portrait frame from the side-table next to the bed. It was a painting of himself in his robe, grasping the book, with a dragon flying behind him and a volcano in the background. “Nice painting.”


  Stonearm had dumped the mess in a corner and thrown a rug over it so it looked like a rather uncomfortable floor cushion.


  “You had something to show me?” asked Morden.


  Stonearm went to the trunk at the end of his bed. He produced a key from a chain hung around his neck and unlocked it. “Yes, my lord.”


  “You don’t have to bother with the ‘my lord’ when it’s the two of us, Stonearm.”


  Stonearm frowned. “I think I’d prefer it as it is, my lord. I know you’re my friend, but you’re also a Dark Lord and my boss. I suppose I could mix it up and use ‘boss’ if that would be better?”


  “Either will do.”


  “Okay, boss. Well, as you can see, I’ve commandeered Zoon’s old quarters and I found this book hidden in a secret compartment behind some loose stones. Over there, on that wall. Low down. Now I know that book you have is real important, and I figured any book Zoon may have hidden is probably just as important. So I kept it. Here.”


  Stonearm produced a rectangular, cloth-wrapped bundle and handed it to Morden. Half expecting some kind of reaction to his taking it, Morden was disappointed to feel nothing. He sensed nothing from inside the cloth.


  “Have you read it?”


  “I still can’t read, boss. I’ve been meaning to learn but it’s been so busy with all the planning and strategy and whatnot. I’ve not found the time. It does have words in. Not like the one you got.”


  Morden’s handbook did have words, but they only appeared to him. So this was probably an ordinary book. Perhaps it was Zoon’s diary. The Diary of a Dark Lord. It had a certain ring to it. Morden unwrapped the cloth. Anticipating something that would fill a mortal with dread simply by seeing it, perhaps bloodstains or a death’s head, Morden was mildly surprised to find a worn, brown leather book with ‘ZOON’ embossed in the cover. It looked even more likely it was a diary. He opened the cover and was met with a title page: The Book of the Dead. An appropriate title, thought Morden.


  Morden started to read. The first two pages were much like a diary. The way they were written, it sounded like Zoon had not yet become the undead Dark Lord lich he was later in life. In fact, it read more like the depressed ramblings of a normal man who spent most of his time feeling sorry for himself, having been slighted by the world. Skimming through, Zoon had been jilted and run off. Finding himself lost and in the far north, he had been rescued by some weird monk types. Zoon had been taught by them from a book called The Book of the Dead and he had copied sections of it into his diary. The personal entries became less frequent as the writings he copied took over. Certain sections had big arrows pointing at paragraphs. Others were ringed in violent circles, making some the words hard to read. This was interesting stuff.


  Morden closed the book. “I’m going to have to keep this, Stonearm.”


  The orc shrugged. “Figured as much. Anything interesting?”


  “Possibly. It’s hard to tell. Zoon’s handwriting is pretty bad. There may be something in there. Anyway, enough of that. I have some good news and some bad news. Which would you like first?”


  Stonearm scratched his nose with one hand and his crotch with the other. “The bad?”


  “Kristoff is dead and Griselda has left me.”


  It was odd hearing it from his own mouth. Stonearm was the first one he had told so openly. Feeling suddenly weak at the knees, he dropped into a chair and let himself sag. Being here, where they had got married, consummated that marriage, and been happy, was getting to him. It was good only Stonearm was here to see him like this. What kind of Dark Lord would let this get to them? Zoon certainly wouldn’t have. From the little he had read, he may have felt rejected and depressed as a young man but he had bounced back, become the all-powerful Zoon the Reviled, and come close to conquering the world. Morden had to pull himself together. Griselda was gone and that was it. He had his destiny to face, to bring the world under his rule for its own good.


  Stonearm looked aghast at the news. “Griselda left you? And Kristoff is dead? What happened?”


  Indeed, what had happened? Where had it all gone wrong? Perhaps he should have paid more attention to the Handbook. It was clear about Dark Lords and relationships. The two didn’t go together. Given any good relationship was about sharing and compromise, it was inappropriate for a Dark Lord to have a wife in anything other than name, or as a trophy to dangle off an arm. A Dark Lord did not share or compromise. In hindsight, it had been a mistake. That didn’t make him feel any better. He had thought as a Dark Lord he could have it all, when now it was clear he could not. That wasn’t quite true. He could have forced Griselda to be whatever he wanted. She would have been helpless before his will and done whatever he bid, in whatever fashion he could imagine, and all for his personal gratification. It sounded fun but really it was no different than spending some personal time with the more erotic pamphlets that circulated the fortress.


  “Boss?”


  “Sorry, Stonearm, caught in a brood there for a second. What happened? Let’s say, my father saw a window of opportunity and he took it.”


  Morden wondered whether he should tell Stonearm everything but decided against it. Stonearm was going to have to work with his father in the coming months and he didn’t want any bad blood between them. He knew Stonearm liked both Griselda and her father. His naturally jovial and optimistic nature seemed to protect him against Kristoff’s ability to depress anyone who spent any time with him. If Stonearm learnt of Kristoff’s defenestration it could only turn out badly.


  “As for Griselda … she took her father’s death badly. Things had not been going well between us. I’d been neglecting her, what with all this preparation for conquering the world and everything. On the bright side, I have a Black Dragon Flight.”


  “Yes!” said Stonearm, brightening. “Great entrance. What’s the plan now?”


  “I’m glad you asked, my old friend. Here’s what I want you to do.”


   Chapter 39 Training Body and Mind


  



  No need to fear the man with muscles, but be wary of the man with a brain.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Compared to the serenity of the place when Edwin had arrived, Solitude had become a relative madhouse in the last few weeks. As the days had lengthened and the snows receded, the elven army in the upper tiers of Solitude had woken. Edwin had helped at first, but once the first were awake they had made it clear his help was no longer needed and he should prepare himself for a long march. As Solitude woke, he felt increasingly marginalised and ignored, and this made him angry. He was used to being a leader. Instead, he was being treated more like a child, which he supposed he must seem like to the immortals who now thronged the chambers and hallways. He was also a stranger, whereas he could see old friendships being renewed and the excitement that ran through the place at the prospect of making one more stand against a Dark Lord.


  More often, Edwin stayed in his room, did his exercises, and meditated. He didn’t even need to leave his room to eat as his meals were left outside his door. His meditations were becoming more difficult as he was anxious to be gone and the peacefulness of Solitude was broken by the sheer numbers who now lived there. Today was no exception. Worse, even, as there was a new sound to distract him: the clash of arms. It was a sound that woke a slumbering spark inside him. Dressed in a robe, wearing thick socks and sandals, he had no weapon or armour. His exercises were open-handed with imaginary foes. He was tempted to go see if he may join the elves training for the battle to come.


  His meditation was further disturbed by a knock at his door. Edwin exhaled and let his eyes fully open.


  “Who is it?” he asked.


  The door swung open and Kezef entered with two elves in tow.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” said Kezef with a smile that gave lie to his platitude. “We’ve disturbed your meditation. We can come back later if you like.”


  “You’re here now,” said Edwin, rising from his cushion. He went to his bedside table and took a drink of water from a clay cup. “What can I do for you?”


  “It’s what I can do for you,” said Kezef, beaming. “We have been remiss and left you out of things. You must forgive us. There’s been so much going on, so many preparations to make, so many to wake. We thought it was time you started your training. Assuming you still want to be a hero?”


  Edwin sent his self-pity packing like a house guest who had overstayed their welcome. “I never stopped.”


  “Good. Very good. Well, in that case, I expect you’re a little rusty, so I thought you may benefit from a couple of companions who may help you in your preparations. May I introduce Namu and Ga’brel.”


  “I don’t need minders,” said Edwin. “Give me armour and a weapon. I’ll be fine.”


  Kezef’s smile widened. “Indeed. You misunderstand. Ga’brel and Namu are not minders, or sidekicks for that matter. They are experts in various disciplines that may help you, should you find yourself facing a Dark Lord.”


  “I know how to fight.”


  “Yes … I’m sure you do. If Morden is good enough to face you with a sword, I am sure there will only be one winner, but I doubt he will. Morden will be smarter than that and he will be strong. You have started down the path with your meditation, but you need to travel further. You need to strengthen your mind so it can stand against a Dark Lord and you are not reduced to a gibbering wreck. Then there is the small matter of magic.”


  “Magic? You think me a fool. I am no child to believe in such fancy.”


  “You mean a fancy like immortal beings lying asleep for hundreds of years only to wake and march forth to face a Dark Lord in battle? That kind of fancy? Or do you mean the fancy that is a man who can become a dragon and breathe fire? No? How about the fancy that is a sword which sucks the life force from its foes and talks to you in your sleep?”


  Kezef had a point. “All right. But I’d like armour and a sword first.”


  “Excellent. I’ll leave you to get acquainted.”


  Kezef made his exit, leaving Edwin with his two new companions, who both looked as pleased with the prospect as he was. Edwin thought Namu was a woman, though he found it hard to tell elven men and women apart as the men looked so effeminate, the women tended towards the flat-chested end of the scale, and both were slim. Edwin preferred his women with a few more pounds and plenty more curves. Namu had straight, black hair that shone—another common characteristic among elves— almond eyes, a short nose, and thinly curved lips. For an elf, she was quite attractive, though characteristically lacking in the bust area. Ga’brel was taller than his companion and marginally more masculine. His smooth skin looked like it had never needed the attention of a razor and his hair was in the kind of condition that in Edwin’s mind was the demesne of women. It was hard to tell what Ga’brel’s eyes were like as he was taller than Edwin—which was impressive given Edwin was taller than most men—and he looked down at Edwin through the nostrils of his aquiline nose. Thin lips expressed nothing but disdain.


  “I can tell we’re going to be the best of friends,” said Edwin with a forced smile.


  “Bosom buddies,” said Namu, folding her arms under what passed for her breasts.


  “Right up to the time the Dark Lord Morden strips the flesh from your weak-minded skull,” said Ga’brel. “Why are we always given the shit jobs?”


  “What’s that on your nose?” asked Edwin. Ga’brel’s hand went reflexively to his nose. “No. Down a bit. Here, let me help you.”


  Edwin’s fist shot out and connected with a satisfying crunch of gristle. Blood spattered and Ga’brel crumpled like a bag of sticks. Edwin stood over him, fists bunched. He shot a look at Namu and found nothing but amusement.


  “You asked for that,” she said, stretching out a hand which Ga’brel grasped.


  “He broke my nose. It hurts,” said Ga’brel, getting to his feet. He produced a silk handkerchief from a sleeve and dabbed at his bloodied nose.


  “Don’t mind him,” said Namu. “It can only improve his looks. I’ll heal it later. It’s his pride you clocked more than anything. He’ll get over it. The good news is that we have something to work with. You have fire, and that’s good. Now we need to teach you how to focus and use it. It was far too easy for Ga’brel to get under your skin. Though, to be fair, he does get under most people’s skin, so nothing new there. But he’s not that bad. And—I can’t believe I’m going to say this—he’s about the best at what he does.”


  Edwin was confused. He’d just slugged the tall elf in the face and was expecting a fur-ball of a fight to ensue, perhaps even with a bit of wrestling with the cute elf woman thrown in. He could feel his pent up frustrations and they needed to be released. The last thing he needed was faint amusement and placation. He wanted to fight. “And what would that be? Falling over when punched?”


  Namu laughed like the ring of a silver bell. “Oh, he’s good. I think we’re going to get on famously.”


  Ga’brel looked less amused. His eyes narrowed and his lips tightened in a way Edwin had learnt meant imminent attack. Good.


  But the attack was not physical. Ga’brel grew taller and, as he did, the light was sucked from the room, along with the heat. Edwin felt cold as Ga’brel loomed over him. All colour had gone from the elf’s face and his eyes had become black pits. Shadows rose all around Edwin and he felt as though he were being crushed by an enormous weight on his shoulders.


  “You miserable, pathetic man,” roared Ga’brel. “You think you can stand before me? You are a worm. You are nothing to me. You are nothing to anyone. When you die you will not be missed. Your passing will be like that of a gnat on a summer’s eve, of no consequence. Your sad fumbling in life is no better than that of a blind mole in the earth. You are nothing more than flesh, bone, and animal instinct. Cower before me like the dog you are, you worthless pile of dung.”


  The weight was too much to bear and Edwin sank to his knees. He struggled to raise a bunched fist but could not. The elf was right. He was a failure. He had come to nothing. He was worthless. The world would be better off without him. Even his beloved Griselda would not miss him in his passing. She was far off on the arm of the Dark Lord. He was nothing but an uncomfortable memory to her. He may as well chase the retreating cold north and meet a welcome end in its embrace.


  “Ga’brel, enough,” said Namu. “Enough, I said.”


  The elven women uttered a strange sound and the room filled with golden light, banishing the shadows. Warmth filled Edwin’s body and the weight lifted from his shoulders. Still kneeling, Edwin looked up at the two elves. From the look he got from Ga’brel, he was glad the woman was here.


  “He asked for it,” Ga’brel said.


  “He’s just a boy,” said Namu.


  “He has no chance against Morden. Look at him. If I could do that, then what hope does he have when he stands before a Dark Lord? He will be sent mad again. His body is strong but his mind is weak.”


  “We can help him. We can strengthen it. There’s spirit in there. There’s love. We can use that. Edwin, tell us about Griselda. Who is she and what is she to you?”


  The mention of his sister’s name was too much for Edwin. He slumped onto his buttocks and let the tears flow. His body rocked as he cried. He felt a comforting arm around his shoulder as Namu crouched next to him and wrapped him in her arms.


  



  *****


  



  The swing of Ga’brel’s mace was so slow Edwin was tempted to laugh. That the attack was so slow was not surprising given the mace’s ridiculous size. It was a wonder Ga’brel could wield the weapon; it weighed almost as much as the elf. He’d been assured this was the typical choice for a Dark Lord. They were not known for nimble footwork and rapier strikes. They were far more inclined to use overstated weapons that would pulverise anything they hit. A Dark Lord was all about the one-shot. All Edwin had to do was take a small step to one side, twisting as he did, then thrust under the overextension of the attack and deliver a slash that would open up his opponent from armpit to groin.


  The mace swung down and Edwin tried to make his first movement. And could not. His legs were leaden; his feet were rooted to the spot. Almost in panic, he tried to throw himself to one side to avoid the crushing blow, while he instinctively turned to plan B, which was to raise his shield to ward the blow. It was not a good plan. He knew the unskilled would naturally try to block the blow, and it would result in a smashed shield and a shattered arm. Rather than meet the blow full on, he instead tried to deflect it to lessen its impact and send it off to one side.


  The mace smashed into the floor, cracking the stone and sending shards whistling around the room. Off to one side, Namu twisted sharply to avoid a fragment. Even though the blow had been glancing, Edwin’s arm was still numbed and he was forced to a knee by the weight of it. Ga’brel stood before him, swinging his arms in a laboriously wide arc to bring the mace around to one side and then, with a bend of the knees, up and over to bring it down towards Edwin’s helmeted head. He could barely lift his shield arm to stop the blow, or make an attack, as the length of this impossible weapon kept Ga’brel well out of reach. Edwin closed his eyes and prepared himself for the blow that would surely break his arm and smash him into the floor.


  But the blow never landed. Instead, a late change in its arc and it crashed once more into the stone floor of the sparring chamber.


  “Do you know where you went wrong?” Namu asked from the side line.


  Ga’brel let the mace handle fall from his hand and clatter onto the ground. “Bloody stupid weapon.”


  Edwin felt his legs released from whatever had gripped them and he rose to his feet. His arm ached. “I did no wrong,” he said, sheathing his sword. “Ga’brel cheated.”


  “And a Dark Lord would never cheat?”


  The amusement in Namu’s question was clear.


  “Your mind has become stronger,” said Ga’brel. “It was not fear that paralysed you this time, but your transparent thoughts. You cannot assume Morden will let you move. A Dark Lord’s will attacks not just the mind but the body as well, through the mind. You must move without thought. Your body must act, without hesitation, without concern for anything other than the fight. If the Dark Lord gets into your mind, your body must ignore it. Find that place from your meditation where you separate yourself from everything and let your body act freely. Only then do you have even a chance against a Dark Lord. You cannot hope to beat a Dark Lord in a battle of wills. Meditate on what you have learnt here. Tomorrow you will face Namu.”


  



  *****


  



  The following day, Edwin was meditating in his room, preparing himself for the continuation of his training, when there was a knock and Namu entered. Harnessing his newfound control, Edwin stifled the anger that rose at her barging in without a by-your-leave. He took one more breath and followed it in and out of his body. He opened his eyes fully and told himself her rudeness was not intentional.


  He expected to see Ga’brel follow her in—the two were inseparable and he wondered if there was anything more than a professional relationship between them—but she was alone. She was also less than ideally dressed for a hard workout with sword and shield, or whatever other weapons she had in mind. Instead, she floated into the room, her thin frame draped with layers of lavender silks that hung to the floor, hiding her body so completely that only the style made clear she was a woman. Delicate, leaf-shaped silver clasps held her black hair behind her elven ears. Her make-up—a hint of colour under her cheekbones, black lines around her almond eyes, and rose lips—brought her normally wan face to life. Edwin found himself thinking how beautiful she was when she made the effort. Until now, she had been a pale and overly skinny woman who dressed largely in men’s clothes, and had proven to be useful with a light, but effective, fighting staff.


  Perhaps she wasn’t here to fight. Perhaps she was here, in his room, alone, because she had other plans. Perhaps she was here to test his mettle in other ways, womanly ways, which he had to admit had been a weakness of his in the past. But why would she do that? The Dark Lord Morden was unlikely to give him the come-hither when they faced off. In truth, it had been a long time since he had dwelt on such matters, and in many ways it was a relief. Those urges had often brought nothing but trouble, Griselda being the prime case in point.


  “Namu,” said Edwin by way of greeting as he got to his feet from his cushion. “No Ga’brel today?”


  “Oh, no. He’s attending to other matters. It’s just me today. May I?”


  She indicated the corner of his bed and sat down, balancing herself with a splayed hand to one side. If she tapped the bed and asked him to come sit next to her, he would have to refuse politely and ask her to leave. He had been reluctant enough to engage in being taught by these elves and thought it a worse idea to get involved more intimately with one of them. Pre-empting any move on her part, Edwin took a seat on the one chair he kept in the room. Namu watched him all the way. He felt as though she were undressing him with her eyes.


  “I know why you’re here and I’m not interested.” He settled back into the chair and gripped the arms as if to demonstrate his resolute will.


  Namu’s chime-like laugh rang out. “And why am I here, Edwin? Do I make you uncomfortable? You have a problem with women, don’t you?”


  “I assure you, I have no problem at all with women. And what would you know of such matters?”


  “I don’t mean like that, dear Edwin. I’m sure your prowess in that department is as skilled and impressive as your talents with a real sword.”


  Again she laughed and Edwin had to do the counting thing he’d been taught to fight back the anger. She was teasing him, and if there was one thing he hated, it was being teased. Especially by a woman.


  “Then what do you mean? Why is it you elves have to speak so cryptically all the time? I would prefer plain speaking.”


  “You are right. We do. We are so long lived that sometimes we lack urgency. We should have learnt more from man, then maybe we would not have tired so. Let me be plain. You have become strong in mind and body but you still have a weakness. One weakness in particular. Your sister, Griselda. All of what we have done will come to nothing if we do not address this weakness and you are unable to overcome it. We can fight on the battlefield, and sweep hordes before us, but the final victory will be down to you, Edwin. You are a man and a hero. Our days have passed. We will buy you the time so you can face Morden and defeat him. But you will not be able to do that if you cannot come to terms with your sister. He will use her against you.”


  “Why would he bring her to battle?”


  “He will do whatever it takes to win. If he can use her to break you, he will. There is nothing he will not sacrifice, no person he would not sacrifice, if he thinks it will further his goal. He’s a Dark Lord.”


  “All right, I get it. He’s a Dark Lord. You’re telling me he’ll use her against me. I don’t know what you expect me to do. She’s my sister. She’s the only family I have ever had. Maybe I’m not the right hero. Tell me, what can I do?”


  Namu made no immediate reply. He tried to read what was going on behind those delicate eyes and could not. The pale, smooth skin of her face made no expression. She could have been carved from the same wood the chair he was sitting in was made from. He knew she was right. Morden would use Griselda against him. Even though Morden could not know exactly what had become of him, he would surely be ready for any circumstance. He had already shown great patience in the years he had prepared. There was no way he would be taken by surprise by the long-thought-dead hero returning at the eleventh hour to save the day. For a Dark Lord, Morden was clever.


  “You have to let her go, Edwin.”


  Let her go? What was this elf talking about? Griselda was his sister. Nothing could change that; it was a tie that could not be severed. “She’s my sister. She’ll always be of my blood. How can I possibly let her go?”


  “I’m obviously not being clear enough. She must be dead to you, even if she lives. Morden will make threats against her, some worse than death, and you will be tempted to sacrifice everything for her. You must not do this. There is far too much at stake.”


  “But I would sacrifice everything for her. Even myself.”


  Namu sighed. It was something elves did a lot. ‘It’s snowing outside, sigh’. ‘I’m so tired of my life, sigh’. ‘There’s a Dark Lord threatening the world, sigh’. They spent an inordinate amount of time moping around, bemoaning their lives, as though being flawless and immortal was such a burden. Life was so hard for them. Edwin didn’t understand how they managed to get up in the morning, given the day ahead promised nothing but tedium. Except for the promise of facing off against a Dark Lord. Now that did seem to pique their interest. Their listlessness and lethargy had given way to impressive energy once they had been told why they had been woken from their deep sleep. It didn’t stop the sighing though. No. They still took every opportunity they could to let loose a sigh, as though to reaffirm how terrible they thought their lives were.


  “Well, I would,” said Edwin. “There is nothing more important in life than those close to you. Those you love. I would sacrifice everything if I could save her.”


  “And damn the rest of the world?”


  “Exactly.”


  “You don’t think the needs of the many outweigh those of the few?”


  “No.”


  Namu looked at him sidelong with a hint of a frown line on an otherwise flawless brow. “You would let the world slide into ruin as long as you were happy? Isn’t that selfish?”


  Edwin didn’t understand why she was going on about this. He didn’t care about the rest of the world if Griselda, his sister, the one person he loved above all else, was lost to him. It wasn’t selfish of him to do everything he could to keep her from harm. It was no different from how everyone else was every day of their lives when it came to family. Everyone put their family first before all else. Even if the world did fall under the dominion of a Dark Lord, it would still not be worse than losing his sister.


  “You should be glad I will do anything for her, as it means I will not rest until I have freed her from Morden.”


  “Promise me you will not trust Morden in anything he may say or do. All his promises are empty. He will offer you everything you want only to betray you at the first opportunity. If it comes to him holding Griselda’s life in his hands, then she is already dead. If you submit to him, to gain her release, it will result in both your deaths. You must know that.”


  Edwin’s bewilderment was deepening. Did this elf think he was an idiot? “Don’t trust the Dark Lord. Got it.”


  “Good. Now, one last thing, and you might find this odd. Morden is not the only one who can play mind games. You should do everything you can to confuse and bewilder him, or even anger him so he may make a rash move. A Dark Lord is human too … maybe not human, but still vulnerable. In your confrontation, it will be as much what is said as what is done. Half the battle, if not all of it, happens in the bad mouthing before the fight.”


  Much as it pained Edwin, she was right. He had been driven mad by the revelation of the incestuous relationship between himself and Griselda. In their next meeting, if he could get under Morden’s skin, then perhaps that would give him the edge he needed to win the fight. He needed something good though. He didn’t think telling him how evil he was, or calling him names, was going to have the desired effect. He needed something personal. Then it came to him.


  “I did kill his mother. Would that be the kind of thing to mention?”


  “You what?”


  “Killed his mother. With a butter knife. She screamed a lot.”


  Namu was looking at him strangely, mouth open, eyes wide.


  “She had to die. She had brought evil into the world. A good person couldn’t do that. A sheep cannot beget a wolf. It was justice.”


  “You killed his mother,” Namu shrugged. “I didn’t even know Dark Lords had mothers. I suppose you can learn a new thing every day.”


  “You think it will upset him if I tell him?”


  “It’s worth a try. I’m not sure he’s a mother’s boy but if he is, it will definitely annoy him. Even if he isn’t, he may hesitate while he deals with what you’ve said, and that may leave a gap in his defence. I would try it out. But time it well. Such revelations need to be well-timed. If possible, wait until he is trying to get under your skin, or is in the middle of a lengthy monologue, and then interrupt him. That will make him angry if nothing else. A Dark Lord hates to be interrupted. He’ll hate being talked over.”


  Edwin nodded his understanding. Namu was not bad, as elves went. She’d given him some useful advice. She was arrogant, a general elvish trait. And condescending. And she did sigh a lot. But apart from that, she was someone he thought he might grow to respect in time.


  Namu sighed and rose from the bed. “I will leave you to your meditations. I hope you’ll think on what we have talked about. The fate of the world may well rest on your impressively broad shoulders, Edwin.”


  Edwin watched the elf woman leave and wondered what her bottom was like under all that silk. She did have a gentle sway to her hips as she walked. Realising that trouble lay in such thoughts, he set them aside in his mind, got up from the chair, made himself comfortable on his cushion, and resumed his meditation. This time, though, he cleared his mind of all things bar two: Griselda and Morden. He let his love of her and his hatred of his enemy fill him entirely.


   Chapter 40 Ancient Truths


  



   Economic reality is another way of saying suck it up.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  It was a warm morning and Penbury would have rather been in his garden, but he was far too busy. Instead, he was working his way through a pile of correspondence at his desk. He had already dealt with the priority mail from the other council members; their plans and contingencies for the upcoming war were going well.


  To the cynically minded, it may have appeared that an elite group of industrialists, financiers, landowners, and brokers were going to do very well out of the coming war. They may even go as far as accusing them of profiteering. It was a word Penbury disliked. While it was true there were massive profits to be had in times of uncertainty and conflict, it was not, as some suggested, in his interests to engineer such situations. It had upset him to read one pamphlet which suggested Penbury himself had been responsible for Morden’s rise to power and they would be splitting the profits once the dust had settled. More shockingly, another suggested Morden was not the first Dark Lord for five hundred years and that Penbury was merely the latest of tyrants who had held sway over the world in successive chancellorships. He thought it rather unfair given he had never even owned a black robe, much less worn one.


  He was answering a letter from a Baron Funkhousen, asking for a bridging loan of a size that made Penbury’s eyebrow raise, when there was the politest of taps at his door and Chidwick entered. He approached the Chancellor’s desk and dropped a bundle of letters to join the pile already on the corner of the desk. It would be a long day. His secretary then handed him a small card with gilt lettering.


  “Not another one, Chidwick?” asked Penbury. He flipped the card round and read the precisely written name, heritage, competencies, and duelling record of yet another young noble who was presenting himself with the hope of being allowed to meet and, all being well, court Griselda.


  “Shall I turn him away, sir?”


  “Tell him the same as the others. If he can survive three minutes of sparring with Griselda with a real weapon then he can stay. That should scare him off.”


  Griselda’s reaction to the first suitor was to insist they fight so he may prove his worth. He was lucky. He had only lost a hand to an unlucky strike when Griselda had tripped and he had instinctively reached out to grab her as she fell. Others had not been so lucky. Jurgen Hust had lost an arm, Francois Pinot a leg, and Bernard Cromwell his life. Quite soon, word had got out how deadly trying to get a first rendezvous with Griselda was, and that had reduced the line of suitors, for a while. Now there was something of a challenge going on amongst young nobles and Griselda’s reputation had soared. None of her victims would attest to having been bettered by ill luck, or an incompetent, and so her prowess in single combat had quickly reached legendary levels.


  “She is without doubt the worst person I have ever had the misfortune to train,” Pierre had told his good friend over dinner one evening. “She is impossible. And yet, she is deadly. She may not have the faintest idea what a parry is, or what it means to riposte, but that damned sword has a mind of its own, and it knows only too well where there are vital organs, or an artery, and it finds them, one way or another.”


  With the young nobles came an army camped outside Firena and growing by the day. It had been the trigger for mobilisation across the Western Marches. As well as becoming the single most desirable woman in the west, the fact she was preparing to face off against Morden had also got out and men had swarmed to her banner. They did not have a general of the quality of Count Vladovitch but they did have a figurehead. It was better than nothing.


  In the meantime, Nuriel had tried to assuage Penbury’s fears when it came to Griselda by insisting his fellows would turn up, in the nick of time (as was their wont), and save the day. When exactly that would be, he could not say. Such was Penbury’s insistence that ‘just in time’ was not a good foundation for a military plan, Nuriel had at last agreed to find out when they expected to arrive and was due to leave imminently, much to Penbury’s relief. Not only was he uncomfortable with relying on others’ punctuality but Nuriel had become more than trying. Enigmatic was insufficient to describe his general demeanour. Trying to get anything concrete out of him was like trying to get money from an insurance claim. This thought reminded him he had a long overdue session in the archives. There were things Nuriel had said regarding Chancellor Huffenhoff’s secular reformation that needed to be followed up on.


  Penbury looked at the desk clock, an exquisitely crafted timepiece in an age where few knew the meaning of time. It was lunch time. While there were many pressing matters to attend to, not even the threat of the imminent arrival of a Dark Lord could persuade Penbury not to stop for lunch. He decided to keep lunch simple and satisfied himself with an open sandwich topped with spiced dried meats, cheese, tomato, and drizzled with olive oil. Pitted olives, a glass (or two) of crisp white wine, and a slice of almond cake rounded it off.


  Suitably fuelled, he headed to the cellar and the secret entrance to the chancellor’s archives, which was accessed from the false front of a giant sherry cask. He took the staff propped against the cool stone at the entrance, tapped it gently on the floor, and whispered the word that had been handed down by chancellors before him. The staff began to emit a soft light. It was a reminder that, in these days, his belief that everything should have a natural explanation was challenged on a nearly daily basis. A world governed by sense was a world he wanted to believe in but the evidence, and he was nothing if not a man of reason and evidence, indicated the contrary. Until three years ago, the world he had lived in was well-ordered and made complete sense. Now it was a crumbling edifice, being brought down by Dark Lords, dragons, ancient beings, lethal magic swords, and a staff that glowed when an ancient word he didn’t even know the meaning of was spoken.


  Penbury made his way carefully down the worn stair. The air was cool, dry, and welcoming when Firena became unbearably hot in the height of summer. He let his fingers trail the roughly cut stone until the archive opened out ahead of him. As though it sensed the need, the staff’s light strengthened. Rows of shelves cut from the rock ran in lines away from a desk, upon which was a small cask and a down-turned glass. Penbury flipped the glass and rinsed it with a drop of sherry from the cask before filling it more generously. He set it on the desk and headed down one of the aisles. He’d been down here often enough to know where certain sections were without having to resort to the catalogue, and he found the relevant section on Huffenhoff with ease. He lifted a heavy, leather-bound book, wiped a thin layer of dust from it, and read the spidery title. Huffenhoff: A Secular Revolution. He took the book back to the desk, placed the staff in a wall bracket, eased himself into the chair, arranging the cushion under his posterior for maximum comfort, took a fortifying sip of sherry, and opened the cover.


  Penbury quickly settled into steady reading. The language was archaic, as to be expected from a book written nearly five hundred years ago. While every chancellor was familiar with Huffenhoff—he was legend, after all—Penbury had never read the original text that outlined the entire revolution from its inception through to its execution. It had been a bold undertaking given that it was essentially overthrowing the rule of those who had disposed of the last Dark Lord, namely Uther the Merciless and his offspring. It was also a brazen move. Chancellors tended to control economies, and hence had an indispensable power base. They rarely moved into the realm of social and regime change. While social conditions could be widely deplored, as long as the economy was running smoothly and profits were being made, then a chancellor would leave well alone. The only time direct political intervention was called for was when some hothead ruler turned the focus of attention to the wealthy, normally in an attempt to line their own pockets. Almost without fail, they found it didn’t pay to mess with the rich and soon enough they would be toeing the line and oppressing the poor instead.


  In which case, it was curious Huffenhoff thought his secular revolution was necessary. Penbury had no time for worship of any kind, other than at the altar of fine dining and comfortable living, and, until recently, had never been too troubled with the fate of the common man. Putting himself in Huffenhoff’s position, he’d have needed a damned good reason to mess with religion in such a sweeping manner. If nothing else, it wasn’t unheard of to meet an untimely end if you offended the wrong god and, more importantly, his followers. If people wanted to abase themselves in front of idols and give over a chunk of their wealth to a priesthood that lived in a style befitting servants of god, as long as they could work and pay taxes, then he wouldn’t have interfered. Something else must have been at work and Penbury hoped he would find it in the text.


  Penbury ploughed on. He was so engrossed he was late in hearing the footsteps on the stone stair. Turning, expecting to see Chidwick with a plate of nibbles, he was shocked out of his chair when he saw not Chidwick but Nuriel.


  “Nuriel? What are you doing here? Forget that, how did you get here? This is a secret archive. Only two people in the world know of it. And you should be more careful when sneaking up on people. I’m not as young as I was, you know. Where’s Chidwick? Chidwick!”


  It was most rude of a house guest to creep around and go places they were not welcome. That he was here at all was vexing in the extreme. This couldn’t be his secret archive containing forbidden knowledge if anyone could come traipsing in. This would not do. He would have to have sterner words with his ‘guest’ once he had got rid of him.


  “You must forgive me, Chancellor. I had assumed you knew that I knew all about this archive and how to access it. I was coming to say goodbye before I left. I couldn’t find you anywhere, and then I sensed this.” Nuriel indicated the staff in its sconce. “I had completely forgotten about that. When I felt it brighten, I knew where you must be.”


  Here he goes again, thought Penbury. It seemed enigmatic was all this bearded, possibly immortal man could manage. Nuriel sensed the staff. What did that mean? And how did he know about the secret entrance? Only chancellors and their personal private secretaries knew.


  Then the sun rose in Penbury’s mind. “Did you know Chancellor Huffenhoff?”


  Nuriel seemed surprised by Penbury’s question. “Why, yes. Delightful man. Incredibly smart. And devious. A great chancellor. Maybe the greatest, present company excepted. You may well surpass his achievements in the coming months. It will be interesting to see.”


  “Sherry?” asked Penbury, refilling his own glass to the top.


  “I don’t drink.”


  “Of course, you don’t. And this staff? Why would you sense this staff? Apart from being useful to light the archive without a fire threat, it seems ordinary enough.”


  Nuriel took the staff and, as he did, the light brightened to an almost painful intensity before dimming back to a bearable level. “How things change. An artefact once used in battling a Dark Lord is now used merely to light the dark in a cellar. I had forgotten what had become of it. I thought it lost. Probably best it remains that way.” Nuriel placed the staff back in its bracket and suddenly it looked like the full span of years was upon him. “You must think me a doddering idiot. Ask your questions, Chancellor, and I will try to answer them as best as my memory can serve, and as clearly as I can. You want to know more about Huffenhoff and his, or rather our, secular revolution?”


  “Will it help us in our current predicament, or am I wasting my time? Only, he was chancellor after the last Dark Lord and responsible for deposing those who had defeated that Dark Lord. That strikes me as odd.”


  “This may take some time,” said Nuriel, and he took the spare chair on the other side of the desk from Penbury, who, feeling somewhat calmer, sat back down on his cushion and made himself comfortable. “It’s probably best if I tell you what happened, and why, and then you can ask questions to fill in the gaps.”


  In the following hour, Penbury learnt more about the Huffenhoff revolution than he could have read in the book on the desk in front of him. He was sure much of it wasn’t even in the book, given he was being given a completely different point of view from one of the main protagonists. While he had being passingly familiar with Huffenhoff’s approach, using economics, and in particular tax regimes, to curb and eventually largely kill off the major organised religions, he had had no idea how the state of affairs had come about. He had thought it had been because, in direct response to the Dark Lord, there had been a religious backlash to evil incarnate. That turned out to be only half the story. The religious fire had been lit initially by a revelation. Uther the Merciless, the hero who had brought down Zoon, had done so with a sword given to him in a visitation by the divine. That divinity had been Nuriel, and the sword he had brought with him was the same sword Griselda was using to dismember the young nobles of Firena: Soulbane. It was an ancient weapon from conflicts long forgotten, in ages past, when the world had been different, and forgotten peoples and creatures walked the land. A time before men and orcs. It made Penbury wonder how long this eternal battle had been going on.


  “If all you say is true,” said Penbury, as Nuriel came to the end of his story, “and I don’t doubt that it is, incredible as it sounds, then why do we bother? Are we not doomed to repeat this same struggle for all time?”


  “Exactly,” said Nuriel. “That’s precisely the conclusion we came to, along with the elves, and we decided we’d had enough. So we withdrew. We weren’t prepared to defeat Dark Lord after Dark Lord until the end of time. What, as you say, was the point? Was that all life came down to? It’s a bleak world we live in if all we can do is grab moments of happiness in an endless war that cannot be won.”


  “And yet, here we are again. A new Dark Lord, and the fight continues.”


  “Indeed. We will fight once more. Many of us will die, but perhaps that is better than the alternative: living immortal lives only to fight an endless succession of Dark Lords.”


  Penbury poured himself another sherry. He may be bordering drunk but he needed it. It was all so depressing. It gave him a completely new insight into mortality. It struck him as ironic that mortal men spent their lives doing everything they could to get the most out of their existence in full knowledge they were doomed to die—others lived in denial of that truth or tried their utmost to defer their end—while those who were immortal lived in drudgery, weighed down by the ever-lengthening span of years, knowing it would never end. No wonder the notion of an afterlife was such a welcoming idea. Then a thought struck that lifted his mood:


  “It could be worse, of course. You could be a Dark Lord.”


  Penbury laughed. It may have been the sherry but he found it an amusing thought. Nuriel thought he had it bad but not as bad as a Dark Lord. If there was a lesson history could teach, it was that the Dark Lord never won. Thinking about it, it was incredible there was always a new Dark Lord. Perhaps the fact it had been so long since the last one was why Morden thought it was time to give it another try. From what Nuriel had told him, he was in for a surprise. No matter how bleak things seemed for those who opposed the Dark Lord, they always pulled through in the end. Being a Dark Lord was not a good career choice. While there had been occasions a Dark Lord had enjoyed a measure of success, conquering land that stretched across continents, and subjecting vast populations to his will, it had never lasted. There always arose a hero to defeat him in his pursuit of conquest, or, in the worst case, defeat him in his hour of victory and undo all he had done with the swift jab of a sword.


  “I mean,” continued Penbury, “it’s not like a Dark Lord ever wins. Thank you, Nuriel. I will sleep much better this evening knowing that, a few setbacks aside, we are fated to win in the end.”


  “It’s depressing, isn’t it?”


  “If it’s so depressing, you could always lose …”


  Nuriel laughed. “Lose? Now, that is funny. It never happens.”


  Penbury drained his sherry and poured another. No doubt about it, he was getting drunk. “I can’t imagine Griselda losing. She’s dangerous enough already, and she’s on our side. Losing to Morden is not an option. It’s hard to believe they were ever happily married.”


  Nuriel made no reply. His mirth had vanished as swiftly as it had appeared. “How would you feel about losing?”


  “Win or lose, it’s a matter of degree,” shrugged Penbury. “The only reason we contest is because peace is more profitable, despite what some may think, and we chancellors are good at managing peace.”


  “He may kill you. Morden, that is. Dark Lords do that to their opponents, and Morden will have little love for you.”


  “He could, but I doubt it. Young Morden showed some ability in business when he started out. He doesn’t strike me as the capricious type. I’ll assume we’re talking hypothetically here, but if he won, and we were all subject to his will, then I am certain he would welcome my help in managing the transition to his rule from an economic viewpoint.”


  “Then why confront him?”


  “It’s not me doing the confronting. Some wars cannot be stopped. If there is going to be one, it’s best I ensure it’s prosecuted most profitably so, whatever the result, the aftermath can be dealt with efficiently.”


  To Penbury, it felt as though Nuriel’s eyes were drilling into his skull, such was the intensity of his gaze. He had no idea what was going on behind those eyes. He felt like he was being tested. Nuriel could be weighing up his commitment to the cause. All this talk of losing could well be an attempt to draw him out. He had been careless in getting as drunk as he had. It wasn’t like him to let his guard down. On the other hand, now he understood Nuriel more than he had.


  “I’m glad we had this opportunity to talk, Chancellor,” said Nuriel, getting to his feet. “I had better take my leave. I have a long way to go. I wish you every luck in the coming months. Morden’s full force will doubtless be felt. Dark days are ahead. There will be much loss and grief. Maybe not for you, but for many it will be a grim time. Armies will fight, cities and nations will fall, and all will seem to be lost. Try to hold Griselda back for when it is darkest. She will want to rush out and confront him immediately, but that is not a good idea. Let him spend some of his strength first and spread himself thin. It may or may not work. It largely doesn’t matter. When all seems lost, and there is no hope left, that’s when we’ll turn up. Don’t ask why, even I don’t know. Maybe we need to be in desperate straits to be at our best. Regardless, look for us to come from the north, or the west, one of the two. With any luck, it’ll all turn out for the best in the end. Good luck, Chancellor.”


   And so saying, Nuriel skipped up the stair, in a manner that belied his great age, to leave Penbury wondering why so many thought luck was a better thing to rely on than good planning. With his questions regarding Huffenhoff largely answered, the one thing that was now a curiosity was the staff. It looked plain enough and, but for the fact that it held a gem at one end which radiated light, was unremarkable. Gnarly was a word that sprang to mind. The wood it was made from was another mystery. It was light-coloured, which perhaps suggested a pliant wood, and yet it was also as hard as any dark hardwood. Though he considered himself an expert on the matter of plants, bushes, and trees, it remained a conundrum. And now he knew how old it was, it was of even greater interest. Nuriel had almost carelessly said it had been used to fight Dark Lords in times past. Thinking on it, the remark may not have been so careless. The archives may hold the answer. Surely the chancellor who had first taken custody of the staff would have written something about it. Now was as good a time as any to find out.


   Chapter 41 Fleets Clash


  



  One-sided battles are the best kind.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Any hope Zara had they would be able to slip away from Deathcropolis and make their escape were dashed when Morden arrived. The lagoon was locked down. No ships were allowed out without express permission. Instead, the captains had been summoned, Farouk amongst them, and been told to make ready to sail on short notice. Rather than stay cooped up below decks, Zara felt well enough to linger on deck as the sailors went about their final preparations, with their captain bellowing orders left and right. He was clearly not in a good mood.


  “Did he say anything?” she asked Ferg, who was leaning against a rail, picking his teeth.


  “Not much. Only that we were leaving soon and we would be playing host to a special guest.”


  “Special guest?”


  “That’s all I know.”


  Zara’s natural instinct for trouble immediately kicked in. She didn’t like the sound of this special guest. She looked over at the captain, who was pacing the deck. She caught his eye and before she could look away he was striding toward them.


  “You two better look lively. There’s no passengers on this ship. If you don’t want to stand out, you’d better start earning your place. Coil that line and try to look like you know what you’re doing, for all our sakes.”


  Farouk spun in place and strode off toward a group of sailors who were manhandling a sail, barking orders. For a man who struck Zara as confident and in complete control, his final remark made her even more nervous. For all our sakes.


  “What do you think he meant by that?” she asked.


  “I think he wants us to coil this rope,” said Ferg, reaching down to grab one end of the rope splayed in a heap across one side of the deck.


  “He said ‘for all our sakes’.”


  “Perhaps this is an important bit of rope. Who cares? We should do as he asks. He’s not in the best of moods and we don’t want to be thrown ashore. Feed me the rope and I’ll do the coiling.”


  Still wondering what was bothering Farouk, Zara did as she was asked. She didn’t like hanging around doing nothing anyway. It had always annoyed her fellow guards, as hanging around doing nothing was precisely what many of them thought being a town guard was all about. Some took the business of being idle to whole new levels of indolence. But not her. In her mind, there was always someone, somewhere, doing something wrong and she would catch them and put a stop to it. There was no point in town laws if they were not upheld.


  The rope was thick and heavy, having been soaked in the storm, but it was good to be doing something physical. She still felt weak and was keen to get her strength back. At least the powders had dealt with her sickness.


  Between them, they made short work of their task and were casting around for something else to do when a disturbance on the quay caught their, and everyone else’s, attention. A line of black-armoured orcs led a group of gangly youths along the quay. As they came alongside each ship, a couple of orcs and one of the youths detached themselves and went aboard. It seemed their ‘special’ guest was about to arrive.


  Farouk had also seen what was coming and came to the head of the gangplank as two orcs came up it, a young man dressed in black leathers in tow. Zara reckoned him to be a teenager, maybe seventeen. She had developed a sense for age in her duties when deciding whether the drunk in the gutter was old enough to spend a night in the cells, or if he was too young, in which case she would drag him home by the ear for his parents to deal with. This youth had that confident swagger teenage boys developed when they thought themselves men, and before they had been brought back down to size by the real man they pushed too far when trying to impress their friends and the ladies. Cropped black hair, piercing black eyes, and a sullen demeanour, this lad would break hearts. Zara was not impressed.


  “My Lord Deathwing,” said Farouk in his booming voice, and making a flourish. “Welcome aboard.”


  Lord Deathwing? This could not be. He was far too young. Zara looked down the quay where each boat was taking their own guest on board. Then Zara remembered Morden’s arrival and the flight of dragons that had accompanied him, and it all fell into place. These boys were dragon lords and they were being seeded onto their own ships. Morden must have a plan, but what it was eluded Zara.


  “Captain,” replied the young lord. “I’m sure it will be a pleasure.”


  With the pleasantries out of the way, Farouk took his guest below decks.


  “Don’t even consider it,” said Ferg from her side in a low whisper.


  “Consider what?”


  “You know perfectly well what I mean. It’s suicide. We need to keep our heads down, play at being sailors, and hope we come out the other side alive. And stay out of his way. Some dragons can read minds and I’m sure you don’t want him reading yours.”


  Ferg was right. As much as she imagined sneaking into his cabin once they were at sea and beating his skull in with an oak peg, it probably wasn’t the smartest plan. If it was just her, she may do it, but she had another life to worry about. She put a hand to her belly. She half imagined she could feel a spark of life. Revenge would have to wait. For now, she would bide her time.


  



  *****


  



  The ocean crossing introduced Zara to the real meaning of suffering. A combination of pregnancy, heavy seas, and spiced food she was not used to conspired to keep her stomach empty and her feeling weak. Ferg suffered less and looked after her when he could. She was lucky she was not a member of the crew, and expected to pull a full shift, as she would have been deemed useless and thrown overboard. Farouk turned a blind eye to her, more concerned with having a sick dragon aboard, as his guest was suffering equally. During the breaks in weather, the dragonling was far happier and able to join his siblings in their manoeuvres above the small fleet.


  The majority of the fleet, comprising largely of the troop ships, had stayed behind, to follow this smaller fleet. From this fleet, the fastest ships sailed ahead, often beyond the horizon, presumably scouting the way. On occasion, when the winds had died to manageable levels, and the ships were not pitching like corks, Zara watched dragons shift from their human form and leap from the sterns of their vessels. They gathered in pairs and flew high above the fleet until they were black dots before heading west.


  Three weeks after they had left Deathcropolis, they received first word of land and the enemy fleet. Zara had to remind herself they were not her enemy as the crew talked about the coming battle. She could not know how the crews on the other ships reacted to the thought of fighting but Farouk’s crew were less than enthused. Pirating seemed more their thing, and only the lure of a good payday had seduced them into joining the Dark Lord’s fleet. For the time being, they readied themselves and the ship for the coming engagement as best they could. Zara was not the only one who had no idea how this battle was going to work out. They were not a fleet fighting ship but better suited to chasing down merchants and boarding them for plunder. They had no deck troops, archers, or rams. There was no way they could go against a war galley and hope to come out ahead. In fact, the entire fleet was much the same: fast ships that were not designed to fight. The key had to lie in the dragons.


  Then one morning, as the sun rose behind them and sent its light over a mercifully calm sea, the horizon was filled with square sails that grew as the easterly wind pushed them towards the enemy fleet. Even though Zara knew nothing about sailing and battles, even she recognised the benefit of the wind behind them. If they were to be closed on, and generally ships preferred to keep land in sight, then it would be under muscle power.


  It was with some surprise then that Farouk ordered the sails furled. Looking out across their fleet, the same was being done on every ship. Rather than rush to meet the enemy, every effort was being made to keep their distance. With the exception of the dragons. With harsh cries, they gathered as a single group this time, one large dragon circling above them as they ordered themselves into pairings. Then as one, they headed west towards the enemy. Soon, they looked more like migrating birds than black dragons.


  Around the fleet, crews gathered on deck and looked west where the sun now lit the white sails of ships filling the horizon. Zara tried to count them but could not. Hundreds. Maybe thousands. And inevitably, they were getting closer as currents drifted the fleets towards each other. They were still miles away but getting closer and clearer to see. The dragons had become black dots and only in sight for those with the best eyes. Farouk had produced a telescope and was scanning both sea and sky.


  Then came the call: “They’re attacking.”


  It was a matter-of-fact statement with no hint of excitement. The crew around Zara were strangely subdued. Not so the orc crews on the other ships. They bellowed and called as news of the dragons’ attack spread.


  At first, it was not clear what was happening but then ships started to catch fire and smoke rose, spreading left and right from the point of attack. Then came a flash, and another. Deep reports of sound reached them, like the bigger fireworks that had been set off in Deathcropolis when the orcs saw the fleet off. Plumes of smoke shot above the clouds that swept across the fleet.


  “What’s happening, Captain?”


  “They’re burning and exploding. They don’t have a chance.”


  In an hour, night had come to the western sky as it was filled with smoke from the recently proud western fleet. The dragons returned, gathering on the flagship, where it was clear there was much celebrating to be done.


  “Break out the rum,” ordered Farouk. “If they’re getting drunk then we may as well join them.”


  The enemy fleet burned all day. Word came that the dragons had created a ring of fire, burning the ships on the extremities of the fleet, giving those in the middle nowhere to go. Some of the bigger ships had some kind of new weapon, and one careless dragon, who had got carried away and pulled a low pass against one such ship, had been hit and wounded, but otherwise the weapon had been ineffective. It was those ships with the weapons that had exploded. Black powder, thought to be the sole provision of eastern orcs, was given the blame.


  Farouk let his men drink for a while before getting them back to duty. Their dragon was off celebrating the slaughter with his siblings. He may even have been the one that had been wounded. Whatever, he was not here. Dusk came and the crew busied themselves. Ferg went to talk to his friend, returning shortly after.


  “We’re going to slip away tonight,” Ferg told Zara.


  “Won’t the dragons come after us?”


  “Not at night. They have good eyes, but we have a few tricks as well. Besides, we’re one small ship. Why would they bother? After today, they think themselves invincible. They’ll be more interested in chasing down the survivors. We’re not far from land. We can hide in a cove by day.”


  It made sense enough. The crew were pulling down the white sails and rigging black ones to replace them. Night fell and the sails were hoisted. Around them, they could see night lights from the other ships; they kept none themselves. With sail and current, they were soon clear and heading southwesterly as fast as the wind would take them. Thirty minutes or so later, an ever-increasing smell of burning wood gave way to smoking hulls, low in the water, and all manner of debris that bumped against the ship’s hull. Crewmen with bill hooks were posted at the bow to push away any larger bits that might damage them. Here and there, larger boats burned. Then came the cries of men, suffering in the water, hanging onto whatever they could. Some saw them pass and called for help. They were ignored. Periodically Zara heard screams and wild thrashing. Where the flames lit the sea in an eerie glow, she saw shark fins break the surface. The smell of blood and death in the water mixed with the smell of burning ships. It went on for an hour. Sombre enough the day before, the crew’s mood deepened at what they were witnessing. Some blocked their ears so they could not hear the screams.


  



  *****


  



  The following dawn they were sailing southwest along a rocky coastline, the horror of the night behind them. It was hard for Zara to reconcile the beautiful morning, the gentle breeze, and the sound of the ship clipping its way through the sea with what she had seen. And it was only the beginning. There was nothing to stop Morden and his army making the ocean crossing. His conquest thereafter was inevitable. Nothing could stand in the face of dragons. The west couldn’t know what was coming. Soon enough they would, when the Black Dragon Flight dove out of the sky and incinerated ranks of men where they stood.


  Ferg was standing on the bow rail next to her, gazing pensively at the white tops. He was the only orc who had seen what they had and not rejoiced. He had lost the one he loved to a dragon. Now, many more had lost loved ones and didn’t know it yet. When word of the great disaster at sea made it home, there would be many more families to join him in his loss.


  “Are you all right?” asked Zara. There had been a time when all she had wanted to do was hit this orc in the face, but now she felt bound to him. Ferg was one of the few who had known Hal. Known him as a man. The three of them had been through so much. Having felt and witnessed the power dragons had, and having lost the man she loved, she understood his loss. They were bound in that loss.


  “I’m fine. Couldn’t be better. I’m alive. Not like some poor bastards.” Ferg dragged his eyes from the sea to look at her. “What now?”


  “I don’t know,” shrugged Zara. “The world’s about to change and I’m not sure it’s one I want to bring a son into.”


  “A son?”


  “I have a feeling. Call it intuition. Hal may have died, but he gave me a son first. I want him to grow up safe and knowing what his father was like.”


  “You mean a complete idiot?”


  A month ago, Zara’s fist would have shot out and caught the orc on the nose for that remark. Now she knew him better. She knew his remarks weren’t intended to harm. It was a sign he liked you and he was hiding behind insults.


  “The bigger fools us for encouraging him.”


  “At least he followed his dream. He was a good man. What would you say to going south, across the ocean again? Farouk says he’s lost the taste for these waters. He’s seen what’s coming.”


  “Haven’t we all?”


  “We should go with him. He promises he won’t sell you into slavery.”


  “He’d do that?”


  “Oh, yes. A pretty woman like you would fetch a good price where he comes from. Of course, if you were under his protection …”


  “And by protection, you mean …”


  “He wants to rumble you, yes.”


  “Not going to happen.”


  “I told him that. He laughed. Said you were too skinny anyway. But the offer stands.”


  Zara looked out to starboard. They were coming up on a cove that had a village nestled up on the hillside. A fishing boat was tacking its way out. A late start. She thought of home, and her life there. It could never be the same. Not without Hal. Not after she had seen what she had seen. There was no going back now. A Dark Lord was coming and he was going to conquer and kill and spread his dark shadow over everything, corrupting the land and bringing ruin.


  “Sounds good. Let’s go south. Assuming you’re coming too?”


  “That’s my girl. Of course I’m coming. Hal’s ghost would haunt me if I let anything happen to you. I’ll go tell Farouk we’re staying on board.”


  Ferg left, leaving her to gaze south and wonder what the future held for her and her son.


   Chapter 42 Victory at Sea


  



  Allow yourself fun sometimes.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Morden loved the ocean as much as he used to love blue cheese, which is to say, not at all. If he’d been able, he would have happily flown across the ocean. Even though the dragon within opened a half-interested eye on occasion, he was still locked into an increasingly decaying body. In the last week, he’d lost the tip of a finger on his left hand. He wasn’t sure where or when, it had just dropped off. Doubtless a rat had found it by now and was happily gnawing away on it. He hoped it got indigestion. At sea, not eating was a blessing as he had nothing to throw up, but it didn’t stop him feeling like he was about to fall over all the time. It could have been worse. He could have been on any one of the smaller ships in the fleet along with the orcs packed into them. It wasn’t hard to imagine how unpleasant it was on those ships, in cramped conditions, with puking orcs spilling their guts.


  Not all orcs suffered from seasickness. The eastern orcs who crewed the ships had good enough sea legs, even if their land-bound cousins did not. Then there was Stonearm. The big orc seemed to enjoy nothing more than a hearty breakfast followed by a day of striding around a swaying deck, bellowing the maritime orders he had picked up from the ship’s captain. He’d added such words as ‘hoist’ and ‘belay’ to his military vocabulary and used them freely. He’d even taken to wearing a loose shirt and pantaloons, with a cutlass replacing his heavy mace. Morden was concerned that when they reached land his Field Marshal (he’d been promoted yet again) would tell him life at sea was for him and he was off to shiver timbers.


  Fortunately, they were making good progress and they would not be at sea much longer.


  “Hoist the mainsail!” bellowed Stonearm from his position next to the ship’s captain, who shook his head but kept his peace. Even Morden knew the mainsail was already up and had been for much of the voyage.


  Stonearm was wearing a tricorn hat at a jaunty angle. Morden had no idea how he’d managed to come across one. He must have procured one from a western captain.


  “How fares it, Field Marshal?” asked Morden, seemingly unable to resist getting into the swing of nautical speak. If he wasn’t careful, he’d be addressing his men as ‘me hearties’ as Stonearm had taken to doing, much to the crew’s discomfort.


  “She’s blowing hard from the east-by-north, my lord,” replied Stonearm. “We’re clipping along well enough.”


  “Any news from the fleet ahead?”


  “None, my lord.”


  It couldn’t be long now before they had some news. Lady Deathwing and her offspring must have made contact with the enemy by now. His father, largely recovered from his injuries, was below decks making the most of his wife’s absence with the young lady he had brought aboard, ostensibly to help him with his rehabilitation. Now that she had children to concern her, Lady Deathwing was less concerned with her wayward husband and turned a blind eye to his licentious fornication, which he had assured Morden was a return to normality in their marriage. As long as it didn’t get in the way of his plans for the Black Dragon Flight and the conquests to come, Morden could not care less what his father got up to in his own time and, as they were stuck at sea, he had plenty of that to indulge himself.


  “Dragons ho!” roared Stonearm, pointing westward.


  Morden followed Stonearm’s arm and could just make out black specks, high up and heading their way. A call from the watch confirmed the sighting. Morden watched as the three specks grew rapidly larger. The dragons circled once over Morden’s ship before diving down to make a faultless landing-cum-transformation on the stern of the ship. The three dragonlings approached Morden and bowed. Though Morden recognised them, he forgot their names. It was hard to keep track of twenty-odd half brothers and sisters.


  “What news?” he asked, in the new voice he had been working on—it was deeper and had stresses in places that hinted at the diabolic.


  “Victory, my lord,” replied the dragonling in the centre of the trio. “Their fleet burns and what remains is being chased as we speak. Few, if any, will make landfall.”


  “I do hope there will be some survivors,” said Morden. “What good the victory if the enemy does not also learn of it? I thought I was clear on this?”


  The dragonling blanched. “Yes, my lord. I’m sure one or two ships will slip away.”


  “You may go.”


  The three backed away a step before turning to make their exit.


  “Wait …” The three froze. The power he enjoyed with the utterance of a single word was still a thrill to Morden. “One more thing.”


  The three turned as one. Their normally pale skin, when in full human form, whitened to ivory.


  “Good job.”


  Morden turned his back on them and smiled to himself. It was important he continually reinforce his leadership. The combination of fear and praise would work well on his dragonlings. If it had been his father, or Lady Deathwing, he would never have got away with it. They were not so easily impressed. If Lady Deathwing ever decided she would go against him, he would have a tough time of it. His will was strong—stronger than hers—but she more than made up for that in being a massive black dragon who breathed fire that would char grill what remained of his flesh and bones like a barbecue.


  “They’re good kids,” said Morden, standing next to Stonearm.


  “Yes, my lord. What orders now?”


  “Hoist a victory flag and then west, Stonearm. West to landfall. We have conquering to do.”


  “Yes, my lord. And perhaps a drink ration to raise spirits.”


  Morden knew Stonearm had been waiting for this for some time. “Very well.”


  “Thank you, my lord,” said Stonearm, grinning to expose his formidable set of teeth. Stonearm took a step forward and grasped the rail in front of the wheel with both hands. “Listen up, you scurvy lot.” Heads at work turned to listen. “We have victory.” A cheer went up from the crew. “Brace the mainsail!”


  



  *****


  



  Land crept over the horizon as if it were concerned about who might see it. The Dark Lord Morden, standing at the bow of his flagship, watched it grow from a thin line into a ragged stretch of cliffs and bays. Grasping the rail with one hand, he struck a pose while an orc with charcoal hurriedly sketched the scene. This was history in the making and Morden was aware the stuff of legend was important. He had to take every opportunity to enforce his dark presence and the notion of his unstoppable power.


  As the artist drew him, Morden dictated an address to be circulated when they made landfall. “Read me back the last part.”


  “Today, we make history. Today, we embark down the road to triumph. Today, we begin our conquest.”


  The orc scribe delivered the lines in a dry, matter-of-fact, tone. It would sound better when he spoke them. “Stonearm, what do you think? Too many ‘todays’?”


  “No, my lord. But …”


  Even after all this time, Morden’s best friend was reluctant to even insinuate anything he did was anything other than perfect. That was fine with Morden, but he knew better. He was still trying to get to grips with the business of epic soliloquy.


  “Speak freely, Field Marshal.”


  “Yes, my lord. Today, we make history, should come at the end. I think it would sound better.”


  Morden tried out the idea in his head and had to agree. “Scratch that last line, scribe, and rewrite as Field Marshal Stonearm suggests, then give me the speech.”


  The orc scribbled furiously and handed Morden the parchment. It was a mess of corrections—words spelt badly and then corrected to be almost correct, crossing-outs, weird marks, wiggly lines, bold capitalisation, italics, double lines, triple lines, marks in the header, the margins, and at the foot. He would have to have the entire thing written out again. For now, he read back the last three sentences.


  “Today, we embark down the road to triumph. Today, we begin our conquest. Today, we make history.” Not bad. “Good job, Stonearm. It does sound better.”


  Morden looked up from the parchment to find the scribe had collapsed on the deck and had blood coming from his nose and ears. The sketch artist had managed to stay upright but had knocked over the easel. The canvas lay to one side. The portrait of a Dark Lord striking an impressive pose on the bow of a ship, a stormy sky in the background, was ruined by a heavy black line that ran across it like a charcoal scream. Even Stonearm was grimacing. If Morden had not been a Dark Lord, he may have apologised. As it was, he didn’t. It wasn’t easy being a Dark Lord. Those around him had it easy in comparison.


  Land was getting close now, and the ship’s captain shouted orders. All around, the fleet heaved to (Stonearm had explained it meant positioning to slow down or come to a stop) in a wide bay with a long stretch of beach. It was an ideal place to land an army. Already, skiffs had been lowered from ships nearest the coast to carry scouts to shore. It looked as though they would be unopposed. Given what had happened to the enemy fleet, this was not unreasonable. No one in their right mind would oppose a fleet that had dragons.


  Speaking of which, from the south came a flight. The three that had already rejoined the fleet took off to greet them and the flights merged to a formation of six. They went through a series of complex manoeuvres above the beach and the surrounding hills. Morden was pleased. They were well-drilled. As five maintained a vigil over the boats, one dragon detached and flew over to Morden’s ship. His half-brother landed with grace that Morden envied.


  “The coast, as they say, is clear, my lord.”


  “Excellent. Signal the fleet. Disembark the army.”


  



  *****


  



  The Battle of Xanthos was less of a battle and more of a sacking. Morden remembered the city from his previous visit. It had been his last stop before leaving the west and, by the time he had arrived, they had thrown open the gates and welcomed him with open arms. He’d put on a bit of show in his dragon form, stolen their fleet, all their food, and left without so much as a good-bye or a thank you. Other than the property theft, he had respected their cowardice and left the city structurally intact. Perhaps it was because of this relatively light treatment on his previous visit that Xanthos once again threw open its gates without pretence of resistance. Unfortunately for them, this time Morden had other plans for Xanthos. He needed a port city to take the vast number of ships that would soon return from Deathcropolis, having already delivered the one army and now headed back to get the second.


  That and he had an example to make. There was a new force in the world and it should not be opposed. Admittedly, Xanthos had not opposed him, but that was not the point. If they had, then this is what would happen. Indeed, was happening as Morden entered through the city gate riding the largest and most docile black stallion he could find (he was a Dark Lord, not a horseman). Orcs in black armour ran through the streets like a flood. Doors were kicked in, people were thrown roughly to the ground, some were beaten, crockery was smashed, and the odd fire was set. Statues of past and present rulers were toppled, the grand estates were sacked, and the rich were urinated on while their servants were forced to watch (some joined in).


  By nightfall, the city was well and truly sacked and Morden had found himself a comfortable mansion from which to direct his generals. He didn’t bother meeting with the local rulers and nobility, as there was nothing much to say. He had them thrown in the dungeons for ‘due processing’ at dawn the following morning. For now, Morden was concerned with the council of war he had called. His generals and Lord and Lady Deathwing joined him at a round table upon which a map of the west had been spread. With Stonearm standing at his side, Morden set out his plans for the coming months. Arrows on the map showed lines of advance for the armies and the cities they would take before they all converged on one particular city in the south of the continent: Firena.


  “This,” said Morden, pointing with a long stick Stonearm had found him, “is our goal. Chancellor Penbury’s residence is in Firena. From there he controls everything. He is the true power in the land. These petty kingdoms are nothing compared to the control he exerts. We take Penbury, we take everything.”


  A range of expressions made their way across his generals’ faces, from perplexity to bewilderment. When he caught his father’s eye, all he saw was faint bemusement. The only one present who seemed not to share in the confusion was Lady Deathwing. There was a gleam in her eye.


  “I’m going to enjoy this,” she said in a tone that made Morden glad he was not Penbury. “I have a score to settle.”


  It came as no surprise she held such feelings; it had been Penbury who had outwitted her and turned her into a drug fiend for the best part of three years. Headfucker had lived up to its billing. Since she had been weaned off the drug, and more especially since she had become mother to nearly two dozen children, she was back to her old self: mean, vicious and cunning. And, as the female of her kind, the biggest dragon at Morden’s command. He found it hard to imagine anyone, bar himself, being able to stand against her.


  “And you shall have your revenge, Lady Deathwing,” said Morden, “as you will be with the main army, and myself, as we form the central thrust of our advance. The majority of the dragons will be with us, but we will detach a flight to support the northern advance, and one for the southern. Six in each flight should be more than enough. I will leave it to you to select the members and appoint the leaders in each group. Now, what of the cannon? I understand not all of them were put on ships?”


  “No, my lord,” answered Stonearm. “Some had been deployed at the harbour entrance to prevent ships entering. We have captured a dozen of them.”


  “And they are like the ones Huang was working on?”


  “Yes, but better, my lord.”


  “How so?”


  “They don’t blow up when used.”


  “Very good. Put them on carriages and arrange mule teams. Find volunteers to man them. Take them outside the city and practice firing them well away from anyone so if they do blow up they don’t kill anyone but themselves. All being well, we’ll take them with us. At the very least, they’ll scare the hell out of the enemy.”


  “Very good, my lord.”


  “Right, that’s about it. Stonearm will accompany me with the cannon and the main army. Orders of battle, and other such details, will be dispensed by him after this meeting. I would ask if there were any questions but I’m confident none of you are stupid enough to have any. Study this map, take your assignments, and ready your men. Conquest awaits.”


  Morden stalked from the room in a manner befitting a Dark Lord. He thought he’d done rather well. All this talk of lines of advance and orders of battle had been picked up from the military books he had quickly scanned that morning. As for the actual campaign plan, Stonearm had done most of that over the previous year back in Deathcropolis. Stonearm had explained it to Morden, and he had tried to listen to his friend about the importance of lines of march, supply and logistics, concentration of power at vital points, and so on, but he found it dull. Military matters were far less interesting than politics and business. He was more a people person. He liked to find weakness and exploit it, whether it be a personal weakness or a badly formed market strategy. The entire reason Penbury was his main target, aside from the fact he had ruined his beer enterprise back in Bindelburg, was because Penbury was the only one he feared when it came to such matters. For decades the man had manipulated, cajoled, bullied, seduced, blackmailed, coerced, sweet-talked, subverted, and crushed all who dared stand in his way. And he had accomplished this largely without the use of the military option. He was to be admired but not tolerated. Penbury had to go.


  Back in his commandeered suite, Morden went onto his balcony and looked over the city. There were areas from which smoke still curled, and the air was full of a mixture of screams and cries, orc shouts and barked orders. It was organised mayhem. In the west, the sun sank over the sea. As Morden watched it, Griselda came to mind. She was the other reason he would be heading straight for Penbury. She would be there. The campaign had taken up much of his time but, for one who never slept, there was always time in the day, or night, for him to dwell on her. He often wondered where she was and what was she doing. Was she seeing someone else? More the fool them, if she was. He didn’t think it arrogance to believe a Dark Lord for a partner would be a hard act to follow, despite their issues. Perhaps when he was lord over all, his dark dominion spread across the world, she would see him for what he was: her only real option. He wanted someone at his side. Not to share it—Dark Lords don’t share—but to be there.


  Morden sighed and the flowers in the earthenware pots lined along the balcony wilted, then charred, before turning to ash and collapsing. He needed a distraction. His first thought was the Handbook, but it tended to give him a hard time over Griselda. Then he remembered Zoon’s diary. It had been a while since he’d had a read of that. Maybe another Dark Lord’s misfortune would cheer him up. He would read that first, then the Handbook. He needed to brush up on a few particulars when it came to waging war.


   Chapter 43 Handbook: Battles


  



  Incompetence is the standard. Mediocrity is the result.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Morden, war is coming. You have your army. You have your dragons. You have your fleet. It’s time to attack from the east and bring your will to bear on those who think themselves free. In their ignorance, they will oppose you. Battle will be joined. This, then, will be the moment of truth. In the fire of battle, empires are forged and you must be the master blacksmith. It is the moment when you can enjoy your greatest victories. Sadly, those who have preceded you have also managed their greatest defeats. We have gone over heroes, and their role in these events, often enough. You know what to do and not to do. Though there is no apparent hero to stand against you, be prepared for some child of humble birth to emerge from the masses and stand in your way. If and when this occurs, you are well versed and can deal with them.


  What is of a more pressing concern are the battles themselves. Let’s face it, you’ve no real experience in the epic battle for the fate of a world. While certain aspects of battle have been mentioned in the past, given the impending conflict, it’s worth refreshing your memory and going into detail to avoid embarrassment.


  The first thing to consider is your army’s composition. There are many roles to be filled in an army according to the battle and situation. In traditional armies, like those you will face, they will be concerned with the right troops for rough terrain, or to skirmish ahead of the main army, or to be swift-moving so as to wrap around the flanks. These are all well and good for the traditional tactician, but you are a Dark Lord. Such a tiresome attitude to armies completely misses the higher level of thought.


  First and foremost, you need lots of troops. Think of a big number, then double it, several times, and then add more. That’s not enough. You need so many troops they make mountains shake when they march. You need an army that is like a swarm of locusts as it passes over the land. If you were to stand on a mountaintop and look out across your army, the world should curve away from your sight before you could see its farthest reaches. That big. And given you’ll probably lose at least one army to some unfortunate accident, like a sudden flooding of the sea, or an earthquake that swallows the army whole, best have a spare on hand as backup. You can never have too big an army or too many armies. Your foe can face no greater demoralisation than to defeat one army only to find it was but the amuse-bouche to the entrée.


  You may think the reason for such an army is so it overwhelms the enemy. A military strategist will say you need, as a minimum, three times the number of men your enemy has to assure victory. Technically this may be correct but it hides the real point and that is, your army isn’t going to be any good. An odd thing to say perhaps, but the truth hurts. Your army will find ways to get itself slaughtered you cannot imagine. They will die in droves. If the enemy had enough daylight and energy, they could probably kill every last one of them, but they will tire under the weight of numbers, and darkness will fall. They will lose men themselves and get whittled down. You need a massive army to keep them busy so you can play your trump cards at the right time and tip the tide of battle.


  Coming back to the idea of army composition, you need a lot of men, orcs, or whatever, who will die for you. That’s the core of your army. It should go without saying, but just in case, you need to work hard on morale for this group. They’re going to die, but they don’t need to be told they are going to certain death. Let the opposition enjoy the idea of a heroic death that will live in history. Your lot will want to be told they are going to live forever and enjoy the spoils of battle.


  Next you will need the more specialist units, and they aren’t the fiddly ones who fight best in woods, or who can ford rivers for sneak attacks, or whatever. They are the ones who are going to drive your army forward while demoralising the enemy. Wild and fantastic creatures of unbelievable size and ferocity, which are barely kept in check by their handlers, work well. Yes, they will break free and run rampage across the battlefield, causing as much death among your men as the enemy, but, if you’ve been listening, you’ll have troops to spare. Huge wolves, angry giants, screeching harpies, flesh-eating elephants. That sort of thing.


  Lastly, you’ll have a relatively small, but highly trained, group of elite troops whose reputation for battlefield prowess is unmatched. They will have the best armour, the best weapons, the only training to speak of, and the biggest muscles. They will rip enemies asunder and scatter their body parts. They will be so ferocious they’ll turn men’s hair white and make them defecate. They will be held back until the very last and unleashed to secure victory. They can be backed up by the most terrifying and fearsome of the monsters you have on hand, like dragons. They do perfectly. Just when the enemy thinks they have cracked you, when bodies soak the earth with their blood and the first hint of desperation is evident, then you hit them. Crush all their hopes and dreams of seeing their loved ones alive again. Drink in their lamentations and bathe in their tears.


  As for how you fight battles, it’s not complicated. You have an army so big it’s impossible to tell them what to do other than ‘kill that lot in front of you.’ Leave formations and manoeuvre to those with small armies that can be played with like toys on a tabletop. Any attempt by you to perform some kind of cunning tactic, like envelopment or such-like, will merely confuse your army and increase the already considerable amount of chaos. Keep it simple. Make sure they are lined up, pointed in the right direction, and tell them to move forward and kill anyone who disagrees with the idea a Dark Lord should rule the world.


  The only real precaution to take is to fight, where possible, with the sun already up, which does preclude the use of sun-sensitive soldiers. Your army will have a hard enough time seeing what it’s doing in daylight. It’s not a bad thing for them to be able to see the opposition. It’s an even better thing for the opposition to see what hopeless odds they face.


  Beyond that, while there are some precautions that could be taken, like don’t try to cross wide rivers and fight up riverbanks, or fight uphill across ground that has been clearly soaked in oil, or uphill towards a suspicious line of hay bales flanked by men with torches, or at sea in a storm, most are not worth taking. It does mean you will be open to a whole range of tricks and stratagems the enemy may have, but that’s all right. Let them have their moment. You can afford the odd loss here and there.


  Fighting against a fortified citadel is worth a special mention. Again, much could be said about how to dig trenches with sappers and weaken foundations and so on, but why bother? All you need is a big enough ram to knock the front door down and sufficient men with towers and ladders. It’s true, the casualties will be horrendous, but that doesn’t matter. The defenders will eventually tire and run out of arrows, rocks, and oil. When the bodies are piled as high as the tops of the walls, your men can literally walk in. If you have a mind to, feel free to speed things up a bit with trebuchets, but don’t bother using them to knock the walls down. Instead, fling burning missiles over the walls to set fire to the citadel inside and the bodies of the fallen to increase their despair. When it comes to the ram, make sure it’s in the form of a mythical beast and has a name so your men have something to get behind while arrows are rained down on them, they are being set on fire by oil, and crushed with rocks.


  Once the battle is won, whatever you do, do not stand around and lead a hearty cheer, or start slapping each other on the back for a victory hard won, like the enemy tends to do. Your work is not yet done. You need to pursue whatever is left of the enemy fleeing the field and ensure as many as possible meet a swift end. If it is a city you have captured, your men should be given free license to rampage to force home the destruction and take their minds off how many of their mates are now dead. With any luck, they will be drunk on booty and pass out from exhaustion before the full horror of what has happened sinks in. When they remember it the next day, keep them focused on two things: they won and they’re still alive. That should do the trick and have them ready for the next massacre you have lined up.


  And that’s it. No need for all that military planning. Strategy and tactics are overrated. Massive army. Fierce creatures. Scare the crap out of the enemy and put them to the sword. It’s not that hard.


   Chapter 44 Fae Revealed


  



  Mistakes will be made. Just not by you.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Edwin had found the march south from Solitude tough going. The ground was hard and cold from been frozen so long, even though the snows had eventually receded, and was uncomfortable to sleep on. The farther south they went, the more it bloomed with life, including clouds of biting insects, which followed them as a swarm. Edwin tried to ignore their bites but could not. His exposed flesh became covered in red, infuriatingly itchy bites, which he scratched at constantly when he wasn’t trying to reduce the uncountable number of insects that plagued him. What was more infuriating was that the elves and the Old Ones (as he had taken to calling Kezef, Af, Nuriel, Hemah, Mashhit, and Meshabber) were unaffected. Marching with five thousand elves, Edwin thought it unfair he was the meal of choice. It wasn’t as though the little bastards didn’t land on his companions; they did. He could see them settle and then, rather than sit and dine as they did on him, a few seconds later they would fly off again leaving no mark.


  As the first trees appeared on the landscape, they left the ravenous swarms behind, much to Edwin’s relief. It also marked the availability of larger game and groups of elves went out to forage as the main body moved southeast. Kezef may have existed on a diet of mushrooms, plants, and berries for centuries but the elves did not when meat became available. While Edwin had grown used to the meagre fare in Solitude, the first rabbit he ate for months was one of the finest things he had ever tasted, and his pleasure was matched by his new elvish friends.


  Progress was slow as the majority were still on foot. When they were able they bartered for horses, the Old Ones first to be mounted. It was several weeks before they arrived at the first major town, where they were given more horses. Edwin suspected it was to hurry them on their way. The elves in their armour made a strong impression on those they came across. With the armour’s flowing lines and soft silver sheen, they had a radiance about them normal folk took as being ‘not natural’, and ‘not natural’ was to be avoided at all costs. By contrast, Edwin had grown used to the elves, their strange looks and attire. He’d even accepted his own set of armour, finding it light and comfortable. As a smith, he had been intrigued as to how they had managed to make it so strong and yet so light. Every joint was faultless, every detail impeccable. The armour was as much a work of art as it was protection for battle.


  It was soon after they reached civilised parts they received the first rumours of the Dark Lord Morden and his campaign of terror sweeping from the east. That evening, Edwin was summoned to a council of the Old Ones along with Ga’brel and Namu. The meeting was held under the stars in a small clearing. Edwin preferred a roof, but that was just him. Under the stars was something elves were keen on. In typical fashion, cushions—similar to those he had used for meditation—had been placed in a circle, and with a ring of torches to provide minimal light.


  Among those seated was a stranger. From his dress, he was a noble. From his demeanour, he was uncomfortable, and not just because of the cushion he was sitting on. He had the hard, chiselled features of a northerner and grey eyes that matched the steel he wore at his side. Edwin sat himself next to Ga’brel, assuming the same comfortable position on it as the elves, one suitable for hours of meditation. The stranger shifted uncomfortably on his, trying to arrange his legs in a manner that matched those around him.


  With Edwin’s arrival, the circle was complete.


  “Edwin,” said Kezef, “this is Baron Steinberg. These are his lands we have wandered into and naturally he’s curious why an army has turned up on his doorstep. Baron, this is Sir Edwin, Hero of Bostokov. I understand he is well-known.”


  At mention of his name, the baron shot Edwin a glare.


  “Aye, he is well-known. Edwin the Butcher. Edwin the Murderer. Edwin the Cursed. There is blood on his hands. He’s wanted across the Western Marches for the foul and unprovoked murder of an innkeeper’s wife. He gutted the poor women with a butter knife. A butter knife, I tell you. Do you know how hard that is? The poor woman. Aye, he’s known.” The baron spat on the ground to one side. “Why is he here? Will you serve him up to justice?”


  As the baron spoke, Edwin was taken back to the days before his march north to what he thought was certain death. It seemed like an age ago he had been this man the baron spoke of so vehemently. He looked down at his hands, turning them over. It was true. These hands had seen slaughter like few could imagine, unless they too had been in battle with a determined and unrelenting foe. That man was his past. He had changed. While it was true that once more he was heading into battle to kill, this time it was with a clear purpose not driven by base emotion and rage. He was going to face the Dark Lord Morden and his army of darkness because that was what every right-minded man who believed in freedom, and the well-being of those he loved, would do. And he had a score to settle. This time, Morden was going down.


  “Edwin has admitted his crimes,” said Kezef. “He has done penance. He may have done wrong in the past but he seeks redemption through his actions and the defeat of Morden the Dark Lord.”


  “Redemption?” The baron spat on the ground once more. “He should hang. That is the only redemption that would see justice done.”


  “Have we not all done things we regret?” chipped in Af. “I, myself, have done things far worse. I remember the time when—”


  “Yes, thank you, Af,” said Kezef, clearing his throat. “We all know what you, and yes, some of the rest of us, have done. But it was all in a good cause.”


  “As was what I did,” said Edwin. “What I did was wrong. I should not have used a butter knife. That, I admit, was cruel. I should have brought her end more swiftly, but she did deserve to die. You do know this woman was Morden’s mother? She mothered a Dark Lord. If me killing a person so vile and evil is wrong then you may as well hang me from that tree.”


  “I’d be only too glad, you murdering bastard,” cried the baron, getting to his feet. “A changed man, you say? She was a barmaid, you lunatic. If this man is changed, then I would hate to have known him before. You cannot protect him. If you are good and decent, men—”


  “And elves,” said Namu, brightly.


  “—if you are decent, then you must see he has to answer to his crimes.”


  If Edwin had been the man he had been before, he would have ripped this man’s head off. But he wasn’t. He was different now. He was far more in control. He could feel the anger, the desire to beat sense into this dullard, but now he understood, on occasion, violence would not be the best course of action. There were much bigger concerns, like the defeat of Morden. He counted slowly to ten and watched his anger subside.


  “I am nothing if not a man of justice. If I have done wrong, then I will answer for it. But not now. Now we must deal with a far worse evil and stop crimes being committed on a scale you cannot imagine. We must focus on defeating a Dark Lord, and for that we need your help, Baron. We need horses, as many as you have, and supplies. We cannot pay, but what price would be sufficient for your freedom and the lives you serve? What is freely given will be taken with thanks and we will be on our way to face this evil on behalf of the world.”


  The Baron looked shocked. “You think we need you?”


  “I am a hero. Heroes defeat Dark Lords. It’s what we do. Isn’t that clear?”


  The baron bent his head back and laughed. It sounded like a bear breaking wind. “You don’t know, do you?” he said, gathering his composure. “We don’t need a hero, and we certainly don’t need you. We have a hero. No, sorry. We have better than that. We have a heroine. She is fearless, strong, and none can better her with a sword. She commands the hearts of men, who adore her, and would die for her. She will lead us into battle, face this Dark Lord, and better him. Even now, as Morden’s armies march from the east, our forces gather to face him. Glorious battle will be had and this Dark Lord will be bested. Her beauty is light itself. She is radiant and terrible. She is Griselda, our heroine. We don’t need no stinking, murdering, has-been bastard of a hero, Edwin. He must answer for his crimes. Ah, I see surprise.”


  Baron Steinberg had indeed shocked Edwin. He had spent many nights wondering where his sister was and what she was doing. He had thought her lost, seduced by Morden’s dark power and corrupted into being his Dark Queen, beyond help. He had even played through in his mind how hard it would be for him to kill her when she stood at Morden’s side. After all this time, there could be no part of the Griselda he loved, even as his sister, that remained. But it seemed he was wrong. If the baron were to be believed, she had thrown off Morden’s evil influence and now stood against him, a rallying point for truth and light.


  “Baron. This Griselda you speak of, she is my sister. And now I see your surprise. How pleased do you think she would be to know you hanged her brother? By my life, and my bond to her as her brother, I swear I will answer for what I have done, but only after we have seen the Dark Lord Morden defeated by our hands. Fate once brought us together, brother and sister, unknowing who the other was, and then tore us apart. Now it brings us back together to face evil. You cannot stand in the way of this.”


  “Is this true?” asked the baron. “This man is brother to Griselda?”


  “Does she wield a sword that burns?” asked Kezef.


  “She does. She calls it Dark Lord’s Bane and promises to introduce it most harshly to his person. Men fear it as much as they do her.”


  “My sword …” To hear that his sword was found was as much a shock to Edwin as the fact his sister had escaped Morden and now led an army to oppose him.


  “Then she is Edwin’s sister,” said Kezef. “Soulbane, as we call it, was forged so that only a hero could wield it. There weren’t heroines back then, but I suppose times change. If she can hold the sword, and not be driven mad, then she is of heroic blood. Edwin here has carried that same sword. We respectfully ask, dear Baron, that we set the past aside for the greater good and do all to aid Edwin in being reunited with his sister. A heroine is good, but how much better a hero to match? Together they will be unbeatable.”


  The baron’s consternation was clear. “Very well, I’ll give all I have. This army can take what they need and join our other forces. But when he is done with being a hero, he must answer. Come to my castle to the south and you’ll receive what you need. Now I must bid you good evening.”


  “I think that went well,” said Ga’brel, as they watched him leave.


  



  *****


  



  After the episode with Baron Steinberg, it was decided Edwin should keep a low profile as they headed southeast to join Griselda’s army. Remaining unobtrusive was not hard as the elves drew all the attention. Word of their coming spread before them and soon they were entirely mounted and well-provisioned. That creatures of myth had emerged from legend to face the Dark Lord Morden brought hope as news from the east sent many into despair. Morden’s armies had spread quickly, meeting little resistance. Any opposition his armies did meet was crushed by the orc horde, and by the dragons that were everywhere. None could stand before them. None except Griselda, and now the elves. The two combined, it was said, would put a halt to Morden’s conquests.


  They still had a way to go to make the juncture with Griselda and Edwin found himself using his meditations to curb his impatience. The last time he had run off to do his own thing, it had ended badly. Not that he thought he could get away easily. Namu and Ga’brel were never far away. He was increasingly convinced they had been assigned to make sure he did not get into the kind of trouble that filled his past.


  Edwin’s spirits were generally good though. That Griselda was alive, well, and not an evil Dark Queen hanging on the arm of Morden, had greatly improved his happiness. He dreamt of the day they were reunited and standing together on the field of battle to face Morden. It would be soon now. He’d have to take the sword, of course. She may have a fearsome reputation with it, but he was the real fighter. He was the one with blood on his hands. The only blood she had was that of some unfortunate suitors, which was hardly her fault. He was glad she remained aloof and unattached. He would be taking a close look at any man who sought her hand.


  The morning was bright as he rode with his two constant companions. They had gone ahead of the army to scout. On a beautiful day such as this, it was hard to imagine the world was in such turmoil. There were no dark clouds on the horizon. On the contrary, Edwin’s skin was warmed by the sun, unhindered by any cloud. It was good to feel its warmth after all that time in the frozen north. He whistled a tune, paying little heed to the argument between his two companions.


  “It’s that way,” said Namu, for probably the hundredth time.


  “No it’s not,” replied Ga’brel. “We should go this way.”


  “Yes, it is. Look. The sun’s there, which means that’s east, that’s west, the army is behind us that way, and we need to go there.”


  “You’re wrong.”


  “No. You’re wrong. You’re always wrong. How many times have you got us lost?”


  “Never.”


  Namu laughed. To Edwin, it was the sound of gentle summer’s rain falling on a polished cuirass. For what it was worth, Edwin thought Namu was right. Ga’brel may be a powerful elf, able to conjure strange magic, but he had no idea which way was which, and was getting them lost all the time. The mystery was why they ever followed him. With the edge of a forest ahead, they would have to make a choice soon. It could hide any manner of peril. Edwin shielded his eyes and looked up at the sun. It was past mid-afternoon by his reckoning. They had maybe an hour before they should turn back. Towns and villages were still sparse and they would have to make camp. This meadow may well be a good spot.


  Edwin was about to say as much when something caught his eye. High up and to the southeast there was a dark dot moving swiftly towards them. It could be a flight of birds, but something told him it was not. Sudden fear gripped him, which was odd as he feared nothing.


  “Quick. To the trees.”


  Without waiting, he spurred his horse into a gallop and headed for the tree line, all the while trying to keep the approaching whatever-it-was in view. It was getting swiftly bigger and far too fast to be a bird. As they had travelled and received more news of the war, it was apparent Morden now commanded many dragons. Edwin had met the news with dismay. One dragon was bad, two was dire, and more than that sounded impossible to beat. His dismay, though, had not been matched by Kezef, Af and the others. ‘Leave them to us,’ Kezef had said. Right now, this was not an option as a dragon was now clearly heading their way. He made the cover of the trees, with Namu and Ga’brel close behind, their bickering having stopped.


  The three of them dismounted and held their horses as the dragon swooped overhead, did one loop, and then headed on.


  “A scout,” said Ga’brel. “It must be, otherwise it would have made more effort to find us.”


  Namu nodded her agreement. “We need to warn the main body.”


  “I think they will know soon enough,” answered Ga’brel. “Edwin, follow me.”


  “Oh, so now you agree with me.”


  “What?”


  “The main body is that way, like I’ve been saying.”


  “Don’t you mean, like I was saying?”


  Edwin watched the dragon grow small as the two elves sought the truth of who knew which way was what.


  



  *****


  



  It was dusk by the time they found the main body, after a much-disputed detour. The army of elves had spread themselves across a wild meadow of short, hardy grass and were sitting around campfires, staring at the sky and sighing, as was their habit.


  “Isn’t that a bad idea?” asked Edwin, as they rode towards the camp. “Those fires will be seen.”


  “Yes they will,” said Ga’brel. “I imagine a dragon would be able to see them from miles away and come to take a look.”


  With that, the elf spurred his horse forward.


  “He said that like it was a good thing,” said Edwin, turning to Namu.


  “It probably is,” said Namu. “Come, let’s see Kezef. Then all will become clear.”


  She spurred her horse after Ga’brel.


  “Do you lot do anything other than enigmatic and bloody annoying?” shouted Edwin after her.


  The elf made some gesture with her hand, which Edwin was fairly sure was rude. Whatever was going on, he wasn’t going to find out sitting here and shouting at her, so he followed in turn, arriving at the Old Ones’ tent as Ga’brel and Namu were dismounting. Generally the elves were happy to sleep under the stars, but the Old Ones were less keen, citing bad backs and the need to remain dry. Edwin had to agree. He didn’t share the elves’ ‘at one with nature’ ideal unless it meant being at one end of a knife and fork when there was fresh meat at the other end.


  Inside, instead of finding the Old Ones in earnest discussion of what should be done, Kezef was stirring a pot over a low fire and Hemah was sprinkling something into it. From the smell, it was mushroom soup. The other Old Ones were lounging around on rugs and cushions they had managed to acquire along the way. Ga’brel and Namu had found themselves a spot and were wetting their throats from cups. It was all convivial.


  “Edwin, come and sit down,” beckoned Af. “You’re in time for supper. We found excellent mushrooms on the march today.” The small man beamed as Edwin joined him. “Have you had a good day? It must have been nice to get away from all the hurly-burly of this lot. You know, I understand how important all this is, but I do miss Solitude sometimes. It was so peaceful.”


  “And cold,” piped up Hemah, who was sitting back down, his seasoning done.


  “And boring,” added Mashhit. His comment was greeted with a frown from Af. “Well, it was. Nuriel was right. This is far more interesting.”


  “Has no one mentioned the dragon we saw today?” asked Edwin. He appreciated his newfound ability to remain calm, but this was too much for him. There were dragons out there and everyone was more concerned with locating a crusty loaf to go with the soup than the fact they could be roasted alive in a canvas parcel, en croute.


  “Oh, yes! The dragon. We didn’t expect to see one so soon,” said Kezef. He scooped his spoon in the pot and slurped it. “Now that is good. It’s so nice to have different mushrooms.”


  “And the plan is?” asked Edwin. He reminded himself these were very old men and easily distracted. And he could only guess at what they had seen in the past. A dragon may not be the big deal he thought it was.


  “We’ll deal with it if it returns,” said Kezef. “I think this is ready. You will try some, won’t you, Edwin?”


  He had hardly eaten all day and was hungry enough to eat a deer, but soup would have to do for now. He could always sneak off and find something meatier later. The elves were more than proficient when it came to bringing down small game. Their archers never missed. “Thank you, I will.”


  Kezef was right, the soup was excellent. As was the stale loaf, when made wet. He was about to ask if there was any more when a horn sounded from outside.


  “That will be the dragon,” said Kezef, setting his bowl aside. “Shall we?”


  Edwin felt strangely anxious and his chest grew tight. Battle was upon them. Not long ago he had thought his fighting days were over, and now … now he was about to face evil once more. It wasn’t like him to feel this way. The thought of battle normally sent a thrill through him. Maybe once he had a sword in hand he would feel better. He set his bowl aside and followed the others into the night. A full moon had risen and the sky was clear. The field was full of small campfires and among them stood elves, radiant in their silver armour like a reflection of the stars above. Edwin’s eye was drawn to a shadow that passed across the stars to the south.


  “There,” he said, pointing.


  “We see,” said Namu. “It’s a small dragon. Probably a juvenile.”


  Looking around, the Old Ones and the elves seemed calm. There was no shouting of orders, or grabbing of weapons. No one was stamping out their fire or running to hide. All were watching the approaching shadow as it grew larger.


  “I think it’s time,” said Kezef, and he shrugged off the cloak he had wrapped around his shoulders.


  “As good a time as any,” said Af.


  “What do they mean?” whispered Edwin, nudging Namu.


  “The Fae,” she replied. “You are about to witness something no living man has seen. Watch and take heart, Edwin. It may seem like times are dark, but light is about to re-enter the world.”


  “The Fae? Like faeries? Pretty, little creatures with wings?”


  “Quiet. And don’t let them hear you say that word.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s an ancient taunt the enemy made up, and they don’t like it. And, no, not small creatures but yes, pretty, and they do have wings. Watch.”


  The five Old Ones, or Fae, were standing close to each other. The elves around them had taken steps back, forming a ring. There was excitement in their faces. Edwin was about to ask what was going on when night turned to day and his hand went up reflexively to shield his eyes. He had to blink several times before he could see again. When he could, the Old Ones were gone, and in their place stood the Fae. Gone were the old men, their pot bellies, and beards. Gone were their burgundy robes and sandals. In their place were tall, lithe creatures, with delicate limbs, willow-like bodies, and gossamer wings that spread from their shoulders. They were naked and without gender, their skin as smooth as the lake at Wellow on a summer’s day when there was no breath of wind. Edwin sank to his knees and felt tears stream down his face. How could such wonder, such indescribable beauty, be possible? No poem, nor picture, could express the painful perfection rising into the night sky, its light pushing back the darkness. Around him, the elves began to sing in a language Edwin did not know and yet he understood. It was a song of hope, a song of joy. The melody rose and fell like a breeze through a wheat field, bringing warmth.


  The Fae rose into the sky and the shadow they climbed to meet was revealed. The black dragon lurched to one side and climbed, roaring as it did. Fire spewed from its jaws as it dove towards the Fae. Weapons appeared in their hands, which burned with a blue fire Edwin knew from the sword he had once wielded. The dragon was not deterred and breathed violent flame as he closed. The Fae, with a twitch of their moth-like wings, spread apart, avoiding the fire with ease. The dragon turned in the air with incredible agility, trying to grab one of the Fae, but missing. A spear thrust to its wing was its reward and it roared in pain as it was struck. It shot once more vertically into the sky. A Fae arrow caught it in the chest, bringing its ascent to an abrupt halt. The dragon flipped back and began to tumble, its wings now limp and its neck loose. Elves scattered from beneath as it crashed into the ground, sending a shudder through the earth that Edwin felt through his knees.


  Edwin could hardly believe what he was seeing—and given some of the things he had seen, it was even more incredible. He had to fight hard to keep his mind together. The madness he had slipped into atop a ziggurat when had faced a Dark Lord was whispering at the edge of his mind.


  “Who are they?” he managed, as Namu and Ga’brel came to him, offering hands to pull him to his feet.


  “The Fae,” answered Ga’brel. “The remaining few who withdrew from the eternal conflict.”


  “The one with the sword,” said Namu, pointing, “he’s Kezef. In his time, no one could match the destruction he could bring. Af wields the spear. He has a temper you wouldn’t believe. He’s also not fond of mortals. I think you’re one of the few who has ever managed to be close to him and not die. The others all have their peccadilloes. Mashhit, for example, doesn’t like children. Not sure why. Might be because he can’t have any.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “It’s not our place,” said Ga’brel. “They lead, we follow. When the time was right for them to reveal themselves, they did. The dragon could not be allowed to warn Morden of what was coming. This dragon was young and ill-prepared. Next time there will be more and it will be hard enough without them being ready. And then there is Morden. His power rivals theirs. Come, let’s take a look at this dragon.”


   Chapter 45 Griselda


  



  Delegate only those things you don’t mind being cocked up.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Drawing his dark veil across the land was proving to be much easier than Morden had anticipated. It was also far less exciting than he had hoped. Resistance was light and there had been none of the epic battles he had hoped would be more commonplace. He had thought there may have been more heroic last stands by desperate forces trying to hold him back but on the odd occasion when a stand was made, the matter was swiftly decided by the Black Dragon Flight. Nothing could stand against their might. Lady Deathwing was revelling in the destruction she brought with her children, and Morden had to remind her that wanton destruction was inefficient. Calculated destruction to achieve specific goals was far more productive. Burning entire villages for no other reason than she felt like it meant there was no one to gather the harvest, shepherd the sheep, or make the beer, all of which Morden needed if his army was to live off the land.


  And there were so many reports flooding in, it was hard to keep up. Stonearm was a help in this respect, but he needed to delegate more. Which was easier said than done. As a Dark Lord, he was the sole decision maker when it came to anything important, and often even less important matters. His minions were so terrified of him they were reluctant to decide anything for themselves. When he said he needed to be told of anything important as soon as possible the result was he was swamped in minutia. If an orc broke wind, he knew about it.


  This morning he’d ordered he not be disturbed unless it was earth-shatteringly important and was therefore surprised when the tent flap was pulled to one side and Stonearm entered. Morden had hoped to get a good half-hour of brooding in on his field throne. Given the throne had been a hastily-made commission, he was more than pleased with it. At the risk of being accused of sentimentality, he’d gone for a reprise on his first throne, the one he had had made in Bindelburg. Carved from wood and painted black, it was a simple, high-backed throne with scroll-worked armrests whose ends were skulls, though this time the skulls were real rather than carved; they were the bleached remnants of a duke and a count who had not bowed quickly enough when Lady Deathwing had come calling. It had been her idea to use them and he had to admit it was a good one. Whenever he held audience over aristocracy or officials, he could see their eyes drawn to the grinning teeth and wide eye sockets, at which point he would drum out a tune with his bony digits. The result was a sweaty submission and occasional voiding of bowels.


  “Sorry to disturb you, boss, but this is important.”


  “Take a seat, Stonearm. Would you like a muffin? They’re fresh today. The local baron sent them over with his wife and a note. ‘Everything I have is yours,’ it said. The emphasis was his. So I kept the muffins and sent his wife to see my father for a good ravaging.”


  “You are most gracious, my lord.” Stonearm took a muffin from the basket, where it was holding down one corner of a map, and ate it in two bites. “That was good,” he said, spewing crumbs as he spoke.


  “Before you tell me what is so important, will you answer me one question?” The orc raised his eyebrows, which Morden took as a ‘yes’. “Will you ever stop calling me ‘boss’, or ‘my lord’? When it’s just us two, I’m happy enough with Morden.”


  “No, your Dark Eminence. I will not. Familiarity is ill-befitting a Dark Lord.” Morden’s Field Marshal leant to one side, raised his thigh, and broke ferocious wind. “Pardon me.”


  “What’s so important, then?”


  “Two things, boss. First, we lost a dragon, and second, we found Griselda, kind of. More a case of we know where she is and what she’s doing.”


  For once, important matters. Morden didn’t immediately understand how you could lose a dragon, and was even less clear about what Stonearm was saying about Griselda. Much as he was more concerned with her, he thought he’d better get the dragon thing out of the way first.


  “Start with the dragon.”


  “Actually, it’s dragons. We lost two. One didn’t come back from a patrol, and the one that went looking didn’t come back either. One may be an accident, but two is suspicious if you ask me.”


  Two dragons. His Field Marshal was right, that was suspicious. Griselda could wait. “Show me,” he said, getting up and going over to the map. It was covered in small blocks that represented his armies and small dragon figurines for the detachments of the Black Dragon Flight. His position was marked by a pewter casting of himself he thought was rather well-made. Stonearm joined him at the table, ran his claw-nailed finger over the map, and then jabbed to the northwest.


  “Up there.”


  Morden peered more closely at the map. There was little more than a few large towns up there. His main line of advance was more to the south, and he had one smallish army out in that direction to sweep up those towns and act as a flank guard. He hadn’t wanted any unexpected surprises, and yet that was exactly what he’d found.


  “Good, Stonearm. You were right to bring this to my attention. Order the remaining flight members back and send out cavalry scouts. Have them perform a wide sweep and report back to me their findings, no matter what they are. Send five more regiments to bolster that army. I’m sure it’s probably nothing but let’s not tempt fate. And now, what of Griselda?”


  “Well, it’s only reports we have from captured prisoners, but I think she wants a divorce, and she aims to make it a final settlement of the fatal kind.”


  “She what?”


  “She’s raising an army against you. When the armies clash, she says she’s going to meet you in single combat and bring a violent end to your reign of terror.”


  “She did, did she?”


  “Yes. Apparently, she has become quite good with the sword and she plans to hack you to bits, grind your bones into meal, and feed you to pigs.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. And then she plans to slaughter the pigs, make bacon sandwiches from them, and serve them at a victory feast. Not sure about that bit. I think one of the prisoners may have been embellishing.”


  “Well, she always did have an eye for drama.”


  “True.”


  “And since when could she even lift a sword, let alone wield one? This is ridiculous. I would win easily.”


  “Yes, boss.”


  “I would.”


  “I’m sure you would. Only …”


  “Yes?”


  “The sword. It’s the one from Deathcropolis that Edwin had.”


  “The one that killed Zoon, with the blue fire and all?”


  The orc nodded. With the revelation she had the sword, Griselda’s plan did not seem so ridiculous. Morden wasn’t afraid of many things, but that sword was one of them. He’d seen what it could do to a Dark Lord up close.


  “And how did she get the sword? I thought it was safely locked up in the fortress?”


  “She must have nicked it, my lord.”


  Morden remembered watching her fly off, a big trunk in her father’s claws. He’d thought it was full of dresses, underclothes, and what remained of her bad poetry. Not for a second did it occur to him she would steal the sword. This was serious.


  “You’ve done well, Stonearm. Leave me. Go and see to those orders. I have much to dwell on.”


  Alone once more and sitting on his throne, Morden brooded on what he should do. The dragon thing would probably take care of itself. Griselda was another matter. He had thought maybe once he had done conquering the world the two of them may have had a rapprochement. Once the world was his, he’d have far more time for her. They could be together, go places and enjoy the spoils of conquest. Raising an army and threatening to feed him to farm animals wasn’t the softening of feelings he had been hoping for. He thought absence was meant to make the heart grow fonder, not homicidal. As for single combat, he was sure there was something in the Handbook about that. It didn’t sound like a good idea, especially against an estranged spouse with a magic sword that killed Dark Lords.


  Morden took the book from its place inside his robe. After all these years, it had almost become part of him. He flipped it open and began to read the familiar lines of text as they wrote themselves across the page.


   Chapter 46 Handbook: Single Combat


  



  You don’t have to be crazy to be a hero, but it helps.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Single combat. Perhaps the single most stupid thing a Dark Lord can engage in, and yet one of the most likely things they will face. No matter how you intend to avoid single combat, it has a habit of occurring anyway. You may be goaded out, or the hero may sneak up on you, and with nothing more than an ‘Aha!’ you find yourself facing off against your doom. As much as you would like to avoid fighting Dark Lord-to-man (Or woman, thought Morden), or Dark Lord-to-woman, you may well find yourself in the unfortunate predicament of having to do so. If that is the case then there are a number of things you should be prepared for, even though in all likelihood it will be your last fight. The truth is, Dark Lords can’t fight. They are about as bad at single combat as anyone can get. No matter how powerful they are, or hopeless their opponent, they will find a way to lose. There’s always a chance you can buck the trend though, so let’s get down to it.


  Not the most uplifting of starts, thought Morden. The Handbook was never normally this depressing. Surely, if he could beat anyone, it was Griselda. He may be useless at fighting but he didn’t believe for a second she had turned into this warrior queen type.


  Pay attention, Morden. This is perhaps the most important advice I can give on any topic.


  Firstly, if you do have to fight, make sure the fight is not anywhere near lava, or high above a precipice, or below a snow covered slope, or in a building held up with scaffolding, or on ground covered in oil. Essentially, avoid anywhere you can trip, or be pushed, or be dragged into, onto, under, or over something that will kill you. Heroes are excellent at avoiding environmental obstacles, Dark Lords less so. The hero could be hanging by his fingertips off the edge of a cliff and you could go to stamp on them only to slip, or for him to grab an ankle, and, before you know it, you’re over the edge on a one-way trip to being an ex-Dark Lord. Flat, open ground within an area that is not subject to earthquakes is ideal.


  Next is your weapon. Don’t bring a letter opener to a hero fight. And conversely, don’t overdo it. A massive mace that is so heavy you can’t raise it above your head, and is so slow even your grandmother could avoid it, is no good. Stick with a classic, like a well-balanced sword. Do not, under any circumstances, coat the blade with something that could harm you as much as the hero. A poisoned blade may sound like a good idea but there’s only one person likely to be poisoned, and that’s you. Likewise, do not use a magic weapon that spits fire or sucks souls. Almost certainly, you will be disarmed and the weapon used against you. Take a weapon that keeps you alive by effectively blocking attacks. And by that measure, a shield is probably a good idea as well, but use it to deflect blows, not bear the brunt of them, or it will shatter.


  Once the opening pleasantries have been exchanged, threats made, promises of doom given, get down to the fighting. Do not chatter. Resist all urges to soliloquy. You are concerned with one thing, and one thing only, and that is to avoid being killed. You are not concerned with answering accusations about your atrocious behaviour, or crimes you may or may not have committed. You probably were responsible for the death of their brother/sister/mother/father/other relative. Yes, they are here to avenge them but you do not care. All you want is to get out of this in one piece.


  Keep your distance. Do not try to grapple them. There may be a certain appeal to being face-to-face, so close you can taste their fear, but they’ll probably be slipping a knife into your vitals as you spit in their eye. You will not tire; you are an immortal undead Dark Lord lich thing. They will tire. Let them do the running around. Let them do the fancy dodges and back-flips. All you need to do is keep moving forward, shield at the ready, and keep swinging that sword.


  You may be wondering how this fight will end.


  Actually, I am, thought Morden. I’ve never had a fight in my life.


  This is the most important part of all. You will win by doing what any Dark Lord should do, and that is cheat. Single combat? Not a good plan. Once you’ve spent a few minutes facing them off and you have fulfilled your part, order your minions to kill them. It doesn’t matter much how, as long as you get out of the way first. If it’s archers, retreat behind them first or you’ll get shot. Should they curse your double-dealing then that only makes your victory sweeter. More the fool them. No Dark Lord ever wins single combat. Always, always, always, bring friends. Your opponent will probably find a way to escape, but that’s fine. The important thing is you faced them and lived to tell the tale. That’s a victory.


  One last word of warning: beware the Pyrrhic victory. This is easily spotted. Your opponent will seek to sacrifice themselves. In doing so, they will either try to take you with them (thus the avoidance of precipices, lava, etc.), or they may have been a mere diversion to keep you busy while the means of your downfall is prepared elsewhere, or in their dying they will transcend their normal existence and turn into some being of supreme power. An opponent in single combat who seeks death should not be granted it. Capture them if possible, or chase them off. If by their death you lose, then avoid their death.


  And that’s pretty much it. I’m sure you’re disappointed. You probably had visions of glorious battle, of crushing your enemy beneath your steel boot, of holding a severed head aloft to show your army and declare victory, but that never happens. The best you can hope for is not to find your head being held aloft, or your sudden dissolution into a nether spirit, doomed to spend centuries a mere dark presence preparing for a comeback.


  Single combat is for suckers. Do not be that sucker.


   Chapter 47 Plan B


  



  Feel free to strike a bargain with your enemies.


  They are fools if they think you will keep it.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Penbury’s research on the staff had so far drawn a blank. He’d managed to find no mention of it anywhere in the archive. It didn’t mean there wasn’t something in the archive, just that he hadn’t yet found it. In the meantime, Morden’s progress was unstoppable and it was becoming increasingly difficult to hold Griselda back. Her army had grown to the size Count Vladovitch had led in the First War of the Dark Lord (as modern historians had dubbed it), and Firena and the surroundings were struggling to support it. Penbury had done his best to put in a supply chain but, with Morden’s conquest proceeding apace, resources were generally scarce as hoarding took place.


  There was also a clear plan behind Morden’s progress. While there were a number of armies, and seemingly plenty of dragons to go around to support them, his main body was heading in an obvious direction: Firena. Penbury could think of two reasons and didn’t like either. Morden was either coming for his wife or he was coming for Penbury. The latter was keeping sleep at bay. It suggested Morden knew where the real power lay and he was coming straight for it.


  He had to keep reminding himself of what Nuriel had said, that all would seem bleak but turn out well in the end. It was little comfort in the dead of night with the knowledge a Dark Lord was perhaps only a week away. When Nuriel had said they would turn up in the nick of time, about now would have been when Penbury would have preferred. Every day, he sent out scouts to the northwest to search for, and report back on, anything unusual and every day nothing was found, even when the scouts had ridden for several days before turning back. If help was coming, there was no sign of it.


  That Morden would be a Dark Lord of reason and deal reasonably with him, should it come to that, was also increasingly in doubt. So far, Morden had shown little in the way of reasonableness when it came to dealing with the incumbent rulers of the lands he conquered. Penbury was used to heads rolling after hostile takeovers, but not in the literal fashion as had been the case for some who had stood against Morden’s will.


  He had no intention of standing against Morden should the Dark Lord come knocking on his door. He’d put plans in place to make good his escape well ahead of time should it look like he was not going to be stopped. It would mean the end of everything he loved in life, but he would make do. He’d prepared an assumed identity as a retired merchant and acquired a pleasant enough house, with modest gardens and surrounding land, in a warm, wine growing region to the southwest. There were worse ways to spend his remaining days while a Dark Lord assumed power over all he had previously controlled. And yet, here he was, wide awake and suffering a night sweat at the idea his best laid plans would crumble. In the dead of night, alone, he was once more a child, afraid of the dark and what it may hold.


  “Ahem.”


  To the best of his knowledge, the Chancellor had never suffered a heart attack. It was true, when he had first tried spriggle, he had come close. But despite that, and all manner of other things he had eaten, his heart had served him well. The sound of someone—or worse, something—clearing its throat, a mere few yards away, sent a jolt through him.


  “Argh!”


  He shot up in his bed, clasping the thin sheet to his throat as if it would shield him. At first he could see nothing. Then a shadow stepped from one corner of the room and what little light there was from the moon fell upon it.


  “Apologies, Chancellor. I didn’t mean to startle you.”


  The voice was immediately familiar.


  “Then you bloody well shouldn’t come into my room in the dead of night and scare the hell out me, Lord Deathwing.”


  Any response the dragon lord may have made was interrupted by Chidwick’s familiar knock at the bedroom door. “Chancellor, is everything all right?”


  Everything was not all right, but if Deathwing were here to kill him he saw no point in getting Chidwick killed as well. “Just a nightmare, Chidwick. I’m fine.”


  “Can I get you anything?”


  “No, thank you.”


  “A glass of warm milk? A cookie?”


  “No thank you, Chidwick. Go back to bed.”


  Lord Deathwing sat himself down in an armchair next to the open veranda doors and brushed off some imaginary lint from his knee. Penbury had to wonder how he had managed to elude his guards. He hoped the dragon hadn’t killed them. He could have made an appointment with Chidwick and Penbury would have been happy to see him during office hours. Penbury swung himself out of bed, put on a night robe, picked up the glass of water he kept at his bedside, and went to sit opposite his unwelcome visitor.


  “An unexpected pleasure, Lord Deathwing. What brings you here, in the middle of the night? Shouldn’t you be off burning some hapless village?”


  “Oh, I don’t get too involved in that kind of thing. I leave it to the wife. Once you’ve burned one village, you’ve burned them all.”


  “What brings you here, then?”


  “What else but an offer? One that—”


  “I cannot refuse?”


  “Precisely.”


  “Let me guess. You want me to arrange a surrender and to welcome the Dark Lord Morden with open arms.”


  “Surrender? What good would that be? A Dark Lord is nothing without his conquests. It is the foundation of his future rule. People must remember these times as the most terrible they have lived through and have no desire to see a repeat. Only then can a lasting peace ensue and the Dark Lord get down to the real business of running things and enjoying life.”


  “We had peace. And at the risk of sounding arrogant, I was running things and everything was fine. If peace is what is desired, then why start a war?”


  “While all you say is true, the one thing Morden is most unhappy with is the ‘you running things’ bit. He would rather he did. And to do that he needs to establish his undisputed supremacy, and hence the war of conquest. It will crush all opposition and be the bedrock for his coming rule.”


  “So he feels he cannot compete with me other than by force of arms?”


  “He’s a Dark Lord, not a businessman or banker. He desires power absolute, not money. He has no desire to compete with you in the boardroom.”


  This was all very interesting. He wasn’t sure where it was going, but it sounded like a peace overture despite what Lord Deathwing had said. If all Morden wanted was political rule then Penbury could probably come to terms with that. He’d had to work with enough petty tyrants and despots in the aristocracy. A Dark Lord would be no different.


  “What’s the offer, Lord Deathwing? You’ve obviously been sent here to deliver a message.”


  “When Morden has won, you will be spared and allowed to continue doing what you do best. But you must answer to him directly. A Dark Lord’s chancellor, if you will.”


  “And in return?”


  “And in return, you will arrange for the house guest I brought you last time to meet an unfortunate end.”


  They wanted Griselda dead? There were many who did, mostly the grieving families of the poor unfortunate suitors she had killed, as well as his chef, and probably Chidwick. She was … difficult … to get on with, but did she deserve to die? To ensure his survival, then maybe.


  “Why me? Surely you could kill her yourself. If you can evade my security to see me then you could equally get to her.”


  “Let’s call it a test of resolve and future loyalty. If you do this, it shows commitment to our cause. You’ll be doing Morden a great service and by it he would happily bestow his favour.”


  “I knew their marriage was in a bad way, and she has threatened to hack him to pieces with that damned sword of hers, but I didn’t …. Ah, I see. That’s it, isn’t it? That damned sword. Morden’s afraid of her.”


  “Of course, he isn’t,” laughed Deathwing, waving a dismissive hand. “He’s young and fearless. He’s a Dark Lord in his prime. He fears no one.”


  “Then perhaps you do? Is that it? Does he even know you’re here?”


  Lord Deathwing made no immediate reply. One hand went to his chin and a finger drummed a lip. It was a classic tell Penbury knew from his card playing. He’d just made a big bet and Deathwing was trying to decide whether he would continue his bluff or fold.


  “You see straight through me, Chancellor.” So he folded. That was good. “Morden is young and foolish enough to think himself invincible but he has one weakness, and it’s that damn woman. Despite everything he knows, and everything my good wife and I have told him, she can still be his downfall. If they kiss and make up, that would be a disaster. But not nearly as big a disaster as if she separates his head from his shoulders with that bloody sword. She is Edwin’s sister. She has heroic blood in her. She could be the most inept person ever to wield a sword but if those two face off then I fear the worst.”


  “Seems rather an oversight to deliver her to me with the sword.”


  “I didn’t know she had the bloody thing in her trunk. I thought it was full of her clothes. You know how many black lacy things she has.”


  “So why don’t I let her meet Morden on the field of battle, as is her intention, and watch her defeat him?”


  “You remember that bit, an offer you couldn’t refuse?” Lord Deathwing inhaled and then spat a plume of flame. “It wouldn’t end well for you.”


  “And you have no intention of going near that sword?”


  “What can I say? I’m a coward. And I’ve seen far too many improbable mishaps to add my own unfortunate end to them.”


  Penbury had taken part in many negotiations over the years. The secret was to enter them having already won. The process of give and take was largely an illusion. In most negotiations, one person held all the power and the other was only there to come to terms with what was required. The only real difference between those negotiations and this was, in the more normal ones, it was money on the line, whereas here, it was his life at risk. And that was a big difference. He was rather fond of his life and until now, with the exception of the odd unforeseen mishap, like that time in Al-Frahzi, it had never been at risk, and he was not inclined to start down that path now. The description of Lord Deathwing’s offer was accurate—it was one he did not seem to be able to refuse.


  “It’s not something I can guarantee. I can only make a reasonable attempt to do as you ask.”


  “How about best endeavours?”


  “Do I need a lawyer?”


  “Only if you mean those special ones who execute estates, otherwise I am happy with a verbal agreement. We both know what best endeavours means.”


  “Indeed.”


  It was not a term Penbury was happy about being subject to. He was happy enough to have it included in his more punitive contracts, but in this case it was not only his financial ruin he was promising to see things through, it was his life.


  “Very well. Though, if she is a heroine, as you say, then any effort I make may well be fruitless. The heroic tradition is hard to beat.”


  “As long as you are the one trying to beat it, and not me, I am happy enough with that. Then we are agreed?”


  “It seems I have little choice.”


  “Excellent. In which case, I will leave you to your sleep.”


  Penbury’s guest got up from his chair, crossed over to the veranda doors and was gone, a sudden buffeting of wind the only sign of his departure. Penbury remained seated and went over what was likely the last big deal he would ever make, and it was the worst he had ever made. Either he would renege on the deal and suffer the consequences at the hands of a black dragon, or he would attempt to dispose of Griselda and meet his fate at the hands of a heroine. Even should he succeed, Morden may not be happy with what he had done. No matter he may well have saved the Dark Lord’s life, if Morden still had feelings for Griselda Penbury would surely meet a swift end if he had her done in. In the dead of night, he could see no way out of it. He couldn’t see himself getting back to sleep that easily, either.


  He went to his bedside and pulled on the rope that called Chidwick. Moments later, there was a polite knock and his personal private secretary entered.


  “I think I will have that milk, Chidwick. Two cookies, the ones with nuts, and sharpen up the milk with some of the Grand Reserve brandy. The good stuff.”


  “Trouble sleeping, sir? I thought I heard voices.”


  “Yes, Chidwick. I had a visitor and I thought best you not be at risk. Are we able to get hold of those lawyers, Snort and Snort?”


  “They retired, sir.”


  “Try to tempt them out of retirement, will you, Chidwick? Promise them anything.”


  “Very well, sir. Will there be anything else?”


  “If I believed in it, you could wish me luck, Chidwick, though even the best of luck looks like it may not be enough.”


  Sitting in bed, drinking his warm milk, in which there was more brandy than milk, and nibbling on pistachio cookies, Penbury went over the deal looking for a way out. By the time sleep took him, with a helping hand from the brandy, none had presented itself.


  



  *****


  



  Penbury didn’t think he had drunk enough brandy to get a hangover and yet, when the doors to his bedroom were thrown open the next morning and Griselda stormed in, it felt like he had drunk a cask of the stuff.


  “No time for sleep, Chancellor. It’s a beautiful day, a glorious day, and we have a divorce settlement to finalise.”


  Through bleary eyes, Penbury watched as Griselda went to each window in turn and pulled back the curtains. The bright sunlight hurt his eyes. Chidwick must have let him sleep late. Griselda added to the banging of windows as they opened with the clattering of the amour she was now in the habit of wearing having dispensed with her chainmail. It was a light plate, beautifully made, that looked more decorative than functional. Etched onto the plate were fine filigree patterns that suggest twining briars, accentuated by delicate roses. Under the plate she wore a gossamer-fine chain shirt that rolled up her throat. Her hair was loose and golden, shining in the sunlight, and at her hip was the sword in a bejewelled scabbard. When she had finished with the windows and turned to face him, the zeal in her eyes burned almost as brightly as the sunlight that reflected off her armour.


  “He’s here,” she said, her hand resting on the pommel of her sword. “His army is only a few days away. Morden is here. Dragons flew over the city at first light. The city is in turmoil. The army is mobilised and ready.”


  Penbury reached for the glass at his side and took a long drink of water. It tasted like nectar. He wondered where Chidwick was, but only for a moment as his PPS came running in. Unusually, he looked flustered.


  “I’m so sorry, Chancellor. She burst in before I could do anything.”


  “It’s all right, Chidwick. She’s not the first unwelcome guest to my bedroom I’ve had in the last few hours.”


  “Chancellor, didn’t you hear me?” asked Griselda, ignoring the glowers she was getting from Chidwick. “He’s here. That no-good husband of mine actually has some balls. I’m going to take the army and beat his sorry arse into the ground. Don’t you want to come and watch? It will be epic. That fucker is going to die.”


  Even after all the time he had spent around her, that one so lovely could be so foul of mouth was at odds with the natural order of things. Not that anything could be done about it. Many had tried to curb her tongue, himself and Morden not being the least amongst them, and failed. She was hardly going to change now.


  That he was meant to silence her tongue for good, and prevent her from her much-desired showdown with her estranged Dark Lord husband, was foremost in his mind. Even if he could get hold of some really good lawyers at short notice, even an office full of them, he doubted it would make a difference. Everything about Griselda shouted heroine. She had changed a lot in assuming her role. She had spent increasingly less time moping around, writing poetry about the deaths of swans and ducklings, and thrown herself wholeheartedly into the warrior maiden role. That she was not chaste, as such heroines were thought to be, made little difference.


  Even if he could fulfil his bargain, if he’d wanted to, seeing her here in the light of day, he realised the deal he had entered into last night with Lord Deathwing was ludicrous. He could not kill her. Not only did he not want to, it was now clear in his mind that she was in fact his only hope. Only by her hand, and the defeat of Morden, could he be saved. If she beat him, then she was bound to rout his forces and go after the other dragons. If he stuck closely enough to her, Lord Deathwing was too much of a coward to come after him. He saw now, Lord Deathwing was desperate. He was also right in his assessment of the threat Griselda posed. If anyone was going to stop Morden, it was her.


  “Very well, my dear. I will get dressed and join you. If you’d excuse me, Chidwick will help me get ready.”


  “We march at midday. I would be honoured, Chancellor, if you would be at my side.”


   Chapter 48 Dark Tidings


  



  A hero is your worst enemy. An ancient enemy is a close second.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  The closer they got to Firena, the warmer it became and Morden noticed his guards and generals were giving him a wider berth than normal. Even the stoic Stonearm was observed to wrinkle his nose standing beside his Dark Lord master. Morden could only imagine how he smelt given he’d lost all sense of smell years ago. He didn’t take his robe off these days and didn’t want to think about the state of his body underneath it. This morning, they stood in a wide circle around the table upon which was his war map.


  “Scouts report the enemy are deployed here and awaiting us?” he asked of his General of Horse.


  “Yes, my lord.”


  Firena itself was on the coast, close by an estuary. Inland, it was flat and highly cultivated along the river, with wide areas of grassland beyond. As far as battlegrounds went, it was perfect. To the northwest there were gently rolling hills that rose off the plain, but nothing significant. Morden would be able to see anything coming easily, especially with his airborne scouts. It was altogether straightforward and that made him nervous. He couldn’t see how the army that opposed him could possibly stop him. They were outnumbered by over ten to one and they neither had dragons nor cannon. The latter had proven to be surprisingly useful, either as a terror weapon or for pummelling city walls. His metal smiths had studied them and were confident they could make more. For now, the twenty he had were plenty. The orc gunners had overcome their natural fear, given Huang’s mishaps of the past, and become adept at loading and firing them. They weren’t particularly mobile but, when deployed to the centre of the army, provided an awe-inspiring means to open a battle, even if they didn’t hit much. Flat plains, baked hard by the sun, were ideal. Nothing to get in the way.


  “I see no need for anything fancy then. We’ll go with the standard deployment. Cannon in the centre, massive horde to either side, and dragons above.”


  “Yes, my lord,” chorused the generals.


  “Have we sent an emissary to ask when they’d like to start?”


  “Tomorrow, around midday, if that’s to my lord’s satisfaction?”


  “Very well. Have the army deploy. Dismissed.”


  The generals trooped out, leaving Morden with Stonearm, his father, and Lady Deathwing. The dragons looked distracted.


  “Tomorrow, Firena falls and we are victorious,” stated Morden. “What’s bothering you two? Any news of the missing young ones?”


  Lady Deathwing shot him a glance she normally reserved for her errant husband. If he wasn’t in such a good mood, he may have taken it as insubordinate and bent her to his will to show her who was boss again, but he let it slide. Soon he would be master of the world.


  “We sent out a wing to look for them,” she said. “No news.”


  “And what’s your problem, Father? Why so glum?”


  “You won’t do anything stupid tomorrow, will you, son?”


  Morden was genuinely taken aback, not only by the question and its tone but by the fact his father had it in him to show the slightest amount of concern.


  “I’m a Dark Lord, father. I think I can handle a rousing soliloquy and a crushing victory on the field of battle. Look at all the battles we’ve won so far.”


  Over the course of the last few months, none had stood before them. Morden’s shadow had engulfed everything. True, there had been little organisation and resistance. Too much had been put into the fleet and the idea of stopping him coming ashore at all. There didn’t seem to be much of a plan B other than this army at Firena with his estranged wife at its front.


  “The fact you are now, beyond dispute, a Dark Lord is what has me worried,” said Lord Deathwing. “Especially with the string of easy victories. Complacency has been the downfall of many a Dark Lord. Zoon was complacent, and look what happened to him. Twice. And there’s—”


  “Griselda. You needn’t worry. I can handle her. She’s no threat.”


  “Foolish boy,” interjected Lady Deathwing. “Of course she’s a threat. She has you by the balls even when she’s not here. I may not be able to read your thoughts, like the common man, but I can read his.” She pointed at Stonearm, who had the decency to look apologetic. “And he knows how you feel better than anyone. You’re still hung up on her and it will be your downfall, and ours, unless you get over her. Let me burn her when she takes to the field.”


  “I can assure you,” said Morden, “I am completely over her. If she is daft enough to face me, she will lose.”


  “With any luck, you won’t have to,” said his father, almost to himself.


  “And what do you mean by that, Father?”


  For a philanderer, Lord Deathwing was terrible at keeping secrets. Morden had learnt to read the signs of guilt in his father when he had something to hide. He could only imagine what it must be like for his wife.


  “I struck a deal with Penbury. She won’t be a problem. That’s all.”


  “You what?”


  “Look. You’re a Dark Lord. She’s Edwin’s sister, and he was a hero. She has his sword. It’s as plain as day that if I didn’t act you would do something stupid, so I took matters into my own hands. It’s what a responsible father does.”


  Morden couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His father, admittedly as untrustworthy as they come, had betrayed him and struck a deal with his greatest foe, Penbury. That aside, it was a flagrant disregard for him as a Dark Lord. He was the one in charge around here. If there were any deals to be struck and murders to be plotted, then he’d be the one to do it. Morden felt something he rarely felt: rage. And with that, the dragon inside opened an eye and took an interest. He could feel its latent power. His father was lucky it was trapped.


  “On your knees,” commanded Morden, stepping towards his father and bringing the full power of his will to bear. Lady Deathwing opened her mouth but he gripped her in his will as well. “Don’t say a word.”


  His father sank to his knees in front of his son. Morden stood over him and fumed. He was no love-struck teenager. He was a grown man and a Dark Lord.


  “There are times when you forget yourselves. You live to serve me. You may be my father and stepmother, but you are both subject to my will. I will not tolerate anything that undermines me. Do you understand?”


  Morden released them just enough so they could nod their understanding. There was fire in their eyes but they were helpless in his power. They would serve him. He let them go, and his father rose to his feet.


  “My apologies, my lord. I will not make the same mistake again.”


  “Very well. Let’s put this behind us. We are on the verge of complete conquest. Let’s set our minds to that. Victory tomorrow will bring rich rewards for us all.”


  Morden was about to elucidate the exact nature of those rewards when there was a commotion from outside and three men pushed the tent flap aside and staggered in. They were dragonlings in their black battle-leathers, and they were in a bad way. They had burns about their bodies and blood dripped from wounds on their faces.


  “Fae,” gasped one before collapsing to the floor.


  Morden had no idea what Fae was but the dragon inside opened its other eye. Something primal gripped him. Whatever this Fae was, he intuitively knew it was not good. His father and Lady Deathwing’s reaction confirmed this.


  “Bugger,” said Lord Deathwing.


  “We should attack now,” said Lady Deathwing. “If it’s the Fae, we have no time to lose.”


  “She’s right,” said his father. “Attack now. We must defeat Griselda before the Fae turn up.”


  “Explain,” ordered Morden, indicating a dragonling who had managed to stay conscious.


  The dragonling told of their patrol and how they had come across a small army of strangely dressed men, in silver armour, and when they had approached to get a closer look, they had been met and attacked by winged creatures that shone like the sun and wielded terrible weapons. They had fought and only just managed to escape, though they did say they had inflicted wounds on their attackers. The description of these winged beings was especially odd. The description of their weapons was more familiar.


  “Tell me what you know of these Fae, Father. Why have I not heard of them until now? What threat are they?”


  His father’s state of shock had increased as the report had been given. Morden could see deep-rooted fear in his eyes.


  “They are the ancient enemy, long thought gone from the world. They have not been seen since before I was born. They were the stuff of legend, mentioned only in stories told to young children. The Fae came before our kind and we were made to combat them, winning more by strength of numbers than strength of arms. Morden, we must have the entire Black Dragon Flight here. Now.”


  Morden did not need to doubt his father’s concerns. He’d been won over at ‘ancient enemy’. “Send out a recall, Stonearm. Get them back here by tomorrow. We attack as soon as they are gathered, before these Fae arrive. Father, tell me everything you know. Lady Deathwing, attend your offspring.”


  The tent cleared. Morden was left alone with his father, who had sat himself down in a chair, his shoulders sagging. Morden poured him a flagon of wine, which he downed in a single draught.


  “This changes everything,” said Lord Deathwing. “You might even consider retreating.”


  “You jest, Father. We’ve not come all this way to run away with our tails between our legs. We will defeat Griselda tomorrow and then deal with these Fae.”


  “Easier said than done, son. These Fae have bad habits, and one is that they turn up when least expected, or wanted. And that army with them can only be elves. It may be small but they will make offcuts of an orc army. They do not tire. They will not rest. They will hack away as long as it takes. They were only ever defeated by sheer numbers or misfortune.”


  “Elves? Like the stories with the fairies?”


  “Fairies is what we called the Fae to diminish them. Instead of homicidal angelic forces of light, in the stories they were reduced to pretty, small, mischievous scamps. They were less frightening that way. As for elves, effete has-beens.”


  “But they can be beaten?”


  “If you’re lucky. But with a heroine on hand as well?”


  “Don’t worry about her. I’ll deal with Griselda. Your good wife can lead the flight. Save yourself in case the Fae make an appearance. I want you with the cannon. Go and see to their deployment. I have much to think on.”


   With his father gone, Morden was alone. He sat on his throne and brooded. It seemed inconceivable he could come so far to be undone at the last, and yet history was against him. No Dark Lord had ever succeeded in what he was trying to accomplish. But then there had never been a Dark Lord like him. Just because some ancient foe had come skulking out of history was no reason to assume the worst. He could defeat Griselda and her army and then deal with these Fae and the elves. If he didn’t believe he could do this then his father was right, he may as well run off back to his fortress and sulk. But his sulking days were behind him. Tomorrow would be the day he would succeed where all others had failed. Tomorrow, he would triumph.


   Chapter 49 Late Arrival


  



  Beware the late arrivals. They are often loud and spoil the party.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Edwin had taken to meditating twice a day to keep his temper in check. Progress was painfully slow. What was even more annoying was the apparent lack of concern shown by the Fae and elves. Every time Edwin pressed the need for urgency Ga’brel would shrug. ‘We’ll get there in time,’ he’d say. ‘We always do.’ Edwin was less convinced. Nuriel had returned two days previously with news of Griselda and the army she had assembled. Edwin was impatient to see her and take control. That his sister would take the field of battle with his sword against a Dark Lord was sheer fancy. They had to get there before the battle started, not during it, to save the day.


  The day after Nuriel had returned, they had once more been scouted by dragons and this time the dragons had escaped. Surely now, it was time to march day and night as Morden would surely be warned. But no. There still seemed plenty of time to settle down each evening and sit around campfires and sing of ages past, glorious victories they had enjoyed, or the way in which moonlight reflected off a still lake high in the mountains. Of that and lost love, tragic affairs, and couples torn apart by fate to live thinking their love lost only to discover their error, but in vain as their love had thought the same and moved on, settled down, raised three bright, young children and was enjoying a happy enough life. But the songs that angered Edwin more than anything were those about how terrible it was to be so perfect and immortal. Edwin spent much of his meditation suppressing the urge to spoil those perfect features with his fist, or choke their pathos-laden immortality from their bodies.


  He could not sleep and so he rose early, before sunrise, to walk the picket line. They were close to Firena now, up in the hills that stretched in an arc to the northwest of the city. It could only be a day or two to the city. So far, no news of battle had come to them; they had scouts out and Edwin was expecting the worst as each hour passed. The sky was clear in all but the east, where dawn’s first light was struggling against dark clouds.


  Edwin had stopped to exchange forced pleasantries with some elves on watch around the camp when the sound of horses drew their attention. Galloping up the hill, through the sparse, stunted trees of the region, came an elven patrol.


  “What news?” called out Edwin, as they slowed to a trot passing the line.


  “The Dark Lord has shown his hand. He attacks Firena.”


  This was the news Edwin had both been wanting and fearing. Were they, despite all assurances, going to arrive in time to affect the battle? Would he once more be too late to rescue his sister from the Dark Lord Morden? These thoughts and more raced through his head as he ran to the tent where the Fae rested. He was joined by Namu and Ga’brel at the tent’s entrance.


  Inside, Edwin found the Fae having breakfast. Though Mashhit and Af had been wounded in the last fight with the dragons, they had healed quickly and the six Fae (now that Nuriel had returned) looked well. Af, in particular, was beaming even more than he normally did, and Edwin had never known him not to have a smile on his face. It was hard to reconcile this rotund, jocular old man with the winged creature he had seen take to the skies and battle dragons. Nevertheless, these Fae were the best hope they had when it came to dealing with the Black Dragon Flight. The elves would do their best with the orc horde, and then it was down to Edwin to deal with Morden. The plan was clear and now the time had come to execute it, but rather than urgency there was time enough for a bite first.


  “Edwin, have you had breakfast?” asked Kezef.


  “Have you not heard? Morden attacks Firena. We must break camp and go now or we will be too late.”


  From the looks he got from the Fae, there was plenty of time for breakfast and the Dark Lord could wait.


  “Ga’brel, Namu, tell them. There’s not a moment to waste.”


  “Come, Edwin,” said Namu, taking him gently by the elbow. “The Fae make ready as they will. We’d best go and do the same.”


  In a daze, Edwin let himself be led out by Namu and Ga’brel. It was all getting to be too much. He could hear familiar whispers at the edge of his mind. They urged him to jump on a horse and gallop until it died to get to his sister’s side so he was there when Morden came forth. Together they would face and defeat him.


  “Edwin?”


  Namu’s voice was distant to him. He took a deep breath. “I’m fine.”


  All around, camp was being broken as the elvish army readied itself for battle. Units formed up, split between sword, bow, and pole-arm. It helped ease his mood to see the elves did not share the Fae’s relaxed attitude. As fast as he could, he donned his elvish armour and mounted up to join Namu and Ga’brel. Seeing them, and the elvish army around him, he felt a tremendous surge of hope. They shone in their silver armour. Namu was painfully beautiful, her raven-black hair falling down, perfectly straight, over her shoulders, reins in one hand, a spear in the other. At her side, Ga’brel had lost the soft smile often on his delicate lips. His weapon, a staff, was made of the silver wood that had been so common in Solitude. A red gem was clasped at its tip. The sight of his new friends ready for war made Edwin happy to be riding to battle with them.


  Around them, the army started to move.


  “Shall we?” asked Namu, with a smile.


  



  *****


  



  As the army moved, Edwin’s anxiety lessened. He realised, until now, they had moved at a leisurely pace as they made their way toward the confrontation with Morden. Now they moved more swiftly and sang as they rode, which further raised his spirits.


  “What are they singing about?”


  He had to shout at Namu to be heard above the dull thunder of thousands of hooves and the song itself.


  “Death,” shouted Namu.


  “Death? But it’s so beautiful!”


  “Death is beautiful,” laughed Namu, “when you’re immortal.”


  Edwin would never understand these strange people. How could they sing so joyfully about the death that awaited them? He had memories of battle lust, of his body shaking with excitement, and the overwhelming feeling of being so alive as he cut through his foe, but it had never been joyous like this. Then again, he was only a man. He didn’t know what it was like to live as they had. They were not long woken from a deep sleep, one they had entered when the world had become wearisome. Perhaps through death they would be set free and this was what they celebrated. Edwin, in his darkest hours, had thought how death would be a release from his torment. That was all it was, though, a dark thought in the midst of his despair. He couldn’t welcome his own death unless if by sacrificing his life he could save Griselda.


  They made good progress as dawn became day. The hills rolled on and there was no sight of any armies, friend or foe, ahead. The only indication of anything untoward was the ever-thickening cloud in the east that hid the sun, turning the morning light into gloom. Not that Edwin had any difficulty seeing his way, as the light of the elvish host lit his path. The songs had stopped now and, apart from the sound of the horses, the elves were silent. A grim determination settled on them as the hills started to flatten and a plain came into view as they rode over each hilltop. The distant clouds had become black, and lightning split them. The rumble of thunder could be heard above the sound of their approach.


  They crested one last hill and drew themselves up. Before them stretched a wide plain. Off to the right, they could see a river hook its way out of the hills and snake to the coast where Firena sat on its western bank. On the east bank, an army was deployed with the river at its back and was creeping eastward. Edwin was no military strategist, but this was a terrible mistake. It should be deployed on the western side to force the enemy to attack across water and up a defensible bank. He wondered what genius had thought it a better idea to march out and face a Dark Lord’s host, then it occurred to him the genius was probably his sister.


  Farther to the east, a dark shadow stretched across the full width of the plain. He could not begin to guess how big an army it must be. He could not see clearly but he could tell it was not moving. It sat in place as the much smaller army from Firena approached. Edwin could not see this ending well. The pathetically small Firena army would be swamped. Looking left and right at the elvish host lining the hilltop, it too would make little difference, and certainly none unless they could get down and join his sister’s army. But even if they rode at a gallop, they would never reach her in time. They were miles from where the armies would clash. Even if it took them only an hour to arrive, Edwin wasn’t sure the army his sister led would last even that long. As he watched, the Firena army continued on its death march into the jaws of Morden’s horde.


  “What do you see?” he asked Namu, who had brought her horse up to his left side.


  “The good news is, I don’t see dragons. The bad news is, I see an army marching to its doom.”


  From the centre of the Firena army, a spark of light detached itself and rode alone toward the darkness to the east, stopping mid-way between the two armies.


  “Are we going to ride?” asked Edwin. “Or sit and watch?”


  “It’s too late now,” said Ga’brel. “Whoever that is, they’ve dug their own grave, gone to lie down in it, and left a shovel by the side. We may as well watch while we gather our strength, then ride.”


  For a few minutes, nothing happened. The spark of light sat between the armies alone. Then Namu pointed.


  “Can you see that, Edwin? There’s someone on a black horse coming from the enemy army. Wait. Yes! It’s him. It’s Morden! Maybe they do have a chance. Morden comes forth!”


  “What an unbelievable dumb arse,” said Ga’brel. “We might not have much to do after all.”


  Unable to see as clearly as them at this distance, Edwin had to rely on their elvish eyes and imagine what was happening. Out there, alone, his sister was about to face the Dark Lord Morden. He hoped for the best and that, somehow, she would prevail. But he feared the worst and it knotted his stomach. The only thing he could do was watch, and if she fell, avenge her.


  “The light be with you, my sister,” he whispered.


   Chapter 50 Handbook: Jibes, Threats, and Curses


  



   To scorn, to mock, to taunt, to disdain, to deride, and hold in contempt.


  This is how a hero should be treated.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  There will come a time, Morden, when you are faced with someone who will seek to defeat you with not just force of arms but with words. Your immediate reaction may well be to scoff, but do not underestimate the power of the spoken word. Jibes, threats, curses, slanders, taunts, mocking, teasing, lies, insults, and even name-calling, all have their place when it comes to rivalry. There will be occasions when you use these techniques and others when you will be on the receiving end. You should be prepared for both. Your foe will say hurtful things, and you need to understand that they mean nothing and are said to undermine you. Their sole purpose is to distract, to anger, to wound, such that you deviate from your plan and leave yourself vulnerable. It is best to be prepared for the things that will be hurled at you.


  A common line of attack is that of your plans and achievements. Your goals as a Dark Lord are clear; you seek domination over all things. Your attacker will say your plans are laid bare to them and you are doomed to fail. They will say you are working under false assumptions and all the facts are not known to you (‘little do you know’). They will say you cannot possibly win because if you beat them, you cannot defeat love/freedom/the human spirit/those who follow them. These are the words of a desperate foe. Your plans have almost certainly succeeded and they are trying to sow doubt. They are trying to save their skins with the promise that you will lose anyway, and therefore you may as well let them live. Altogether, this is the least of the ways they can hurt you and these words are simply ignored.


  Your one area of true vulnerability, Morden, is your self-esteem. Don’t confuse this with lack of confidence. It sounds contrary but it is normal to have plenty of confidence when it comes to those things that are Dark Lord related, like conquest and bending others to your will, and yet have low self-esteem when it comes to things like attractiveness to the opposite sex and being the life and soul of a party. Fundamentally, you lack social skills and don’t fit in. You never have. All your life you have been a pariah, been unloved, and it is this emotional vulnerability that needs to be protected the most.


  Your enemies will say that you may be a Dark Lord, and hold dominion over all you see, but you’re still a pleb. You don’t belong. You’ll never get to go to the best parties and mix with the beautiful people. This is fine. Cheese and wine shouldn’t be your thing anyway. You’re a Dark Lord, not a peacocking socialite.


  They’ll say that everyone hates you. That you are unloved and uncared for. So, what’s new? You’re not in the Dark Lord business to win popularity contests. Besides, they don’t know the real you. If they got to know you properly, over a period of time, they would see a completely different Dark Lord. It’s not that you don’t care—you don’t—or that you have a deep, sensitive side to yourself—you don’t—but rather you have a deep sense of belonging, in that you belong in charge. You’re also funnier than many people think.


  One of the reasons you wear a black robe, which covers you from ankle to the crown of your skull, is to deflect personal attacks against how you look. Dark Lords are not known for their sartorial elegance, nor should they be. If it ever got to the point you were concerned more about what shirt to wear than which province to conquer next, things would be going terribly wrong. The black robe works on so many levels. It’s instantly recognisable and makes a strong statement. There’s no doubt about the intent of a person in black robe. They mean business. And, as you have become aware in recent years, it is good at hiding the fact you’re not a good-looking Dark Lord, and that your flesh is literally dropping off you. While some Dark Lords do have stunning good looks, and use them effectively to convince people they are not so bad, you, Morden, are not one of them. It’s a bitter truth I know you are not happy with, especially given your relationship with Griselda and her beauty, but that’s the truth and you need to deal with it. Your days of youthful charm were few and are well behind you. Move on.


  It’s better you hear this now rather than fall foul of some cheap insult or jibe thrown your way, having it cause a momentary distraction that could lead to your downfall. You are on the cusp of your greatest victory. Don’t let simple words get in the way.


   Chapter 51 Divorce


  



  There’s no pleasing some people.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  The day had come at last. Today was the day when he, Morden Deathwing, Dark Lord, would cement his victories and crush the last resistance to his rule. Behind him he had the largest army the world had ever seen, blotting the landscape, comprised of an orc nation thirsty for revenge, dragons that had emerged from the mists of time to make legend real, and an assortment of odd creatures he had picked up along the way: half a dozen giants down from the high mountains, one or two trolls who’d given up their lives of bridge loitering, troglodytes who had come out of their caves, and a Cyclops who was fed up with one-eyed jokes. It was an unstoppable horde that had the latest in battlefield weapons in the form of a dozen cannon.


  All that stood in their way was a pathetic rabble of a few thousand knights, noblemen, and hangers-on. The only real problem was their leader, Griselda. Morden knew how stubborn she could be, and how angry she got when she didn’t get her way. When he had agreed to his father’s plan, he had thought it an opportunity to get some work done while she was away and, once the world was under his dominion, they would reconcile. This seemed unlikely now. Here she was, directly opposing him with an army. It put him in a difficult position. The last thing he wanted was to fight her—he never came out of their arguments ahead—and yet she gave him little choice. He couldn’t ignore this challenge to his authority with his entire army present, not to mention his father and Lady Deathwing. It was hard enough keeping them in check without showing weakness. His father had never approved of Griselda, and Lady Deathwing’s contempt for him, and his affections for his estranged wife, were clear to see.


  Today was the day, then. Today they would have to settle things once and for all.


  Morden had finished reading the last words of wisdom from his Handbook and settled it into its inner pocket in his robe. There was nothing else for it to say. It was down to him now. He had to go out and show the world this time was different. This time, the Dark Lord would triumph and a new age would come to the world, an age where he kept the promise he had made to the orcs all those years ago. The shackles of oppression would be thrown off, the rich would be toppled from their lofty seats of power, and an age of egalitarianism would come into being, with the one exception being himself.


  He took several deep breaths, more out of habit than need, and stepped from his tent. A glitter of generals, Field Marshal Stonearm foremost amongst them, awaited him, his personal guard at rigid attention providing an avenue through the army. To one side his charger, which had been specially selected for its size, the utter blackness of its coat, and its docility, was held waiting for him to mount. Morden would have preferred not to ride but he’d been convinced he had to ride into battle on the back of this black stallion.


  “All is ready, Field Marshal?” he asked.


  “The army is deployed and awaiting your pleasure,” said Stonearm stiffly.


  Morden took the reins of his steed (in his mind he called it Rampage, which was the last thing it was inclined to do), and mounted. Rampage was a huge stallion, and from his back Morden was afforded a fine view of his army, stretching off in every direction. When the nearest saw him, they called his name. It was taken up and spread as a wave of sound, filling the air with a thunder of voices, which was louder than the real thunder that came from the storm clouds above. Morden had never consciously tried to affect the weather but it did seem to get stormy whenever he was around. Black clouds, spiked with lightning, filled the sky above his army and to the east. The only clear sky lay off to the northwest, up in the hills that formed an arc above Firena.


  Morden gently spurred Rampage and he obediently plodded between the ranks of his guard. He rode to the front of the army where his cannon had been positioned on a slight fold in the otherwise flat country. His father and his wife, along with their offspring, loosely gathered in a bunch and looking surly as teenagers were prone to do, waited for him. Lady Deathwing would be leading her children into battle, while his father oversaw the cannon, having pleaded to his wife he was unfit for combat due to the headaches he still suffered from the beating he had taken. Whether this was true or, more likely, that he was lazy and a coward, was of no concern to Morden. He had plenty of firepower in the remaining Deathwing clan to get the job done. And he wanted his father in reserve with the cannon, should he be needed.


  From his position at the front of the army the enemy was clear to see, less than a mile away across the plain. It looked pretty with its ranks of glistening knights, rows of bowmen behind hastily entrenched spikes, and a rabble of footmen to either side. The plan had been for Morden to ride up and down to show himself, speak rousing words to his army, and then send them to their deaths and his glory while he retreated tactfully to the rear, out of harm’s way. It was a good plan but one that had not been told to the opposing army. From the ranks of knights, a rider rode out and proceeded to gallop up and down the front of the army waving a sword that glistened brightly in the small amount of light it could catch. The rider was slight of figure, with long golden hair. It could only be one person: Griselda. As she rode, her army cheered, her name carrying to Morden on the wind.


  His own army muttered around him. When the orcs started to catcall and shout insults, Morden decided it was time he put on his own show. He spurred Rampage forward and stood in the stirrups as he had practised. When it came to a personal weapon, he had settled on a mace (though not a massive one), and he held it aloft in one hand, drawing on what strength he had to keep it there. It was a lot heavier than he would have liked. At the sight of their Dark Lord, riding along the front, his army once more called his name and the earth shook as thousands of orcs stamped their feet. Morden rode for a hundred yards, turned around, and came back along the front of the army. It would have taken him most of the rest of the day to reach the farthest limit of his army, so vast was it. He couldn’t imagine how Griselda and her ragtag army could hope to stand against this might. There was no sign of the Fae, and even if they did make an appearance, they couldn’t do anything in the face of so many.


  He drew up his horse in the centre of the line of cannon and faced his army. He could hardly believe that only a few years ago he had been a young man in a school, with a throne in a disused store cupboard. Now here he was, in front of a horde of orcs, about to finish the conquest of the civilised world. And there was Stonearm, the big orc who had rescued him from Penbury’s clutches. A steadfast friend, now field marshal, he towered over those around him, resplendent in his black plate armour, a club the size of a tree in one hand, and a shield that looked like a barn door on his arm. Morden was sure if he asked him, Stonearm would single-handedly take on all comers for his master.


  Morden felt a lump in his throat. It was all getting too emotional. Time to get things moving.


  “TODAY IS THE DAY!”


  The last time the world had heard a sound so loud was when Firerock Mountain had erupted. Ranks of nearby orcs were knocked off their feet. Of those within fifty yards, only Stonearm and the dragons remained standing.


  “Today is the day!” he repeated, taking it down a notch. His enthusiasm had got the better of him. He didn’t want to kill his own orcs before the battle had even started. “Today is the day when all we have worked for comes to fruition. Today is the day we finally put all ills behind us and take back what is ours. Today, you truly become free orcs. One more battle. One more fight. All that stands in the way is this pathetic army of fops and half-wits. No, don’t laugh. At least they tried. Though hopeless, they at least managed to turn up. It won’t be much of a battle, and for that I am sorry, but enjoy it as much as you can. And when you are victorious, in about twenty minutes or so I would say, then Firena is ours, and all that is within its walls is yours to do with as you please. Get drunk, have a good time. You deserve it. We have come a long way to reach this point. Now let’s finish it!”


  It wasn’t what he had planned when he had sat down the night before and penned a speech, but it would do. He had originally gone for something more epic but the occasion was getting the better of him. He was so proud of what he and this army, which cheered his name and called for more, had achieved. When all was done, and he was master of the world, and they had all gone home to their wives and children, he would miss this.


  “MORDEN DEATHWING!”


  The voice was shrill, surprisingly loud, and from behind him. He turned in his saddle and there she was. On a white mare, of a size to rival his own steed, Griselda had ridden out from her army and called his name from a few hundred yards away. That she could be heard at all was impressive. She looked spectacular, bright silver in the darkness, lightning reflecting off her polished armour.


  “Morden Deathwing, come and face me, you bastard.”


  Catcalls and whistles rose from the ranks of orcs, along with unsavoury requests for Griselda to expose herself for their pleasure.


  “She will not be getting them out,” he said, turning to face his troops, who fell silent as his power ran over them. “Stonearm, what is that she has on a leash?”


  “Hard to tell, my lord. A battle pig?”


  “Morden, you coward. Are you too scared to face me, you undead piece of shit?”


  Morden had become well-read in the previous few years, as well-read as a Dark Lord could become when he had as much as he had to do. As well as the Handbook, he’d read mainly histories, and the odd comedic romance in the early days after his marriage. In none of those histories had language like this been reported. He presumed that whenever there was a major event such as this, when a Dark Lord crushed the last hope of the world, somewhere to one side there were a gaggle of historians, scratching furiously as they bore witness to the events. Or, more likely, they made it all up after the event based on what they thought had happened and a few drunken post-battle interviews.


  “Don’t do this, my lord.” Stonearm had stepped up to his horse and was holding Rampage by the rein. “It will only end badly.”


  “Do I look stupid, Field Marshal?”


  It had only been the previous evening he had been going over today with the Handbook and it had given him clear and unwarranted advice on how a Dark Lord should never engage in single combat, especially if it was with an estranged wife. He was no fool. She had that damned sword for one. Not that he thought he couldn’t win a fight. He may not be great when it came to combat, but he was sure he was still much better than she was. He was a Dark Lord and she was a mediocre poet with a questionable line in abuse. There was no way he was going to go out there and embarrass himself by facing her. Who did she think she was? There was a battle to be fought. Now was not the time or place for her to air their marital issues.


  “Lord Deathwing. Be ready to fire on my command,” ordered Morden, shaking Stonearm free of his reins and spurring Rampage to one side of the cannon. Griselda was dead in line and about two hundred yards away. Even his orcs couldn’t miss at that range.


  “Morden Deathwing, so-called Dark Lord, face me like a man, or would you like me to tell your army what kind of a man you really are?”


  She was bluffing. Besides, as far as he remembered it, their love life had never been a problem, at least not performance-wise. It was true it had dropped off in recent years but he’d been busy, and he’d become increasingly undead.


  “Are you going to let her get away with that, son?” asked his father. “We Deathwings have a reputation to uphold. Shall I fire?”


   Morden shook his head and raised his arm. “On my signal. Only then do you fire.”


  “Too scared to face a woman? Too scared to come and do a man’s job, and instead have your snivelling orc minions do your dirty work for you? The great and mighty Dark Lord Morden. How the world trembles. How can you be master of the world when you cannot even master me? Craven. Weak. Terrible in bed. Morden the Flaccid.”


  “That’s it, son. If you’re not going to do something about this, I will.”


  His father was right. He’d had enough. Who did she think she was? He was a Dark Lord, not some boy to be taunted and shamed in front of his army. He had his reputation to think of here. He could not let her sit there and spew this bile. If he let her get away with this, even if he cut her down with cannon, it would always be in the minds of those who had seen and heard this. He didn’t have the balls to face his wife. He would forever be undermined, even if she were dead. Not that he wanted her dead. He just wished she’d shut up for once. This was going to end. Now.


  “No need, Father. I’ve got this.”


  Morden spurred Rampage hard and his stallion leapt forward at the shock. At the sight of their Dark Lord riding out, the army once more roared his name. Trying hard not to fall, Morden galloped towards Griselda, mustering his power as he did. Inside, the dragon popped its eyes open. Morden could feel its interest. And lust. There was a fair maiden on a white mare and he was galloping towards her. This is what dragons lived for. He was a Deathwing and he would silence her, one way or another.


  At his approach, Griselda’s horse reared up and she struggled to keep it under control. He pulled up Rampage, coming to a halt ten yards from where she still struggled with her horse. He could see now she did, in fact, have a pig on a leash at her side. It was terrified. Not surprising, given it was so close to a Dark Lord sitting on a massive black stallion.


  “Nice swine,” he remarked, as she finally managed to gain control of her mount.


  “It’s a pig. I call it Morden. I’m going to—”


  “Stonearm told me. Bacon sandwiches. What do you want, Griselda? Can’t we do this after the battle?”


  “For a start, don’t interrupt me and let me speak. That’s one of your problems. It’s all about you. Well, I’m sick of it.”


  “That’s not fair. I’ve always been a Dark Lord, ever since we met. What did you expect? That I’d change my ways? You knew I’d always want to conquer the world. Is this about your father?”


  “My father? The man you drove to suicide because you wouldn’t let him find his son? The man who inspired me with his soaring verse? My own flesh and blood. I can’t imagine how that would upset me.”


  Morden knew he hadn’t been the best husband. He also knew he hadn’t been the worst. That she hated him for something he hadn’t done was irksome. Well, now was a good time as any for the truth. It’s not as though it could get any worse. After all, she was here to kill him with a soul-sucking magic sword. The marriage was pretty much over.


  “About that. Your father didn’t commit suicide. He was murdered. Now, don’t look at me like that. It wasn’t me. You know how squeamish I am. I couldn’t murder anyone. It was my father. He threw him out of the window so you’d blame me and leave. I knew you wouldn’t believe me if I told you the truth. Not then. But now? What have I got to gain by lying now? Kristoff loved you, Griselda. He wouldn’t have left you.”


  Griselda’s eyes narrowed and her bottom lip trembled beneath gritted teeth.


  “Your father killed mine and you did nothing about it. You think that’s better?”


  She had a point. When said out loud it didn’t sound much better at all. Probably worse, in fact, but what could he have done? He needed his father, his father’s wife, and their offspring. The Black Dragon Flight was the foundation of his power. Without them, he was just another Dark Lord with a big orc army. It was his edge.


  “Perhaps not. But it was too late. I liked Kristoff.”


  “Liar.”


  “All right, so his poetry was pretty bad, and he was miserable all the time, and moaned about Edwin—who, I might remind you, tried to kill me. But apart from that, I did like your father.”


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Let’s get this over with, shall we? I’m going to make you sorry you ever married me.”


  “I already am.”


  “You bastard—”


  “No, I don’t mean it like that. I’m sorry it turned out this way, that’s all.”


  “And to think there was a time when I loved you. I’m such an idiot. Fuck. I’m going to enjoy chopping you into bits.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, really. And I’m going to feed your marrow to my pig, fuck wit.”


  Rampage was nibbling on grass but raised its head when Griselda drew her sword. When blue fire leapt along its length, Morden felt a sudden surge of panic. He didn’t believe for a second Griselda could do him any harm, but maybe that sword could. His mace felt inadequate in comparison. Maybe he could talk her out of this. As he spoke, he drew on his powers:


  “You think you can win? No man can kill me.”


  “Hah! I am no—”


  “Or woman. Or orc, or whatever. I don’t want to hurt you. Put down the sword, it’s over.”


  “We’ll see about that, limp dick.”


  His words were having no effect. His voice, which would reduce most to gibbering wrecks, washed over her, leaving her unaffected. That damned sword must be stronger than he thought. With panic rising, he raised his mace in what he hoped was a threatening manner. There was a chance she might back off if she thought he would defend himself.


  Instead, she spurred her horse and jumped forward. Then everything went crazy. From behind him, there was a thunderous explosion and something went whistling past him. One second Griselda was there, the next she was gone, knocked backwards from her saddle, her horse veering off to one side, and the pig squealing and running straight at him. Rampage reared in consternation and Morden had to hold on as best he could with one hand while trying to retain his balance, waving his mace around in circles. His horse bolted and he rocked back in the saddle, hanging on for grim death, his mace high in the air. As he charged forward, he glanced back to see what had happened to Griselda. An unmoving silver-clad body lay in the dirt, her sword stuck in the ground next to her. He feared the worst, but there was nothing he could do on his out-of-control steed.


  Ahead, the enemy army was waiting, and from it came a great scream, then they started towards him. From behind came an answering roar and more explosions. Cannonballs went shrieking past him, and where they hit dirt, great spurts of mud flew up, still far short of the line of knights galloping out to meet him. He pulled as hard as he could on the reins in an attempt to slow down the well-named Rampage, but to no avail. Whether he liked it or not, he was leading the charge.


   Chapter 52 Dracolich


  



  You should not seek glory in battle. Only victory.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Edwin struggled with what he was witnessing, a mixture of fear for his sister and loathing for the enemy. The Dark Lord had ridden out and come to a stop a short distance from Griselda. He could only imagine what was being said. Then there was a spark of familiar fire as a sword was drawn. She intended to fight. Pride combined with the fear in Edwin’s heart, and he kicked his horse forward into a gallop. He took a quick look back to see the elves had followed his lead and spurred their horses on as well. They were like a wave of silver crashing down the hillside.


  Then from ahead there was a puff of smoke from behind the Dark Lord, followed a second later by a sharp crack. By now, they were on the flat and he could not see his sister anymore. From the nearer army came a wail of anguish and dismay, followed by a roar of anger that made Edwin’s heart skip. They were calling his sister’s name. What had happened to her?


  From the dark host came more cracks of thunder and an answering wall of sound that was filled with hate. Across its width, as one, the Dark Lord’s army surged forward. There would be no fancy tactics today. Battle would be joined in a straightforward clash.


  They were galloping hard now and the rear of the Firena army was clear to see. The sound of battle was on the air. The earth shook beneath the hooves of his mount and the elvish host around him. Edwin could feel the long-buried bloodlust starting to rise in him and he drew his sword. He would have blood today. No matter what happened, whether glorious victory or crushing defeat, he would usher the enemy into whatever afterlife awaited. His blade would taste bone, and though he may die, it would be a blood-drenched death.


  Around him, the elves had started to sing again. Edwin had no idea of what they sang, but if it was of death in battle, then they made it sound like the greatest joy in life, as great a joy as that of parents to a newborn, or lovers at their wedding. It lifted Edwin’s heart and brought tears that streamed down his face.


  Then, as he urged his mount to even greater speed, from behind came a blazing light that burned away the cloud, a light so fierce his eyes closed as if he had looked into the sun. Blind, he fought to keep his balance. Faced with being unhorsed, he opened his eyes, shielding them with one hand. The Fae passed overhead to meet the Dark Lord’s army. Above the Dark Lord’s army, black shapes rose, fire belching into the sky as they did. He would have loved to watch them join battle but his own fight awaited him, close ahead now. The clash of steel and the cries of the dying filled the air. Already there were those who’d had their will broken and were streaming off towards Firena. As Edwin and the elves approached, some stopped in wonder, others turned and headed back to fight. Others fell to their knees and cowered.


  The Dark Lord’s army was enveloping the Firena army, and in doing so had exposed its own flank to the onrushing elves. Edwin found himself crashing through the packed ranks, slashing to his left and right, trying to remember in which direction his sister lay. Around him, the elves continued to sing as they fought. With terrifying efficiency they cut a swathe through the orcs, though not without loss. Slowly but surely, they lost their momentum and their mounts. Edwin lost his own mount and fell tumbling to the ground. Orcs in black armour closed in on him, heavy blades in hand. This was not how he was meant to die, on his back in the mud. Then came a flash of white fire and the orcs staggered back, shielding their eyes. Namu was there, her spear brilliant in her hands. She moved as though she was dancing, the spear flashing out to slash and burn where it met an orc. He felt arms pull him up. Ga’brel greeted him with a smile.


  “No time to rest, Edwin. We have a battle on our hands.”


  And so saying he joined Namu in her dance, cutting a path with a sword in one hand, a staff in the other.


  Edwin stood for a moment and looked around. The stench of blood and death filled him. His hand was sticky on the hilt of his sword, his hair matted with sweat and blood. The dead and dying littered the ground around him. Horses cried their agony to mix with those of humans, orcs and elves. In the sky above, another battle raged. Dragons swamped the moth-like Fae. They spewed fire and thrust with serpentine necks to snap at the Fae’s wings as they passed. The Fae, for their part, twisted and turned, darted and feinted, avoiding the flame and raking claws while striking a wing here and leg there with weapons made of light. Screeching cries of pain came from the dragons as they were hit. One took a slash to its throat and went tumbling down. The earth shook when it hit the ground.


  “Edwin!”


  Namu’s warning almost came too late. Edwin barely managed to duck the swing of an orc’s sword that would have taken his conveniently exposed throat. His riposte to the orc’s armpit as it overextended ensured there would be no second chance. Blood spurted into Edwin’s eyes and the orc toppled to the ground.


  Namu leaned on her spear next to him. Elves fought around them, forming a pocket of relative quiet.


  “Hard work,” she said. “It’s been so long. I feel completely out of shape. Are you all right?”


  “I have to reach Griselda, but what hope have we in the face of this?”


  For every elf that fell, ten orcs had preceded them. But it was still a lost cause. Morden’s host was endless. They were being whittled down, slowly but surely.


  “There’s always hope, Edwin. I think she’s this way. Ga’brel, come!”


  The three started their butcher’s progress towards where they thought Griselda may be. The knot of elves around them followed and their bubble of light burned its way through the dark horde. Edwin had little hope of finding Griselda alive, but he had to try. It was the one thought that kept his sword arm going, to see her one last time before he fell.


  



  *****


  



  Morden’s first thought was he was galloping to his doom unless he could stop Rampage living up to his name. His second thought was for Griselda and what had happened to her. That she had been hit by a cannonball was in little doubt. That she had survived being hit was more the question. Even though her last intention had been to see him dead, he hoped beyond hope she was not dead. For all that had happened, for all that had been said, he was sure it wasn’t anything they couldn’t have worked out. All marriages went through rough patches. Some longer than others, perhaps. His father had been married for five hundred years despite chilling of relations that on occasion had lasted decades. He and Griselda were both young. They were bound to have their problems, like any young couple did.


  Only they weren’t like any young couple. He was a Dark Lord and she was his queen. And right now he was galloping headlong into a line of knights who were screaming her name and looking to take out their fury on him. He was unsure how he was meant to steer a horse when it was going this fast. He presumed it was no different from normal so he tugged on the left rein. His horse’s head jerked to one side briefly, and then back to the front. Rampage kept on rampaging forward. The riders ahead were scarily close now. He had to do something fast.


  One thing Morden had learnt when he was taught to ride was that he had to control his Dark Lord power even to get on a horse. His natural tendency to terrify any who got close to him applied doubly so to animals, proving fatal to smaller creatures, like mice and cats (much to Griselda’s consternation when she had decided she wanted a kitten). Morden was able to control it to some extent and did so almost without thinking when he rode. Now, he let that control go. Maybe that would stop Rampage.


  And it did. Dead in his tracks. Quite literally.


  Rampage went stiff beneath Morden. The horse’s legs splayed, and it belly-flopped to the ground, sending Morden careening over its head and into the ground. If he’d had breath in his lungs, it would have been knocked out of him. From the crunch when he hit the ground, he’d broken a few bones. Morden looked up and could see the line of knights close now. If he didn’t act fast, he would be ridden down. His mace had fallen to one side. He grabbed the handle and pushed himself to his feet. They were fifty yards away and closing at a gallop. Lances lowered and he was lined up to be skewered.


  Not today.


  Morden drew himself to his full height, spread his arms wide, and let his full power flow, strongly enough that the dragon inside woke to take an interest. He was the Dark Lord Morden. He would not be ridden down like some peasant. A pulse of darkness spread from him, sucking the light from the air. The dry grass around him blackened in a wave that radiated from where he stood, and the earth cracked. When it met the line of advancing knights, the horses followed Rampage’s example of sudden shock, followed by death, their riders following Morden’s example of being thrown hard to the ground. Unlike Morden, they wore armour that was hard, and had sharp bits all over it. There was a tremendous crash as they fell. The strangled, shrieking whinny of dying horses mixed with the curses and screams of men. The ranks behind crashed into those in front, and in no time there was a pile-up of magnificent proportions.


  Morden stood and watched the proceedings, twirling his mace. None advanced from the mess to confront him. Those who could stand, and were not screaming while they pulled armour off their blackening flesh, ran, tossing weapons aside as they went, all notion of nailing a Dark Lord having fled their minds to be replaced with abject fear.


  From behind him, Morden heard the familiar war cries of orcs. His army had come as fast as they could to be at their master’s side. Or close. As they got near to the sphere of gloom that surrounded him, they split to either side, like a wave breaking on a rock, to spill round and meet the enemy.


  Morden had never been so immersed in a battle. He had always commanded from a position well in the rear—normally from his field throne in a comfortable tent. He was not one for fighting. He knew men and orcs fought but had tried not to think too much about what that meant. Now he was seeing it first-hand. He’d never imagined it was anything glorious, but he was still not prepared for the sheer brutality in the way man and orc tore each other apart. There was no honour or fairness. There was no single combat with everyone pairing off to have a good fight. This was fighting to survive any way you could at the expense of the enemy. It didn’t matter how. It didn’t matter why. All that mattered was to make sure that you remained attached to all your body parts while separating others from theirs. Morden watched his orcs descend on the fallen knights and tear into them, using their teeth to rip open throats like he had seen on the wall hangings in Grimtooth’s tent. It had seemed like folklore then. Now it was real and Morden had a new sense of what being a Dark Lord meant. It was something he would have to brood on later; in the middle of an epic battle was probably not the right time and place.


  The battle raged around him. It didn’t take long for his army to start pushing the enemy back, by sheer weight of numbers if not ferocity. He found himself at a loss as to what to do. He was in a bubble of his own making, which none dared to enter. Those who stumbled and fell into his sphere of darkness screamed and leapt out again. It made moving difficult. As he walked, he enveloped those in the direction he moved, and they were mainly on his side. Given that imminent peril had lessened, he eased back on his power, shrinking both the strength and area of his dread aura. Having done so, he started to make his way to the rear where he hoped he would find his father. He wanted words with him about the whole cannon thing and what had happened to Griselda.


  He had started to make good progress as his army thinned out towards the rear, and had organised itself more into distinct units waiting their turn for mayhem, when he felt a sudden wave of pain—which was unusual in itself, as pain had become a thing of the past now that he was undead. At the same time, the shadow around him tore apart in the air, blown away by a brilliance that lit all around. The orcs around him shielded their eyes and cowered back from the intense light that covered them.


  Turning, part of Morden knew what the light must be but was still not prepared for what he saw. Rising above the battle to the northwest were creatures both beautiful and terrifying. Brilliant wings lifted half a dozen beings into the sky. With slow beats of their nebulous wings, they rose above the battle. Each carried a weapon that burned with blue fire.


  These were the Fae. They had come. And there was no doubt who they had come for as they began to beat their way in his direction. And then his dragons were there, screaming their rage and belching fire at their ancient enemy. A furious aerial melee ensued. Blue fire burned dragon wing and body. Dragon flame scorched bright wings. Claws raked at pale flesh. A dragon fell, tumbling as it went, spewing black blood from a tear in its throat. Orcs rushed to get out from underneath it, but many were too late and were crushed when it hit the dirt. All around Morden orcs stood dumbfounded, the battle forgotten. Most were enraptured by the battle in the heavens above. Some, Morden noticed, looked his way. What was their Dark Lord going to do?


  The dragon inside him clearly had its own idea. The sight of the Fae had been enough to bring it to full wakefulness. It was keen to join the fight. Morden hadn’t felt like this since … since he had been able to take on his dragon form. Before he had died on that beach. Or had he? He had won the battle to live that day and in doing so had lost something else. Whatever had kept him going since then—his will, perhaps—had also kept the dragon asleep. Most of the time. Ever since his unfortunate accident, the dragon had remained in the deepest slumber, only occasionally taking a passing interest in the world. Now that had changed. Now it could see an ancient foe and it wanted in.


  It had been so long since Morden had tried he wondered whether he was doing it right. He concentrated on his inner dragon, willing it into its true form. He could feel it struggling against dark bonds, trying to break loose, but his undead self would not let it free. Morden sank to his knees as the dragon raged. It had been asleep too long. It wanted to be free. It wanted to fight. Morden could feel its pain as it was smothered in death and decay. No matter how hard it strained, the bonds that held it were too strong. Death had claimed Morden and it was not about to let go so easily. The dragon’s pain became his own as the conflict inside him raged.


  And then it was joined by a new pain. He looked up to see what torment had gripped him. Above him, one of the Fae had broken free of the melee and was streaking towards him. Dragons tried to follow, but the remaining Fae blocked their path, doing all they could to keep the dragons at bay. Morden forced himself to his feet to face this new threat; all the while, the battle inside continued. The Fae was close now and Morden could see it for what it was: a naked, sexless man, wielding a sword of blue fire. Where it flew over Morden’s army, orcs scattered or flattened themselves to the ground. Morden raised his mace for all the good it would do. He could not stand against this thing from legend. He tossed his mace aside.


  The Fae was above him now, hovering in all its glory, its soft features plain to see. Morden was transfixed by its purity and beauty, and powerless as it approached, sword raised, its light burning away at Morden. He could feel it tearing at his inner being and it took all his will to stop the fire consuming him.


  “Wait.” It took all his effort to speak. “Who are you?”


  “I am Kezef, Morden Deathwing, and I am your doom.”


  And suddenly the dragon was free. Perhaps it was the Fae’s words, or the Fae being so close and its fire had burned death’s bonds. He would never know for sure, but the dragon was set free. Death lost its grip and Morden felt the surge of life fill him.


  He was a dragon lord once more.


  The change came in a rush. Morden cried with the pleasure of the feeling, almost forgotten. His cry became a roar as his form became that of a dragon, though not the same dragon he had been before. He had suffered much in those intervening years, not least in the flesh, and the dragon reflected this. He was a beast of scales, rotten flesh, and bone. His wings, as he spread them, were skeletal with ash-coloured skin pulled taut, and in places torn. And he was bigger than before. Much bigger. He had grown in power and the dragon had grown with him. It was well-rested and eager.


  “Well, Kezef, I think doom just switched sides.”


  



  *****


  



  Edwin was beginning to tire when the Fae flew over him. He thought it was Kezef, but he couldn’t be sure. The Fae flew off towards where Edwin thought his sister was, though in truth it was more of a feeling driven by a whisper in his mind. Namu and Ga’brel were at his side, the three of them their own little island of chaos in the battle. Only the most foolhardy, brave, or crazed orcs came near them. The passage of the Fae filled Edwin with renewed energy.


  “This way,” he called to his companions.


  The enemy thinned as the main battle front passed beyond them and they moved towards the rear of the army. It was with surprise and consternation the orcs in their path found themselves attacked by two elves and a man, in full armour, their weapons and magic slaying all in their way. It was no surprise many chose to let them by rather than hinder them. They came at last to a spot that was being shunned, at the centre of which a sword stuck in the ground at an angle, next to a body wrapped in silver armour. The armour had been smashed and torn. Golden hair lay across the ground. Edwin immediately recognised both for what they were and fell to his knees. He felt a hand on his shoulder.


  “I’m sorry, Edwin,” said Namu.


  An unusually brave orc from the horde, which was generally giving them wide berth and pretending they were not there, broke apart from his fellows and, with a snarl, launched himself at the elves. Ga’brel’s hand shot out and incinerated its head with pale blue fire. The orc fell, without time to scream. The rest of Morden’s orcs continued past, choosing to ignore the three of them and their smoking comrade. Ga’brel went to stand by the sword. He reached out a hand, but then withdrew it.


  “This weapon is not for me. Edwin, claim what is yours.”


  Ga’brel’s words were distant in Edwin’s mind, the death of his sister drowning out all sense and feeling. His sister’s eyes were wide with astonishment. He ran his fingers down over her eyelids to bring her peace. He felt so empty he could not cry. He expected fury and rage. All these years, he had come from madness to be at her side and now that he was here, she was dead, crushed in body and spirit.


  “Can you not help her?” he asked, turning to Namu. “You heal people. You fixed Ga’brel’s nose. There must be something in the Book of the Dead. There must be. Perhaps she only sleeps, and has not yet passed over.”


  “I’m sorry, Edwin. She is beyond all help.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Namu leant over Edwin to look at Griselda’s crushed chest. “I’m fairly sure.”


  There was a crackle and a scream. Another orc, more brave than was common amongst his fellows, toppled to the ground, black smoke coiling from its corpse.


  “Edwin, there is nothing more you can do for her except avenge her memory,” said Ga’brel. “You have a Dark Lord to slay.”


  Ga’brel was right. When all was lost, and there was nothing else worth living for, then all that remained was to take the bastard responsible with you. Edwin stood and grasped the sword by the hilt. It flared at his touch and its familiar voice filled his head.


  “Where is this Dark Lord?” asked Edwin.


  “I think Morden must be over that way,” indicated Ga’brel, “where Kezef has gone. Kezef is likely trying to buy us time.”


  Edwin looked to where Kezef hovered in the air. He could feel Morden’s presence. He was close. He had nothing more to say and so he strode in the direction of his adversary, cutting down any orcs stupid enough not to let him pass, his elf companions in tow. Above, the remaining Fae were battling the black dragons. It had descended into a furious melee as the black dragons lost their discipline. A ball of light and dark swirled in the sky, blue and orange fire lighting the battle, the cries of dragons filling the air both in triumph and pain.


  Edwin made quick progress and judged he must be only yards from Morden when another dragon appeared in front of Kezef, unlike any of the others. For a start, it was bigger. Much bigger. It dwarfed the Fae in front of it, its shadow almost extinguishing the Fae’s light. It reared up on huge, muscled legs, and spread skeletal wings. The body was a mix of putrefying flesh and black dragon scales that covered its chest and belly. Edwin could do no more than stop and stare, as those on the ground came to a halt to witness what was happening. The Dark Lord Morden had revealed himself in his full power and, even in his vengeful state, Edwin was rooted and terrified.


  “Edwin.”


  He could hear his name being called but he could not move.


  “Edwin!”


  In a daze, he turned to look at Namu, who had come to his side. Behind her, Ga’brel was holding orcs at bay. With their master so close, they had found the courage to threaten the three of them.


  “Edwin, you must go. We will hold back the orcs. Avenge your sister.”


  Namu was right. He had his sister to avenge and a Dark Lord to slay. The sword’s voice added to Namu’s plea.


  “MORDEN!”


  His voice was deafening even to his ears and at its sound, the dracolich turned its head his way. Taking advantage of the distraction, Kezef dived in at the Dark Lord, sword thrusting forwards. For the briefest moment, it looked like Edwin would have nothing to do as the Fae’s sword plunged towards the dragon’s exposed chest but, at the last second, Kezef was repelled by a blast of fire. Above the Fae, a huge black dragon dove towards its prey and the Fae rose to meet it. It was down to him now.


  “Morden Deathwing!” shouted Edwin. “I have slain your mother, and now I will slay you.”


  But first he would have to get to the beast, and the orcs between him and his adversary had other ideas. It mattered not as he chopped his way through them, the sword howling its pleasure as it drank their blood. Ten orc corpses later and there was nothing between him and the Dark Lord who loomed large above him.


  “I’m going to gut you like I gutted your mother, Dark Lord,” growled Edwin.


  With a beat of its wings, the dragon took to the air and hovered above Edwin.


  “I don’t think so,” said Morden. “Dark Lords don’t do single combat. Not this one, anyway.”


  All around him orcs turned towards Edwin, suddenly interested in the man who threatened their master. An arrow shot his way but burst into flame. And then Namu and Ga’brel were there, one on either side. The orcs hesitated at the sight of the two elves. Edwin turned his attention back to the hovering Dark Lord. He had to do something to get him out of the sky. He had to force the dragon to come within his sword’s reach.


  “When I killed your mother, she cursed your name. And she died slowly. Painfully.”


  If he could anger the Dark Lord enough, he may make a mistake, like coming too close. But the dragon held its position with slow beats of its wings.


  “Goading won’t work, you heroic dunce. Besides, I may have lost my mother, but you’ve lost a father. My father killed your father. Threw him out of a window. Some hero you turned out to be. Too late and useless. I honestly expected more. Pathetic.”


  Despite the fact that Edwin understood what the Dark Lord was trying to do, he couldn’t stop the rage that welled up inside him. In the past months, he had worked hard to become a different man, a man of control and peace, one who did not let his emotions get the better of him, and it was all for nothing. It was a lie. He let his rage consume him, fuelled by the sword. He felt it burning inside him.


  Then inexplicably, the Dark Lord was distracted by something above Edwin. Hope blazed inside Edwin. The dragon was out of sword reach, but only if he held onto the sword. He had one chance. He had to make it count. Hitting his target shouldn’t be a problem: the dragon was huge. Instinctively, he knew the sword would only have to hit the Dark Lord to kill him. He pulled back his arm. One chance. One throw.


  “Time to die, Dark Lord.”


  Dimly he heard someone cry a warning. Namu? As he brought his arm over to throw his sword, he looked up. Above him a black body was falling out of the sky, ripped and torn, blue fire burning one wing. Blood splattered on his face. In the split second before his sword met the beast as it fell on him, he thought of Griselda. Now, at last, they would be together.


  



  *****


  



  “I didn’t expect that to happen,” said Ga’brel, coming to fight at Namu’s back.


  An orc lunged at Namu and she caught it in the throat with her spear.


  “Nor I. I tried to warn him but I only saw the dragon at the last second.”


  “I don’t suppose there’s any chance he survived that? He is a hero.”


  “I wouldn’t have thought so. It landed right on top of him and that’s a big dragon. Adult female, I’d say. And look, you can just see the tip of the sword sticking through the carcass. Edwin’s under that. Too much, even for a hero.”


  “You’re right, no chance.”


  Above them, the Dark Lord had turned its attention to Kezef, who was lunging at him with his flaming sword.


  “What do we do now then?” asked Namu.


  Before Ga’brel could answer there came a deafening roar from the dracolich. It breathed a torrent of fire at the oncoming Fae. Kezef disappeared in a puff of smoke like a moth that had strayed into a torch. Pandemonium broke out as those on the ground near Kezef got caught by the fire and were incinerated. Orcs, men and elves scattered, Namu and Ga’brel amongst them.


   Chapter 53 New Order


  



  You can have too much of a good thing, but never enough of a bad.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Penbury had ridden out with the army with reluctance; reluctance which strengthened when the army crossed the bridge onto the plains, which seemed foolhardy even to his less-than-expert appreciation of military matters. Instead, he stayed with his small retinue, Chidwick at his side to serve him drinks and canapés, to watch from a small hillock, upon which a lone tree afforded shade. Once Chidwick had set up his telescope, Penbury was able to watch the battle from relative comfort and safety while being able to take in some of the finer details.


  It had all begun in the standard way as the two armies lined up opposite each other, even if the Dark Lord’s army stretched away under a dark cloud almost as far as he could see, and Griselda’s army was but a silver stain in its way. The first real excitement was when Griselda had ridden out and, much to Penbury’s surprise, Morden had ridden out to meet her. For a few minutes he wondered if the impossible was possible, but it didn’t last long. Morden had waved his mace in the air and in reply the line of cannon behind him had fired. It was a risky action and Penbury did wonder whether it was intentional or if there was a traitor in Morden’s ranks. It looked like more by luck than judgement that Morden had not been hit but Griselda had. Her diminutive frame had been knocked suddenly from her white charger in a silver streak of light. Morden had continued to wave his mace around like a mad man, and then, incredibly, led a headlong charge at the enemy. Penbury was flabbergasted.


  Then to complicate matters, his attention had been called to the northwest flank and an army of elves had appeared, above which, and there was no better way to describe them as they so closely matched the religious writings of the long past, angels had risen into the sky. An aerial battle ensued above while armies clashed below. It didn’t look like it could possibly last long given its ferocity and the huge mismatch in numbers. The angels were doing well, sending dragons crashing to earth, but the Firena army, less well. Already, casualties were streaming back across the bridge and towards the city.


  As if the spectacle were not enough (and Penbury hated to admit it but it was extremely exciting), a massive undead dragon had appeared in the middle of the battlefield. It leapt into the air, and in one breath melted an angel, who had attacked it having just defeated a black dragon, before torching the rest of the angelic combatants. He counted four more die, which was odd as he could have sworn there were six in all, and if there was one thing he was good at, it was counting. Perhaps one had fallen before the undead dragon had appeared and he missed it.


  As for the armies, the Firena army—what was left of it—disintegrated. The Dark Lord’s army, while largely intact, scattered away from this new, but terrifying, presence. The remaining black dragons swooped and swirled around the undead dragon, performing celebratory aerobatics.


  Penbury had seen enough. Morden had revealed himself in his full splendour and Penbury had no wish to stick around for any finale.


  “Leave everything, Chidwick, and let’s go. To the harbour.”


  Penbury was nothing if not a forward planner. There was a fast ship waiting for him, on which he would make his escape. Much as he disliked going to sea, the alternative was worse. Firena was in chaos as they passed through to the harbour, and the Dark Lord’s army had not even arrived yet. It looked like the more enterprising citizens had decided if there was looting and burning to be done then, as residents of Firena, it was their right to get it in first before the Dark Lord’s troops set about it. Penbury had to admire their initiative but thought it likely they were conveniently gathering together all the city’s valuables for Morden’s troops. Pre-looting, if you like. It mattered not to Penbury. His most prized possessions had been shipped out weeks ago, disguised as various export commodities Firena was famous for, and would be waiting for him in his secluded retirement home.


  Penbury had not been the only one to make such arrangements in the harbour. It was an obvious avenue of escape, given Morden’s forces roamed far and wide by land—not to mention the stories of bandits, and other ne’er-do-wells, who were abroad in the countryside to take advantage of the breakdown in law and order. It was a fine plan, to escape by sea, with two major flaws. The first was the dragons that could fly faster than any ship, and the second was Morden’s fleet that heaved into view around the headland as ships streamed from the harbour. It only took one of the escaping ships to be set alight by a strafing dragon for the others to turn about, Penbury’s included.


  Once back on dry land, there was little for it other than to make himself comfortable at his residence and await the pleasure of the Dark Lord Morden. While much of the city was now under a pall of smoke, his residence had escaped the attentions of the robbers and looters. Perhaps it was his reputation, or perhaps it was the armed guards who had remained, that had left his estate intact. Either way, soon enough Penbury was back in his study with nothing to do. The pile of correspondence was not so urgent, now the world he knew was under the dominion of a Dark Lord.


  While he waited, enjoying a glass of sherry as he did, he wondered what Morden would be like. It had to be said, Dark Lords did not have a good reputation. They lacked any kind of social grace or manners, nor were they known for their magnanimity in victory. If Morden were like the Dark Lords of old, then Penbury could expect his head to be on a spike by sundown, whenever that may be. The Dark Lord was getting close to the city and his shadow had stretched over it, bringing an early night.


   In many ways, it mattered not what Morden was like; he would find out soon enough whether he was to live or die. Contemplating his mortality, Penbury was surprised at how unaffected he felt. He wouldn’t say he had led a good life, in the sense of having done a lot of good (he had done some), but he had led a productive one, an enjoyable one, one that certainly had not lacked excitement and pleasure. He wondered if he would be offered a last meal. If he were, he would ask for spriggle and this time he would give the chef one extra-special instruction. All it would take would be to leave in one of the many lethal elements of the spriggle and he could die doing what he enjoyed most: eating. In the meantime, he would get drunk.


   Chapter 54 Love Lost


  



  Mistakes were made.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Morden didn’t want to stop flying once he had dealt with the Fae. It had been in a disembodied way he had watched the Fae taken by his flame, burning with a brief, ferocious intensity. They had winked out of existence, leaving nothing behind. The other casualties of the aerial battle were plainer to see; the battlefield was littered with the corpses of fallen dragons. At least half of the Black Dragon Flight had died, Lady Deathwing being the last to fall to the Fae before Morden had interceded. She lay in a heap with a curious glint sticking through her body. Of Griselda, there was no immediate sign. Silver clad bodies littered the battlefield; she could be one of them. With the chaos of the battlefield, he couldn’t tell what had happened to her. He suspected the worst and part of his heart was heavy with the loss, but only part.


  To be free to assume his dragon form, and to fly once more, filled him with joy and exuberance he could not contain. He swooped and dove, not bothering to engage what remained of the enemy army, taking pleasure only in the freedom. And it was not only the flying. He could feel again. Whatever had held him since his near death, while still there to an extent (made clear by his slightly worrying physical form) was no longer in full control. He could feel the wind on his skin, feel hunger in his belly, and delight in his heart that the world was once more alive to him. Around him, the surviving dragons flew around their master. They too appeared to revel in flying for the sake of it, even if their brothers, sisters, and mother lay beneath, dead on the ground. He could feel their vital energy as they wheeled around him, performing complex manoeuvres and shooting flame into the sky.


  As he performed a loop, flipping over to level flight at the apex, he took in first the battlefield and then the city beyond. That the day was won was not in doubt. Victory was total, the enemy army destroyed and scattered. His own army was starting to reform after the confusion of battle and the shock of his appearance. On one edge of the field, glints of light caught his eye. With his restored dragon-sight, he could see groups of riders fleeing the battle. It didn’t matter. What mattered more was the sight of ships pulling away from the harbour in Firena. He had given orders for his own fleet to come down the coast, and he could see them a distance away, but he was worried his remaining quarry may be trying to make an escape on one of those ships. He had an appointment with Chancellor Penbury he meant to keep. He ordered a flight of dragons to cut off the ships. He was sure the ships’ captains would see the futility of trying to get to sea when a dragon was overhead, breathing fire.


  It was a reminder he had a job to do. He could have spent the rest of the day flying around, taking in the wind and enjoying himself, but a Dark Lord’s work is never done. And there was the matter of that initial volley from his cannon. He had not seen his father take to the skies, which was no surprise given his unsurpassed streak of cowardice, and assumed he was more than likely where he had left him, at the battery.


  Morden swooped down, alighting near the cannon and assuming a more human form once more, cowled in his black robe. He clenched his fist and stretched out his fingers. He had almost forgotten what it was like to touch and feel. Even more gratifying, the flesh had returned to his bones and he was able to control it as before, flicking between pale human flesh and black dragon scale. It was true, the human flesh did have a corpse-like look to it, but that was an improvement over decomposing flesh which had a habit of falling off at embarrassing times.


  He looked up to see a familiar orc stomping his way. Stonearm. The massive orc was beaming from one mangled ear to the next, his impressive set of canines hung with battle chains. While an enemy would have had plenty to fear at the sight, Morden had none and was glad his old friend had survived, especially given the way bodies had been dropping left, right, and centre in recent months. He had been surrounded by sudden and inexplicable death ever since his father had tossed Kristoff out of his own bedroom window. And where was his father? That question would have to wait a few minutes more as Field Marshal Stonearm drew himself up in front of his Dark Lord and then went to bended knee.


  “Stonearm, my friend, you bow to no one.” The words came without thought, but as the orc looked up with a quizzical, almost worried look, and his knee began to straighten, Morden thought better of it. “No one except me, of course. Rise, Field Marshal.”


  “My lord, we’ve won. The enemy is defeated. We’ve started pursuit and will be entering the city shortly, though I ordered the army to wait on the outskirts so you may enter first, as is fitting.”


  “Excellent, Stonearm. And where is my father?”


  “He’s gone to his wife’s body.”


  Morden looked in that direction and decided flying would be quicker than walking—plus it gave him another excuse to take to the air.


  “Very well. Continue as you are and I will come to the city gate shortly.”


  Stonearm nodded and turned to the ring of orcs that had formed around them. “What are you lot staring at? Never seen a Dark Lord before? Haven’t you got scavenging to do? Move it!”


  Morden left his friend to it and once more leapt into the air. The transformation was easy and sent a thrill through him. In all too brief a time, he covered the few hundred yards to where Lady Deathwing lay and landed next to his father. Dead eyes stared at him from the pile of corpses his father was sitting on. Lord Deathwing’s head was bowed, playing with something in his hands.


  “Father? I’m sorry.”


  Morden had meant to ask his father what the hell he thought he had been doing with the cannon, but seeing him sitting there sent an unfamiliar twinge through him. He wasn’t sure what it was but it felt odd. Lord Deathwing turned to look at his son. He was smiling. Whatever Morden had been feeling disappeared in an instant to be replaced by anger. Not so much at his father, but at himself for being so stupid.


  “Sorry? What for?” asked Lord Deathwing, getting to his feet.


  “For this.” Morden took a step towards his father and punched him hard on the nose. He’d never punched anyone in his life and was surprised by several things, all jumbled up. Apart from the pain that shot up his arm, it felt good to hit his father. He deserved it. His father shot horizontally back with the force of the blow and into the side of his dead wife’s corpse. Morden looked at his fist. He was a lot stronger than he had thought. Not that he was about to apologise. His father still deserved it.


  Lord Deathwing took a moment to get to his feet, one hand going to his nose where he found an abundance of black dragon blood.


  “What was that for? That hurt,” said his father with an amazing amount of innocence.


  “What for? You nearly killed me with those cannon and, in all likelihood, did kill the only woman I’ve ever loved. What were you thinking? If I thought for a second you were trying to kill me—”


  “Now hang on.” Lord Deathwing raised his hands and spread them. “I was only doing as ordered. You said, ‘On my signal’. You gave the signal, so I fired.”


  “I meant when I got back from talking to Griselda. And what signal?”


  “You waved your mace.”


  “She was going to attack me. I was defending myself.”


  “Well, it was hard to tell from where I was. I saw you waving your mace like a lunatic, so I thought that was the signal.”


  Morden didn’t think his father could be so stupid. Surely it was an act and he had been trying to kill two birds, or a Dark Lord and his queen, in one go. With them out of the way, he and his wife could have stepped in and taken over. It wasn’t as if his father hadn’t killed in the past as part of some cunning plan. Kristoff was proof of that. He couldn’t be sure, though, and his father’s mind was hidden from him. Not for long. Morden gathered his power and gripped his father with a compulsion so strong it forced him to his knees.


  “Tell me the truth,” said Morden, towering over his father.


  “I … I thought … I thought, I might get lucky. It wasn’t planned. The opportunity presented itself and I took it. You would have done the same.”


  The air around them was growing dark. What orcs there were around them, scavenging the dead and gathering their fallen comrades, turned and fled. The corpses strewn on the ground began to melt away, decomposing in seconds. Lord Deathwing’s body began to shake and his flesh began to stretch over his bones, his face becoming taut. Morden could see fear in his eyes as his son held him in his power.


  Morden knew he could kill his father and that would be the end of it. He had always been more trouble than he was worth. It had been his father’s fault Griselda had left. It was his fault she had taken up arms against him, and it was his fault she had been hit by a cannonball and almost certainly killed. He didn’t deserve to live. His father had gone against him, and he was a Dark Lord. Dark Lords didn’t take that kind of shit from anyone, no matter who they were. His father’s skin was starting to split and his mouth was open in a silent scream of agony. Black blood seeped from open wounds.


  Morden turned his back on his father—which would have been foolhardy under different circumstances, but he was confident his father was no hero.


  “Get out of my sight.”


  “Son, I’m sorry.” His father’s words were strained and pain-filled. “I found this. On her body.”


  Morden didn’t have to turn around to know what his father had found. She had always kept it on a silver chain around her neck: his finger. It had dropped off one night when they had been fooling around in bed. It had been the first part of him he had lost to the decay. They had both laughed at the time. She had said she would keep it and wear it always so that wherever she was, he would always be with her. That she had it round her neck when she had ridden out to face him surely meant she still loved him? He would never know for sure, but he would like to think so.


  “I know where she fell.”


  “Show me.”


  It would be good to see her face one last time. He followed his father a short distance across the battlefield, stepping carefully between the corpses and body parts, taking care not to slip on the blood that covered the bodies and ground. The orcs who had been scavenging nearby stopped what they were doing to watch the two pass by. His father came to a halt and Morden went to stand next to him. He looked at his Dark Queen’s body for an instant and then had to turn away. At least her face was intact and her eyes closed. How often had he watched her sleep with the same look? What he could not bear was the ruin that was the rest of her body where she had been hit by the cannonball.


  Morden cast his eyes around. He couldn’t leave her lying here like this. “You. Yes, you. Come here.”


  The knot of three orcs who had been staring lurched towards their Dark Lord master and threw themselves onto the ground in front of him.


  “Take care of her,” said Morden, pointing at Griselda’s corpse. “Make sure her body is taken, laid in a casket, and brought to Firena. Report this to Field Marshal Stonearm and send word when it is done. Go.”


  The orcs scurried off, leaving Morden in his grief. When he felt his father’s hand on his shoulder, he let it stay. He doubted his father felt the same way about the loss of his wife, but he could at least pretend they shared a common grief. His father let him stand in silence before saying anything. Unsurprisingly, they were not words of comfort.


   “Morden, we need to go. There is a city to take and you need to be seen taking it.”


   Chapter 55 Morden's Conquest


  



  Job done.
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  After he made sure Griselda was going to be taken care of, Morden went with his father to do the same for Lady Deathwing. She had impaled her corpse on a knight and his upraised sword. Now he knew what had become of Edwin. One minute they had been engaged in banter and the next he had glimpsed a Fae coming at him. Without thought, he had committed the cardinal sin and briefly ignored a hero. And lived. By the time Morden had dealt with the Fae and turned his attention back to Edwin, he had disappeared.


  Morden ordered Edwin’s body be taken to be buried with his sister, for Griselda’s sake. Then there was his sword, flickering with blue fire, to deal with. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice and risk ever facing it again. He had it wrapped and carried by two orcs who were never to stray more than ten feet from their master. Once he had dealt with matters in Firena, and Penbury in particular, he would personally destroy the sword in the one place he knew it would not survive. He was half-tempted to go now, but Stonearm reminded him he needed to be seen as the conquering Dark Lord and enter Firena on the back of a black horse. It was traditional.


  Rampage had not survived the battle—Morden couldn’t honestly say he was upset by the loss; others had died who he would miss more. The horse they found for him looked like it spent its days pulling a plough, which was fine by Morden. He was upset when Stonearm insisted on having the blinkers removed. It was bad enough he had to get on the creature’s back without worrying about how it would cope with streets lined with drunk, cheering orcs saluting their Dark Lord as he rode past.


  “What’s its name?” Morden asked Stonearm, as they final preparations were made.


  “Stompy, my lord.”


  They had found a black saddle and tack for Stompy, who took it with considered indifference. Morden went to the horse’s head, gripped the rein, and leaned into its ear.


  “Now listen here, Stompy,” he whispered. “You’re not going to do anything stupid, like go galloping off, or I’m going to have you made into glue. Got it?”


  Stompy looked sideways at Morden, then blinked and turned away.


  “Let’s get this done,” said Morden.


  Ideally, at this point he would have leapt onto the back of the horse and made it rear up while striking a pose. Unfortunately, his laboured mounting was with the help of his personal guard. Once mounted, the guard formed up in neat ranks, Stonearm at their head. Morden spurred his horse and it began a reluctant walk towards Firena’s open gates. There had been no resistance when Morden’s army had come knocking. All fight had gone out of the population once its army had been so thoroughly destroyed, and those who had remained behind with some notion of a last-ditch defence had clearly seen the futility of such an action with the Black Dragon Flight soaring over the walls and above the city.


  Morden’s procession made its stately way through the city streets, cheered as he went by his orc minions. Orcs from the east freely mingled with those of the west. Morden was sure Grimtooth would have approved. The only city folk to be seen were the faces of the more curious peering from windows; none dared come out onto the street.


  After what was to Morden an interminable length of time, they came to the Palace Square, where King Olaf VII and the Firena nobles waited, an orc guard hemming them in. They looked suitably terrified at the sight of him plodding into the square. A section of orcs blared a welcome on trumpets that sounded like they had known better days, or perhaps that was how orcs played. Morden neither knew nor cared. What he was supposed to do now was lord it over the defeated aristocrats, passing scathing condemnation on their ways and their pathetic resistance, before launching into a soliloquy on how all that had transpired vindicated him completely in his right to conquer and rule. But he couldn’t care less right now. The only man he wished to crow over was Chancellor Penbury and he was not here.


  “To the chancellor’s estate,” he ordered, turning his back on Firena’s nobility.


  Stompy is well-named, thought Morden, as they plodded through the narrow streets. It gave Morden a chance to take in Firena and he could see why Penbury lived here. There was a simplicity about the buildings, with their terracotta tile roofs, slatted windows, and plant-lined balconies. The streets formed a maze that broke into small piazzas, with fountains that burbled clear water. The cobblestones were swept clean. Even the gutters, which ran in a channel down one edge of each street, looked more for decoration given their cleanliness. Compared to the many cesspools Morden’s army had conquered in the last few months, where the idea of sanitation was an open window and a bucket, Firena was a marvel of modern living. Morden could see himself having an estate here and enjoying the sun while slaking his thirst and eating olives. Penbury’s place should do nicely. Eventually, they arrived at Penbury’s estate, which was enclosed by a high, clay-brick wall and a set of large, iron-bound wooden gates.


  “Do see if he’s in,” ordered Morden.


  Stonearm hammered on the gate. A moment later, a shuttered peephole was opened and a hawkish face appeared.


  “Who is it?”


  “The Dark Lord, Morden Deathwing. Now open up before we smash these gates down.”


  As if to emphasise his point, Stonearm beat the gate with his mailed fist, making it shudder. Morden was sure Stonearm could knock it off its hinges by himself. Not that he needed to, as the peephole was closed and moments later the gate creaked open. It was tall enough, and wide enough, to easily accommodate a carriage and its retinue. Regardless, Morden found himself ducking as he passed through the gate.


  It was like passing through a gateway into paradise. Gardens spread to either side in what looked like chaotic fashion but, as Morden took in the detail, could be seen to be expertly arranged and managed. Wildflowers bloomed in one area as though it were a meadow, merging seamlessly into rockeries split by a bubbling stream. Lawns that looked as if each blade had been cut by hand were dotted with flowerbeds in a riot of colours. Morden found his senses overwhelmed by it all. He had forgotten what it was like to smell. A gravelled road led through the garden and up to the main house, which was a two-storied affair, understated and yet tasteful, and not by any means small, which matched the style of Firena perfectly.


  Morden ordered the majority of his guard to wait at the gate. He saw no need to take more than half a dozen guards and Stonearm to the house. In front of the main doors, there was a more widely gravelled area where Morden assumed Penbury’s carriage would pick him up when he had the need. Waiting there, patiently, was a man who Morden had not seen for over three years: Chidwick, Penbury’s personal private secretary. His pale skin, dark looks, and slim build were as Morden remembered. He looked, in some ways, more like the shifty types Morden used to see in the Slap and Tickle back in Bindelburg. But looks could be deceiving.


  Morden dismounted and approached Chidwick. He found it impossible not to smile.


  “So, lad, who’s in a lot of trouble now?” asked Morden, standing in front Chidwick.


  To his credit, Chidwick seemed completely unabashed. “Chancellor Penbury is waiting for you in his study.”


  While he thought a last gasp ambush unlikely, one of the things Morden had learnt from his Handbook was hubris and its pitfalls, so he took Stonearm and two guards in with him. He changed his skin to black dragon scale to be sure, and for added effect. Now he had regained some measure of normality in his looks, he was minded to wear his hood down. He was still trying to decide which had the greater effect: hood up or hood down. Threat from a brooding hooded presence, or charismatic threat from draconian good looks. It was a hard call. He went with the hood down.


  Chidwick led them down the hall to a set of double doors, which he pushed open, then stood to one side and inclined his head to indicate they should step past him.


  “The Dark Lord, Morden Deathwing,” announced Chidwick, as Morden strode past him. (Morden had settled on striding over stalking, it felt less creepy.)


  Stonearm and his guards followed him in. Chidwick entered last and closed the doors behind him. Chancellor Penbury’s office was everything Morden would have expected from a well-educated, wealthy man. Bookcases lined the walls, paintings hung in the spaces between, masterpieces of light, shade, form, and naked women draped over chaise longues. In one corner a globe sat in a cradle, confirmation of Penbury’s acceptance of the roundness of the world, a fact Morden knew from his own experience from flying. Morden walked over to it, ignoring Penbury, who was sitting in a worn leather chair behind a mahogany desk. Morden spun the globe with a finger. Most of it was blank. The Western Reaches, and the eastern continent where he had his fortress, took up a relatively small part of the globe’s entire surface.


  “It looks as if I have some way to go before I am master of the world.”


  There was a scrape of wood on tile and Penbury got up to join his guest at the globe. He seemed relaxed and at ease. Impressive, given he must think it could well be his last day on this planet.


  “It is to scale?” asked Morden.


  “Naturally,” replied Penbury. The chancellor reached out and spun the globe, stopping it to point at a section of coast. “We are here.”


  Morden leaned in to take a closer look. It was a finely made globe, drawn in amazing detail. He spun the globe himself to look to the east. The ocean was not as wide as he had thought, and the detail of the eastern continent was not nearly as good as the Western Reaches. He traced as best he could to where he thought Firerock Mountain was (it was not marked on the globe) and placed his finger.


  “I think my fortress is around here. You should give me the name of the man who made this. I would like one of my own.”


  “I would offer you this one,” said Penbury, returning to his seat, “but it was a gift and that would be rude. Please, take a seat.”


  Morden didn’t have to consult the Handbook to know a Dark Lord never sat unless it was on a throne. “I’ll stand.”


  “So, what can I do for you, Morden? As I’m sure you’ll understand, I’m a busy man.”


  “That’s Dark Lord Morden,” corrected Stonearm. “You will address my lord correctly.”


  “My apologies, Dark Lord Morden.”


  Morden ignored the question and continued to look around the room, though this time he was not so much looking at curios and artwork but for places someone may be hidden, or a murder hole. Penbury was far too relaxed given the circumstances and Morden wondered if he was about to be blindsided. He wouldn’t have been the first Dark Lord to have been defeated at the moment when they had thought everything won. As good as his dragon sight was, he could see no threat, or smell anything untoward, though he did eye the set of doors that opened onto a veranda with suspicion. There could be anyone out there.


  “Would you like refreshment? Chidwick, I think I’ll have a coffee. I could do with perking up. Dark Lord Morden, can he get you anything?”


  “No, thank you. I’ve seen what happens when a person drinks too much in your company.”


  “Ah, yes. And how is Lady Deathwing?”


  “Dead.”


  The pronouncement hung in the air like a bad smell.


  “Will there be anything else, sir?” asked Chidwick, breaking the awkward silence.


  “Not unless the Dark Lord Morden’s men would like anything?”


  “They’re fine,” said Morden.


  “On second thought, Chidwick. Do we have any of those gingersnaps left?”


  “Very good, sir.”


  Stonearm gave Chidwick a meaningful glare as he left to get the coffee and biscuits, meaning don’t try any funny stuff or you’ll regret it. Morden had seen that look many times. Chidwick seemed smart enough to understand but it was hard to tell from his inscrutable expression.


  “What can I do for you, Mor … Dark Lord Morden?” asked Penbury, who remained seated behind his desk.


  Morden, having studied the ways of power and its dynamics for several years now, understood the situation well. Though notionally he was the victor, and the one in power, by being behind his big desk, with its inkwell, papers, and complicated-looking toys, Penbury was asserting his dominance. Or trying to. Morden would humour him. For now.


  “You seem relaxed for a man who has had a Dark Lord come to visit,” observed Morden, playing a finger along the desktop. His nail (more talon, really) scratched a line into the desk and Morden could see Penbury wince. Morden doubted it was due to how expensive the desk must be—and it must be outrageously expensive—but more likely due to the ruination of such a fine surface. “Many would fear for their lives.”


  Penbury’s eyes snapped back to Morden at the last comment. “I have nothing to fear. If you wanted me dead, I would be. Besides, Dark Lords don’t often do their own dirty business.”


  “Nor do chancellors.”


  “Touché. And likewise, you have nothing to fear. There are no hidden assassins here. It’s true, it did occur to me, but it seemed futile. And I am no hero.”


  “Of course, you aren’t. In fact, in many ways—”


  Penbury raised a hand. “Please, you don’t have to say it.”


  “On the contrary, Chancellor,” continued Morden, letting Penbury’s attempt to further control proceedings with his hand gesture slide. “There are times when such things have to be said. So, where was I? Ah, yes. In many ways—”


  Penbury dropped his head into his hands and let loose a sigh. “In many ways, we are the same. Yes, yes. Now can we move on?”


  “The same? Why Chancellor, you should have let me finish. I was going to say, in many ways … I am the hero. And you are the Dark Lord.”


  Penbury raised his head and looked at Morden, openly puzzled. From the back of the room, Stonearm chuckled.


  “You what?”


  “Of humble birth, born of a serving maid.”


  “Your father is a Deathwing dragon.”


  “Effectively orphaned at an early age.”


  “You went to public school.”


  “Sought out and captured by a tyrant when still but a youth, only to escape. What, no riposte to that one? Forced to flee for my life and go into exile, where I rally the oppressed peoples of the world, to return and overthrow the aforementioned tyrant, and establish a rule of peace and equality. I’d say, I’ve done rather well. True, I dress a little differently, and I do have a fortress that inspires fear and dread. And I am a dracolich. That aside, am I not as heroic as they come?”


  “If you say so.” The chancellor didn’t look convinced.


  “And as for yourself. What Dark Lord would not envy your power? How long have you held complete dominion over the civilised world? What Dark Lord would not want to be in your shoes, and those of chancellors past, to hold total control? Kings do your bidding. Through you, the poor are downtrodden and kept poor, while the rich and the well-born retain undeserved privilege. Accidents of birth. I grant you, some work hard and make good their lives, but the majority have little choice other than to scratch a meagre living for themselves and their family from the little they are given. No, Chancellor, if there is a true Dark Lord present, it is you.”


  Morden walked over to the window to look out over the gardens. They were, if anything, more impressive than those at the front of the house. He had heard Penbury spent a lot of his time working in them. If so, he had done a magnificent job.


  “Nothing to say in your defence, Chancellor?”


  “I see no point,” said Penbury. “As the victor, you may present the facts as you see them and the world will listen. I am happy within myself that I have led, perhaps not a good life, but a life worth living, and certainly one that has seen the majority live safe and stable lives. What is it that you want?”


  Before Morden could answer, Chidwick appeared with a silver tray upon which was the Chancellor’s refreshments. With his newly returned senses, he could smell the hot coffee and Morden regretted not having ordered his own, though he did note there was a spare cup on the tray and a generous number of biscuits on a white plate.


  “Actually, Chancellor, I’ve changed my mind. What I want is a cup of that coffee and a biscuit.”


  Chidwick put the tray on the table and poured two cups. He passed one over to the chancellor.


  “Milk and sugar?” he asked Morden.


  “The same as the chancellor,” replied Morden.


  Stonearm looked alarmed as he took his cup and smelled the coffee. He was sure if he had opened the Handbook at this point, it too would be screaming at him not to be so foolish. Morden took a sip of the hot brew. It was fantastic. He set the cup down on the table to let it cool and took a biscuit. It was crisp and crumbs flew when he snapped it. He placed one half on the side of the saucer and nibbled the other. Crumbly biscuit, sweet and spicy hot from the ginger, set his senses alive with pleasure.


  “Excellent biscuit. Now, where were we?”


  “You are the hero, I am the Dark Lord,” said Penbury. The chancellor took a biscuit and dunked it in the coffee. Morden thought this a bad idea. Why spoil such a crisp biscuit by making it soggy?


  “Ah, yes. And, of course, that’s nonsense. I’m patently no hero and you’re no Dark Lord. But you’re also no hero. You are also correct in your assumption that I am not here to kill you. There has been enough death in these last few months, and today in particular. We’ve all lost someone. Maybe you haven’t, but I have, and I see no reason to increase the body count. No, Chancellor, you are safe. In fact, I’m here to offer you a job.”


  “And what job would that be?”


  The Chancellor took another biscuit and dunked it like the first. No wonder he was such a big man if he tucked biscuits away like that every day.


  “Your own. Only you will have an apprentice. Namely, me. I was only half kidding in my previous remarks. I can learn much from you. If I am to be the Dark Lord I want to be, then I can only learn so much from a book. You can teach me as much, if not more. There will be changes. I have made promises and I mean to keep them. Orcs will be treated fairly and enjoy equal rights. They will also do well out of this conflict and be granted swathes of land and property. A redress of the imbalance of centuries, if you like. Other than that, and the fact that I am the supreme tyrant and enjoy rule absolute, I want you to continue much as before. Your first task will be to draw up a plan for reparations to the orc nation, and don’t be stingy. What do you say to that?”


  Morden had doubted he would have been able to surprise Penbury, but it looked like he was wrong. The chancellor was staring at him, the biscuit he held over his coffee quite forgotten. The soft gingersnap collapsed under its weight and plopped into the waiting coffee.


  “Chancellor. Do we have a deal?”


  Penbury put his coffee down, got slowly to his feet, walked around the side of his desk and stretched out a hand. “We have a deal.”


  From the back of the room came a slap, and Morden looked to see Chidwick stagger forward.


  “Looks like we’ll be working together,” said the big orc.


  By Chidwick’s pained look, he either did not share Stonearm’s enthusiasm or the orc had broken his shoulder. It was hard to tell which.


  Morden took Penbury’s hand and shook it firmly, but not overtly so. He had no need to assert himself in a handshake; he’d done that well enough on the battlefield. He let Penbury’s hand go and walked around to take a seat in his chair. It was true, Dark Lords never sat unless it was on a throne, but this leather chair had been a throne of sorts for a long time. And it was a comfortable chair. The leather was smooth and welcomed him into its embrace. Morden pushed the chair back, stretched his legs out, rested his feet on the desk in front and clasped his hands behind his head. This new throne would do nicely.


  “I think we’re done.”


   Epilogue: A Distant Land


  



  When it comes to victory and defeat,


  make sure you know from which jaws the other is snatched.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Farouk had taken his ship south along the coast, eventually leaving the shore to disappear over the horizon. Zara watched the land become a thin line before it vanished, taking with it the life she’d had there. She let herself roll with the gentle swell. Having got her sea legs, Farouk had said he would make a sailor of her in time. It was an idea she briefly considered, but the ship was no place to raise a child. She gripped the rail in front of her with one hand and rested the other on her belly. No, the sea wasn’t a place for this baby. She was joined at the rail by Ferg.


  “Nervous?” he asked, looking at her sideways.


  “Aren’t you?”


  “Nah. I’m glad we’re leaving it all behind. It’s time to move on and leave the past as it is.”


  “You never did say what her name was.”


  Ferg didn’t answer immediately, letting his gaze go out over the water.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” said Zara. “It’s not important.”


  “No, it is. It is important,” Ferg said, turning to face her again. “It is important I remember her, and if I can’t then others can. You never met her, but you can still know her name. Nallia. She was the ugliest orc you ever saw. And I loved her. When the dragon took her life, he took mine as well. And now I want it back. If that means travelling to the far ends of the earth to get it, then that’s what I’ll do.”


  Zara felt a tear in her eye and blinked it away. It wasn’t like her to get so emotional; it must be the baby. She realised now, the cocky, self-assured, crass, mocking orc she had first met was none of that underneath. She had thought because he looked so different, so threatening with his sharp teeth and lithe, muscled body, that he was different in all ways. There was no way he could be like Hal had been. She was wrong. Ferg was as much a man as he was an orc.


  She stretched out an arm around his shoulder.


  “No hugs,” he said, side-stepping away from her. “I don’t do hugs.”


  “Nor do I,” she answered. “Not until now.”


  She let her arm drop back to the rail and went back to staring out to sea. Above her, the sail cracked in the wind.


  “Wind’s picking up,” said Ferg. “Maybe there’s a storm coming.”


  



  *****


  



  Ferg’s speculation on a storm came to be true. When it hit, the ship was helpless in its grip. As good a sailor as Farouk was, he met his match in wind that whipped the seas into towering crests which smashed onto the deck. A mast was lost, and they were at the storm’s mercy. Zara was ordered below deck when the storm came, but she could not stay there. On deck, Farouk insisted she lash herself to something that floated as the storm worsened, and that saved her life. When the end came, it came suddenly with a crack of shattering wood that could be heard above the ferocity of the storm, and the ship split in two. Of the crew, the captain, and Ferg, she could not know. They were lost in the sea along with the ship. She clung to her chunk of wood with only one thought in her mind, and that was to save her baby. Hal’s baby. She would live to see it born. Nothing else mattered. She had to survive. At some point, she passed out.


  She woke to a calm sea and bright sunshine. Her ropes had held, as had her arms. She was afloat but barely so. Of anyone else, there was no sign. The only living thing in sight was a seabird. It came to perch a few feet away on her chunk of wood. It eyed her and squawked. It turned its head and looked at her with its other eye, as if to see if there was a difference. One more squawk and it was gone.


  In her time on board, when Farouk had been trying to convince her the sea would make a good home, he had delivered a constant stream of useful things to know about ships and the sea. One fact in particular sprang to mind: where there were birds, there was land. Most of the time. She could see which direction the bird had flown in and hoped it was heading for land. She kicked in that direction only to bump into a flat piece of wood. After much wrestling, she managed to lash it to the piece she already had and arranged the them so she had something to lie on while dangling her legs in the water. It would do. Taking note of the sun, she started a slow and steady kick. It would take time, but she would get there, wherever there was. Her baby depended on it.


  By the time the sun dipped beneath the horizon off to her right, she was exhausted and could feel panic lurking in the back of her mind. She had never feared death because she had never thought she would die. That thought was with her now and she felt helpless in the face of it. All she could do was keep going, and that was becoming harder. She needed to rest. She made sure she was tied in place on her planking, and tried to let sleep take her.


  She woke to the sound of gentle waves breaking and the feel of land under her makeshift raft. At first, she was too tired even to look up and too overwhelmed with relief to stop the tears that came. She stretched out an arm and gripped the sand that lay under it. She balled her hand into a fist and then let it relax, letting the sand slip out of her palm. Slowly, she got to one knee and looked around. She was hungry and thirsty. Any sign of people would have been welcome, but there was none. On the white beach, there was no trace man had ever been here except odd bits of wreckage that had been swept up. She must have been brought here, along with the wreckage, by a prevailing current.


  She pushed herself up from her knee to stand. The edge of the beach gave way to grasses and spiky bushes, the land rising slowly to tree-covered hills that were not far off. Apart from seabirds, she saw no sign of life. She looked up and down the beach. Perhaps there was something she could salvage. She picked a direction—southwest as far as she could reckon from the sun—and began to walk. Her walk broke into a trot when she saw a body lying farther down the beach, face-down in the sand. When she reached it, she threw herself to her knees next to it, stretched out a hand, and pulled it over by the shoulder.


  She screamed at the familiar face of Ferg. Fate was cruel to deliver up his body. She leaned back on her heels and let the tears come. She had never thought life was fair, but this was taking the piss. In frustration, she lashed out with a fist, bringing it down hard on Ferg’s chest.


  “Ferg, you bastard,” she cried.


  Beneath her fist, his chest convulsed and eyelids flickered open.


  “Ferg?”


  The orc coughed and turned his head to her. “What do I have to do to get rid of you?”


  “Ferg, you bastard!”


  With tears that had turned sweet, Zara leaned over and hugged the orc. They may be shipwrecked, and who knew where they had been washed up, but they were alive. It was going to be all right. Her baby was going to be born.


   Epilogue: A Dark Lord Risen


  



  It’s better to be a bad winner than a sore loser.


  The Dark Lord’s Handbook


  



  Good and Evil stood on the lip of the volcano, looking into the crater where a lake of lava bubbled. It was so peaceful compared to the last time they had been here. Although Evil couldn’t prove it, he suspected the eruption had been Good’s doing, especially given the events that had followed. He had been there to show off the new super weapon Morden’s minion, Huang, had developed, but that had gone up in a bang which rivalled the volcano exploding. It mattered not. That was in the past and since then, with the odd hiccough along the way, things had turned out spectacularly well.


  “Is this necessary?” asked Good, fidgeting, which was unlike him.


  “It’s only fair,” replied Evil. “After all the times we’ve watched my final defeat at the hands of heroes and heroines, flukes of nature and catastrophes, now it’s your turn. My Dark Lord is victorious and I’ve waited so long for this. Given all we’ve been through over the countless centuries, I wanted to share this special moment. Look, here he comes now.”


  Below them was Morden’s fortress, still battered in places but largely intact, and being repaired where it was not. Beyond, a road stretched into the distance where it would eventually meet up with the more civilised parts of the world. Flying down it was a dragon. It clutched a metal box in its talons.


  “He’s impressive, isn’t he?” observed Evil. “Who would have thought you could merge the undead with a dragon?”


  “You obviously did,” sulked Good.


  “I did, didn’t I? Even though you tried to cripple Morden by letting Death take a grip of him, it never quite worked out, did it? Probably because Death doesn’t like you. I think I’m more his kind of guy.”


  “You think you’re so clever.”


  “Yes, I do. Now watch.”


  Morden was approaching rapidly, growing larger by the second. In size and form, he was like no other dragon that had ever lived. He had been mostly undead and a small part dragon. Now, he was almost all dragon who was dead in part, and the world had never seen his kind before. As a character trait, it worked well for a Dark Lord.


  Morden swooped low over his fortress, performed a victory loop-cum-twist, then landed atop one of the intact towers. He hung on with one giant claw, the other maintaining its grip on the metal casket, spread his wings to their impossibly huge extent, and let out a roar of pure triumph. The Dark Lord was home and he brought news of victory.


  “Is that it? Can I go now?” asked Good.


  “In a minute,” Evil said. “It’s not as though you have anywhere to go.” Good opened his mouth to speak but Evil silenced him with a raised hand. “One more thing.”


  Morden leapt from his perch on the tower, scattering black slate from the spire as he did, and headed towards them. With a few beats of his powerful wings, Morden sailed over them and down into the crater, spiralling as he went. He passed low over the bubbling lava and let the casket go. Good and Evil watched as the casket bobbed briefly on the surface, turning from black to bright orange, before it sank into the molten stone.


  “And that’s that,” said Evil. “No more hero, and no more hero’s sword. I think that about ties it up, don’t you? I win.”


  Good looked at Evil, the hint of a smile on his lips. “Hmm. Not so fast. I really do have somewhere to go. Take a look. Over there. A long way. Let your vision stretch.”


  Evil felt his stomach sink. When the sword had sunk into the lava, forever lost, he had expected something to happen. He wasn’t sure what, as he’d never won before, but he’d expected some kind of feeling of ultimate triumph, where he was the one who now held the fate of the world in his hands. But he felt nothing. Something was wrong. This should have been it. He had won. Morden had triumphed.


  With something approaching panic, he let his vision go in the direction Good was pointing. Mountains, deserts, forests, swamps and oceans raced beneath his gaze, becoming a blur as he let his senses go to where they were bidden. At last they stopped on a beach. There, he found a woman and an orc. The woman was pregnant. He could sense its spark of life, and it was strong. And it had a familiar feel to it. One he was less than pleased to recognise.


  “That doesn’t count,” said Evil, rounding on his adversary. “They’re out of bounds. Morden rules the known world. I win.”


  “I think you’ll find the known world just got bigger,” said Good. “Good effort, though. The best so far. But it’s not over quite yet.”


  “You cheated.”


  “Yes, I did. Get over it. Game on.”


  



  *****


  



  With the sword dispensed with, and reclining as comfortably as a Dark Lord could on a throne, Morden brooded on his victory. He had achieved everything he had set out to do. He had built his fortress, raised his army, marched out and swept all before him. None were left who would, or could, oppose him. Victory was total. And yet something rankled him. Something was not right. People had died. Lots of people. Some he had cared about, but even the loss of Griselda was a wound that was healing fast. With the dragon awake once more, he found himself caring less for the life he had had with her. Part of him hated himself for how pathetic he had become. Moping around like a lovesick teenager, that was no way for a Dark Lord to behave. No, it wasn’t the loss of Griselda, or Lady Deathwing (his only mild concern in that regard was for his father, and he’d been last seen sinking his sorrow in a brothel in Firena).


  And it wasn’t Penbury. It turned out he liked the man, and certainly respected much of what he had done. Aside from the minor detail of himself directing affairs, what Penbury did was useful. In the few days he had spent at the chancellor’s estate, he’d had a good time. After years of almost no sensory feeling, he’d enjoyed a wide range of pleasures, from the finest arts to a slightly awkward, but nevertheless enjoyable, night out at the amphitheatre where they had watched a hastily written play celebrating his assumption of power. He had also eaten the most exquisite thing known to man, spriggle. True, it had given him mild indigestion. The chancellor had both been surprised and delighted he had enjoyed it so much, indicating only the most dedicated gastronomes ever ate it.


  No, it wasn’t Penbury that bothered him. He thought they would have a good working relationship.


  Then it came to him. It wasn’t Penbury, it was what was in Penbury’s study. It was the globe. It was an amazing object and a fantastic piece of work. It had shown him the known world and his place in it. And it had shown him how big the rest of the world was—and it had been blank. No man, or orc, knew what was out there. There could be nothing, or there could be almost anything. There could be kingdoms and empires. He didn’t know. It was true, he was master of all he knew, but it niggled him there was more he did not know. That would have to change. His work was not yet done.


  He couldn’t help but sigh. It wasn’t easy being a Dark Lord.
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