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** Chapter 1 **





Vicus

Volare Fortem opened his eyes to be welcomed by the sting of sunshine cascading through a square opening in the timber and mud wall.
He rolled away in his straw bed, desiring more precious minutes of sleep. A commodity that seemed increasingly rare these recent weeks. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt restless all the time. He longed to calm his mind but didn’t know how. As if on cue, his stomach gave a deep grumble, urging him to get up and eat something.
“Volare! Volare!” called his father, Calidum, who was in his late thirties. Everyone called him Cal.
The gods conspire against me, Volare thought.
With more effort than should have been needed, he pushed aside his covers and dropped his feet to the cool timber floor.
Cal threw the door open peering in to find his son sitting on his bed bathed in warming sunlight. His strong, broad shoulders filled the doorway. Years of tending to the farm and village had built him up.
He was a stocky man with tan coloured skin and deep black hair. His eyes were darker still but twinkled like that of the night sky. Many considered him to have a handsome appearance, a face that seemed to embody strength. The village needed that strength of late.
“Time to rise Volare, there is fish to catch and veamber to harvest,” Cal said in an attempt to make it sound pleasing.
At sixteen years old, Volare was already tired of his chores. He used to look forward to going out in the rowboat with his father to fish and tending the fields with his younger brother of ten years Amet.
It used to be fun, Volare thought while visibly sighing. However, recently, the king’s demands for resources to sustain his growing armies had increased, straining the village to a breaking point.
Volare had heard some of the adults sharing rumours and whispers in hushed tones about stories of war in distant lands.
“Can we play soompa today, father?” Volare pleaded.
“You know we can’t, we must meet the quota,” Cal responded with a look of concern and a deep furrow forming in his brow.
Cal knew he was pushing his boys harder than he should. But he didn’t have a choice; he knew of the consequences if the quota for each month was not met. At first, it was achievable, and Cal could still balance the life of his family between work and play. But demands increased relentlessly and so did expectations of his boys.
They worked all day and well into the night consistently now. It weighed heavily on him, the conflicting feelings of guilt for pushing his family so hard while knowing this was the only way for them to remain safe. His relationship with his wife Fidum also suffered. The strain was visible on everybody in the village. But they persevered, as always, they had no choice.
Volare put on his simple grey cotton tunic, slipped into his brown leather working shoes and made his way for the door. His tunic felt looser than they used to. Volare had always been skinny, but the lack of food to go around was taking a toll. Cal placed his hands on Volare’s shoulders looking down upon him. Volare looked up to meet his father’s gaze, the tiredness apparent in their eyes.
It was a moment of connection that both of them had missed for a long time. Volare missing his father’s strong but affirming presence, and Cal missing the cheeky smile that used to stretch across his son’s face. How long would these conditions continue? Cal thought.
“I promise things will get better son.”
“When?” Volare replied
“I’m not sure, but I know it will. I don’t know when, but until it does, we must remain strong.” Cal said and gripping his son’s shoulders more tightly.
“You’re growing so fast, and I’m so proud of you with the way you look after your brother and mother.”
Cal embraced his son in a bear hug, one which Volare was deeply grateful for. He found comfort and rest in his father’s embrace but knew it would be short-lived.
Why couldn’t he be strong like this father? Volare thought.
Cal and Volare both stepped out of the hut to find Vicus in a frenzied commotion of activity. Citizens were hauling timber, stones, food and water all to be taken away by the soldiers. Vicus was a simple and peaceful village to the north of Dritura, or at least it used to be.
It rested alongside beautiful white sandy beaches and blue waters. It was always productive serving the kingdom and its people with fine goods and food. King Hastam rarely intervened in the affairs of the village for not wanting to upset the delicate balance of freedom and rule. Until the past few months, that is.
Will they leave anything for us? Volare thought.
As if the kingdom wasn’t enough, the sun too pushed down upon him. Even in the mornings, the summer sun was bearing down onto his smooth tan skin, his black hair with sun stained blonde streaks flowed in the breeze. His eyes refracted a deep navy that shimmered like the ocean under the moons glow. Even in his youth, Volare commanded the handsome looks of his father, while maintaining some of the softer, more delicate features given to him by his mother.
“I need to head to the port to organise the cargo shipments son. Your mother and Amet need your help in the fields,” Cal said.
“Can’t I come with you?”
“Sorry son, not this time.”
“I never get to come with you! I’m sick of the fields, I’m sick collecting the veamber, I’m sick of this village and its stink, I hate it here!” said Volare angrily.
He didn’t know where his outburst had come from; he had never spoken to his father that way. He had been feeling angry for a while but found himself pushing his emotions deep into the recesses of his mind. He felt there was a lot more to say to his father. He missed him with the kind of passion only a son could; his father was never around anymore.
Cal stared at Volare with a look of surprise.
“You will do as I ask Volare,” Cal responded in a tone that reminded Volare that this was his father he was speaking to.
“And if I don’t?”
“Then you can go back home and do nothing,” Cal retorted with some venom in his voice.
Volare briefly considered this option but quickly realised he would be just as frustrated doing nothing as he was toiling in the fields.
What’s wrong with me? Volare pondered.
He looked at his father, his face wearing an expression of sternness. He seemed short of temper and lacking his usual patience as well.
“Volare, I understand you want things to go back to the way they were. I want that too, but the truth is I don’t know what the future holds. I think you’re old enough now to know this truth. The world outside our village is changing, in a manner that I don’t pretend to understand. We are caught in this change and must do what we can to survive.”
Volare felt embarrassed at his outburst. His father always knew how to calm the storm within him. It grew ever more tumultuous as he became older. It stemmed from deep within him, a place in which seemed to be his very core.
“I will see you tonight for dinner. I have been saving some streaky keef meat for a special occasion,” Cal said with a growing smile across his face.
Volare loved keef meat; it was sweet and juicy when cooked over a campfire. He missed those nights where he and his family gathered around a fire to share a meal. It had been too long since the last one.
Volare, let a small smile appear in the corner of his mouth. Cal caught sight of it and placed his hand on his shoulder once more. With a nod, Cal headed off to the port.
Volare sighed and accepted the duties he had to attend. He wheeled around, taking in the sights and smells of the bustling village as he walked down its busy streets. Ahead of him lay the small market square where all manner of merchants and stalls offered goods and services for the village and tourists.
Volare enjoyed making trips to the market where he could see all the latest toys, tools and contraptions that had been built by the wood and metalworkers.
The fishmonger was there, his voice in full force trying to sell his catches of the early morning, but his offerings and customers seemed to be dwindling by the day. He hung garlic around his stall to not only sell but ward off the birds from stealing his livelihood. There were usually tens of them circling above waiting for their chance to swoop in for an easy catch, but not even they were bothering anymore. The strong smell of seafood combined with garlic, always put him off too.
The merchants calling out for customers, the smells of the oils, timber and food all coalesced with one another. In such a small space, it could be overwhelming during the height of activity, but these days the energy of the market was dampened.
One merchant who had seen his business grow was the local blacksmith Faber. A dwarf who had been shunned by his people to the west of Kragea in the land of Nni. Volare was fond of Faber; he was a well-built dwarf, as wide as he was tall. His fiery red hair and beard covered most of his face where you could only see the tip of his nose and dark brown eyes.
He had never told anyone why he was shunned by his people, to be sent away to live elsewhere, but no one here seemed to care. Or if they did, they kept their concerns to themselves. The quality of life in the village had improved significantly since the arrival of the master smith.
“Ho Volare!” Faber called out. “Come’ere boy, I wanna show’u somethin!”
Volare’s eyes lit up as he dashed over to the smith’s shop. He loved the sights and sounds of the smithy. It was a dark shop with most materials being black or grey, but Volare found the red glow of the forge and melting of iron alluring. He loved watching Faber shape blocks of metal into works of art. He wondered if he could become a master smith himself, but that dream had been dashed with recent events. Faber always loved building unusual contraptions alongside the paid mundane jobs of building tools and weapons.
On the walls hung all kinds of tools, from scythes, hammers, fence struts and the always in demand horseshoes. He also had a wall filled with weapons of war, huge halberds and swords sharpened to a razor’s edge.
They were foreboding objects, and the armies’ resource collectors that now frequented Faber’s smithy loved looking through his new wares.
Weapons were his best sellers now, to fuel a war in which he knew nothing about. Faber never felt comfortable with this; how could he? Knowing it was his weapons that were bringing death and destruction to people he had no qualms with, but he could hardly refuse the demands of the king and his armies. He didn’t mind the gold received either.
He wanted to show Volare his latest contraption.
“Faber, what have you got this time!?”
“I call this one, the gun,” Faber said as he handed the metalwork contraption to Volare. It was small enough to fit inside the palm of his hand. It had a barrel protruding from its body with a small hammer to the rear. Underneath was a handle to hold onto.
“What does it do?”
“Watch.”
Faber took the gun and pushed what seemed like a small metal sphere down the barrel. He pointed the gun at Volare, pulled the hammer back and pushed the button to release the spring mechanism. The hammer smashed into the metal sphere and shot it straight out of the barrel at an alarming speed. It hit Volare square in the chest.
“That hurt!” Volare cried out, rubbing his chest.
“Ha!” Faber exclaimed with pride. “Imagine the tricks you can play on Amet with this thing boy,” Faber said with a massive grin on his face.
“It’s my latest invention, but I don’t see another use for it beyond annoying some people around you.” It certainly didn’t have the power of a crossbow.
Volare took the gun back and loaded it with a metal sphere, this time pointing it at the smith. Faber held his arms to his hips and puffed out his chest ready.
“Release!” Volare shouted.
The metal sphere shot out to bounce harmlessly off the smith’s colossal chest. It gave Volare satisfying feedback and a slight recoil to shoot it.
“Ha! It is no match for I,” Faber cheered.
“I love it!” Volare, looking down at the gun in his hands.
“You can keep it, boy.”
“What? Are you sure? It’s your only one?”
“I can build anotha, and it’s my gift t’you. Let it serve you well on your adventures of annoyin Amet and your father.”
They both cheekily grinned at each other, thinking about the kind of mischief Volare could get up to. No one knew a contraption like this existed. It was their little secret.
“Just don’t go shootin your mother hey Volare,” Faber said with a big red bushy eyebrow raised. “She’ll hav me hide for sure, a fiery woman that one!”
Volare nodded in agreement, pocketing the gun.
“Oh!” Volare exclaimed. “I have to get to the fields.”
He had forgotten he was due to be helping his mother and brother.
“Off with you then, boy!”
Volare set off for the fields.




** Chapter 2 **





The Arrival

Volare continued walking through the small streets of Vicus, between the huts and merchant stalls. The fields were on the outer edges of Vicus spreading into the lands around it. These crops of veamber and strapecot were unique to only a few of the villages in the country of Dritura. The salty soil composition and seaside location of Vicus made it ideal for growing the vegetables.
They also grew the more widely available fruits and vegetables further inland such as asparagus, beetroot, broccoli and tomatoes. But it was veamber and strapecot that were the most lucrative; Volare’s family-owned two land portions for each vegetable. Veamber was a nutritious whitish hard vegetable with red pockets of sugar nestled into its flesh. It gave a satisfying crunch when bit into with a small burst of sweetness if you found a red pocket of sugary nectar. Volare had it for breakfast nearly every morning while he harvested.
Strapecot was a tall green stringy plant that could be peeled and separated into smaller slithers. What made strapecot unique was its antiseptic properties. It had been long known that its sap would stave off infection better than anything else known. But harvesting the juices from its thin, stringy flesh was labour intensive.
Volare approached the outer edges of Vicus and crossed the crest of the hill to see his mother and brother working in the distance. The land here was divided into equal portions of square and rectangular plots, weaving their way deeper into the neighbouring forest. Vicus and its lumberjacks had also seen a boost in their business as more land and lumber was required to develop farms to source the army.
These portions took on an appearance of their own depending on what was grown. Large swaths of the land were awash with the colours of fruits and vegetables. The area had changed so much since Volare was much younger. He was shocked by it all whenever he found himself reflecting just how different things were now.
His mother Fidum spotted him, waving him to come over with a beautiful smile across her face. Even working in the fields under the heat, Fidum held herself with poise and elegance.
She was as tall as Cal with lighter brown hair. Her eyes were piercingly blue, like the clear sky. They would stand out from a distance taking on a lustre unmatched by any other. She, like Volare’s father, was muscled from the day to day duties. The daily work gave her the strength and fitness of youth.
Amet wearing a large circular hat far too big for his head also spotted him. He gave Volare a big grin. He was always smiling. Why? Volare wondered how? No matter the circumstances Amet always had a smile across his face, enjoying even the most mundane of activities and jobs. Did I used to be like that? Volare wondered.
He jogged over to his family and embraced his mother and brother.
“Glad you could make it, I was wondering if your father was going to be able to get you out of bed,” Fidum said teasingly while giving Volare a poke to the shoulder and some veamber to eat.
Volare gave a slight blush; he was embarrassed by his earlier outburst. He would make it up to his father later, maybe even let him have a turn with his new toy gun.
“Sorry, mum, I’m here now, what can I do?”
“You can start by pulling up these strapecots. These here are ready to be harvested,” Fidum said while pointing to a patch of deep green strapecot.
Fidum always portrayed a sense of warmth towards her boys. She loved them dearly as any mother would, but she was also feeling the guilt Cal was carrying. How could she be gentle with the needs of her rambunctious boys but still make sure they hit their quota. It was becoming harder and harder.              
Nonetheless, Fidum always tried to wear a smile for the boys to try and reassure them everything will be okay. But she wasn’t so sure anymore. The rumours she had been hearing from visitors to the village were growing profoundly concerning. Some reports were outright unbelievable.
In the distance on the main road through the forest came a deep rumbling noise. A slow approaching noise that Volare hadn’t heard before. As it grew closer, he could make out individual hoof steps on the ground, sending vibrations through his toes. The horsemen rounded the corner, as Fidum grabbed Volare’s and Amet’s arm, holding the boys behind her. What’s happening? Volare thought. He had never seen his mother do this.
More riders flowed out of the forest like a torrent of water. Who are these horsemen?
They wore full-bodied plate armour with large swords on their hilt. The horses they rode on were larger than any Volare had seen and wore their own plate armour on their chests, heads and flanks. Are they warhorses? What would they be doing here?
Spearmen in lighter chainmail walked alongside the horse brigade. These men were an imposing group and didn’t look like the regular collectors that came through the village at week’s end.
The horse rider at the front, who wore slightly different looking armour to the rest, started shouting to the working villagers. His armour seemed to be darker grey, almost black with gemstones of what Volare guessed to be huge diamonds, embedded into his gauntlets, boots, leg and breastplate. His cape was of deep red with the king’s insignia stitched into it; a symbol of a dragon-like creature.
“Gather in the village square!”
he bellowed commandingly.
His subordinates fanned out and started ushering people into the village. There were so many of them, at least fifty. Volare felt a terrible dread of what this could mean for them all.




** Chapter 3 **





The Gathering

The villagers had gathered in the market square, barely large enough to contain them. They were packed in tightly with the guards surrounding them. It was an ominous setting, threatening even.
“SILENCE!” the leading solder proclaimed. The crowd hushed into nervous quietness. Cal had approached from behind where Volare and his family were standing. He put his arms around them, holding them close to him. Looking up, Volare saw a look of seriousness across his face he hadn’t seen before.
“I am High Commander Trajan, here in the service of the great King Hastam. He bids all of you wellness and good fortune. He wants all of you to know that you have served your kingdom loyally and that he is proud of his subjects. Your efforts have ensured our armies are well stocked to fight on your behalf.”
This at least confirmed for Volare that there was indeed a war raging somewhere outside of his village. Why the secrecy, though? The previous wars raging on the lands of Kragea and beyond were well documented. It’s only when you go as far back as the devastations, deep into history where the stories begin to stray away from border disputes and more into fantastical stories with mythical beings and creators. But these were just stories.
“King Hastam acknowledges the boons that this village has provided but must ask for more,” Trajan continued.
“Impossible!” one man from the crowd shouted back.
“We are already breaking our backs for this war! We cannot push anymore! There’s no more land to till or fish to catch!” another woman cried out.
“What even is this war!? We don’t know anything about it!” another villager stepping in.
The crowd was growing restless, becoming agitated by the high commander’s tone and words.
“SILENCE!” again proclaimed Trajan. “I cannot reveal the details of the war for there may be spies of the enemy amongst you.”
The crowd erupted into hushed whispers looking at each other with suspecting eyes.
“Cragdung!” Faber retorted.
There was aggression in his tone. He was staring directly at the high commander with his thick arms folded over his chest.
The direct challenge gave the rest of the crowd more confidence spraying further shouts of defiance at the high commander. He was growing visibly annoyed at the lack of corporation from the villagers. He had feared this might happen for he knew the village had already been stretched to breaking point. It was the reason why he brought so many men with him.
“Why did you bring these men with you to ask for more resources?” Cal asked with a loud, commanding voice.
Volare reeled around to look at his father, still with the same stern expression of seriousness. He met the high commander’s gaze, willing him to answer his question.
Trajan looked at him with a sigh and realised there was no more point delaying the real purpose of why he had come.
“Indeed, that I am here for more resources, but it is not that which you have provided so far.”
“What then?” Fidum called out, equalling Cal’s strength in voice.
Trajan’s already black eyes seemed to darken. “The armies’ numbers need bolstering, I have come seeking the bravest and strongest among you, as I have a need for volunteers.”
The crowd erupted with talk amongst themselves and shouted at Trajan. Their anger also being directed at the spearmen keeping them in the town square. Some villagers tried to walk off in disgust but were pushed back into place. Horsemen encircled the villagers as well now, the situation growing tense.
“Are there any volunteers among you?” called out Trajan his voice projecting over the noise of the crowd.
A small number of villagers raised their hands. Volare only knew their faces from passing them in the streets of the village.
They were from the most impoverished families within the village who saw the recruitment of civilians as an opportunity rather than a burden. More villagers raised their hands. Twenty or so stepped forward and were ushered away from the crowd. Volare couldn’t see where they were being taken to; it was out of sight.
There were still however some 1700 people gathered in the village square, at least 700 of which could be considered able-bodied fighting men.
These were farmers and fishermen, however; they didn’t know of war. Why should they leave their families to fight for a king they have never seen or known. It was one thing to provide for the army; it was another to die fighting for something you know or care nothing about. But here was Trajan sitting proudly atop his pure black warhorse, demanding volunteers. He would not get them, at least not without explanation.
“You have your volunteers, now go!” came shouts from the crowd.
“It is not enough,” said Trajan with a chilling calmness in his voice.
“What then!?” came another shout.
“I will take half the men here.”
“No!” came uproars from the crowd. “You can’t!”
“It is by right of King Hastam’s power that I High Commander Trajan, recruit half the adult men of this village. It is an honour to serve your country!” proclaimed Trajan
“You haven’t told us who or why we are fighting!” came more shouts from the crowd.
The truth is Trajan couldn’t tell the villagers what awaited them. He needed them desperately. The war was at the tipping point. He knew of the horrors that awaited the men, he had seen them himself.
They couldn’t possibly fight against this enemy; they may have the will and courage but lack the skill to fight. There would be no glory for these men on the battlefield for they would be killed in seconds. No, they were needed for other purposes, reasons he couldn’t share with them. Trajan had to tell them something though, and thus decided to speak the lie he had prepared in case he couldn’t recruit enough volunteers.
“To the west, beyond the Driturian borders, an army is seeking to conquer all of Kragea,” bellowed Trajan. “They gather as we speak, rallying their soldiers trying to gain purchase within our lands. We cannot let this happen!” Trajan said, now shouting and shaking his fist in the air.  
He was trying to incite some sense of patriotism amongst the people.
“Cragdung!” Faber called out once again, still standing with his arms folded.
“Very well, have it your way,” Trajan sighed, closing his eyes. “Seize them!”




** Chapter 4 **





The Rise To Power

2 Months Ago…
“Commander! They come for us! We must retreat!” cried Gavlan.
“Hold your ground damn it, soldier!” We fight, or we die! “That is the way of Driturians!” bellowed the commander.
May the gods have mercy, thought Gavlan as he watched the horrors unfold in front of his eyes. He wasn’t ready for this.
The enemy was spilling over the walls of Honour Haven garrison under the glow of a full moon. The men were in a panic flailing their swords and fists trying to keep themselves free of being dragged to the ground and ripped apart.
Gavlan braced himself, gripping his shield and sword more tightly while gritting his teeth. If this was his time, then he would die fighting for his country, his men and his family that he left back home in the capital of Erystin.
“Forward men! We must hold this garrison at all cost, don’t let them through! shouted the commander.
His fury was rising to match the ferocity of the battle unfolding within the walls of Honour Haven.
Gavlan stepped forward with a passionate shout and determination, clanging his sword against his shield in a show of defiance and power.
After years of training, he joined the commander’s army. Gavlan’s sword strokes took on their own rhythmic flow, so natural now that it seemed second nature to him. He cleaved the heads off his confronters with broad sweeps of his sword. Limbs were being carved off and thrown about into the air in the chaos of two armies clashing. Viscera was splayed at an alarming rate across the cold grey stones that made up the ground and walls of the garrison. His heavy breathing echoed in his plate helmet as he tried to keep up with the pace of combat.
The armour was thick and provided protection against the enemy; it kept him alive, preventing bodily wounds by deflecting attacks that would otherwise tear his flesh apart. But it was starting to feel heavy. More and more of them piled over the wall in a never-ending flow of twisted bodies; savagery in their eyes. For what they lacked in hardened steel plate and sword they made up for in numbers, overwhelming the Driturian garrison. 
Where are they coming from? Blast it, what was even their purpose? Gavlan thought.
There was no clear indication as to why this enemy had made a move into Driturian lands beyond the destruction of it. Could it be that simple?
To wipe us out? But why?
The situation was becoming desperate; they were being swarmed; they would lose this battle and lose their lives. This is not what Gavlan dreamed of. There was no glory in this muck; there were no accolades in this stench of death and waste. There was no rising to honourable ranks within the kingdom; there was just fear and tormented death.
“Ahhh!” the commander cried. He was being swarmed; if he fell, all hope would be lost.
He was their leader, the strongest of them all, wielding a firebrand sword he cut and scorched his way to victories before this battle. All fell who crossed his path, cleaved into pieces as streaks of fire and smoke trailed the swings of his sword. The heat of battle would enrage and fuel the commander, the more he fought, the stronger he would become.
His energy and will, fusing with his gem powered black plate suit and sword. He had won his prized relics in the kingdoms warrior games back in Erystin, where the winner took with them a set of black plate armour, named for the darkening of the steel after being infused with the power of ancient gems. The condition for accepting such power, however, was a lifetime of service to the crown.
Many dark-plated knights go on to become part of the king’s elite personal guard. The ancient gems that powered the suits of armour were the most and precious commodity in all the lands.
Only a handful of master smiths in the entire kingdom had the knowledge and skill to use these gems, forging weapons and armour of unrivalled power. These smiths were nearly as precious a commodity as the gems themselves and were held in the highest of regard. But Gavlan didn’t know where these gems came from, nor how they worked.
He could only marvel at its power and dream of owning a set himself. He had only seen three men in his life wear and wield infused black plate steel, all were high ranking, and all were deadly.
The commander was enraged at this point, his eyes glowing a deep red, smoke trailing out from the seams between the plates of his armour, his sword burning nearly as bright as the sun.
He took a great step forward with his left leg, thrust his left palm ahead of him pointing at the on comers, vast jets of fire spiralled out of his gauntlet, the huge rubies embedded into them glowing red hot. He seared, burned and charred the enemy as they recoiled at the intense heat and light.
The commander waved his palm left to right bathing the upper walls of the garrison in a fire that lingered unnaturally long, stemming the flow of the onslaught. It was just the break the men needed.
“Push forward, push them back!” the commander yelled.
The men obeyed, spurred by new confidence and energy as they watched the enemy retreat. They once again took their place along the walls where the fire was dying down. Bowmen started firing volleys beyond the wall, blotting out the dim glow of the moon. Driturian archers along with the steel-plated swordsmen knights were highly trained. Even in the most desperate of situations, Driturian and Terram soldiers were deadly, trained to never give up, to fight to the death.
They were indeed a force to be reckoned with, especially when riding on the backs of the kingdoms warhorses as part of a cavalry, bred to be massive, powerful beasts that could mow down entire platoons. They were supported by newly recruited foot soldiers with spears and halberds, less trained or talented but could be just as deadly with the correct battle strategy.
As suddenly as they had charged, the swarm turned around in retreat. The men unanimously raised their swords and cheered passionately as they watched the enemy retreat with haste, another Driturian victory secured.
They were exuberant; it was the third onslaught they had repelled in as many weeks. This one had been the most intense, the enemy somehow only growing their numbers, no matter how many the men killed. Gavlan looked around, taking in the horror, how could he keep this up? He felt exhausted, fear chilling him to the bone.
The men began removing their helmets, slumping to the floor trying to catch their breath and rest. Water porters rushed out from within the barracks to help quench the thirst of the soldiers.
The slaves that helped the soldiers sometimes had it much worse than the soldiers themselves. They were tasked with cleaning duties of not only latrines but the chaos of war itself. Someone needed to haul bodies and limbs off to be burned, blood and viscera to be cleaned. It was often the poorest of the populace, people who were deeply in debt trying to pay it back, criminals of both severe and petty crimes that become slaves. They were sold into service of the kingdom without knowing what they would be confronted with, without knowing what they would be cleaning.
Everyone had to do their part to win, to survive, that was the only way.
**
Later that night, general Brite arrived at the garrison to assess the situation and report back to the king. He was a seasoned veteran and held a deep understanding of the intricacies of warfare.
His silvery grey hair, face marked with many wrinkled lines and scars, visible proof of his time spent defending and advancing the kingdom. His eyes were fading with age, but his mind and body remained resolute. He was made for war, he breathed it, he fed off it, and it gave him energy.
The humans had been on a campaign to expand their territory into the west for over ten years now. It was the territory of both the eshin and dwarves that they were expanding into. Decades before that, humans had invaded Kragea, first landing on the shores of Dritura, cleaving their own country into the land and driving out the native eshin.
Human numbers were swelling, growing at a pace that demanded more land with each passing year, but the eshin would not give it up easy, and thus skirmishes would break out as the humans inched their way westward.
Eventually, the eshin capitulated, unpractised in the ways of war, they could not withstand the continued onslaught and so, stopped sending their troops to thwart the advancement, allowing the Terrams to advance ever deeper westward. Finally, real war has come, the enemy from the west pushes back against the humans in untold numbers.
What is still a mystery, however, is that they fight not eshin or dwarves but something entirely different. Something unexpected. The commander was in conversation with the general within his personal barracks. It was well appointed, neat and tidy with slave attendants paying careful attention to make sure there was always fresh food and drink available for the commander.
The fire roared in the pit warming the chill air of the night, casting ghostly shadows around the room. The men sat by the fire around a grand oak table where many strategies had been discussed, argued and employed over the past year.
“Sir, this time it was too close, we must seek reinforcements.”
“I know commander, but where would we get them from, the army is already stretched just trying to hold our lands. We need to look to the lands in the east off our shores, back in our motherland to recruit more battle-hardened, trained soldiers. The king has already sent generals to organise this option,” the general said. “You fought well today, holding them back, your men speak of you with great admiration. You grow more powerful with every battle,” remarked general Brite with a proud tone in his voice.
“Thank you, sir, I only wish I could do more.”
“Maybe you can,” came the general’s response, holding his chin and looking thoughtful.
“Anything general, if it is within my power, I will accomplish it.”
“You take your duty seriously young commander, you are honest and honourable. I have sought the guidance of our king, and he has given blessing to taking, more actionable steps in bolstering the army through unconventional means.”
The commander gave the general a querying look, raising his eyebrows waiting for more.
“The king wishes to employ your skills across the rest of his armies. He wishes to bring an end to this war and crush the enemy in a decisive assault. It will require many more…bodies to be thrown into the fray.”
“I see,” replied the commander.
“The king wishes you personally attend to the recruitment and deployment process for it is a delicate one. A process that requires a man of honour and confidentiality. The able-bodied amongst the populace should be trained to fight while the less abled, well, the king wishes you to teach the other commanders how best to incorporate them into battle.”
“I understand general, but my rank prohibits me from such actions as conscription.”
“Yes, commander, please take a knee.”
Both men stood up, the commander realising what was going to happen next.
Since winning his black plate armour in the games as a lowly but exceptionally talented swordsman, he had gained a new thirst for not only battle but power and ascension among the Driturian military. His skills, combined with the power of the plate, provided an accelerated pathway through the ranks.
His new abilities had opened doors he could only once dream of. Being recruited into the military to serve was only but a small part of his vision for himself. The commander kneeled, bowing his head before his general.
The general unsheathed his sword, resting its point on the commander’s sword-wielding shoulder and proclaimed, “With the powers granted to me by the majesty of Dritura, King Hastam, I, General Brite, grant you the rank of high commander of the Driturian military.”
High commander was the second-highest rank in the Driturian military with general being the highest. It granted him access to more numbers of soldiers to command, and he could now dictate the deployment of colossal siege weapons of war.
“You honour me general,” the commander said, almost at a whisper.
He felt power surging through him, he would bring an end to this war. He would do what it takes, whatever it was. He would not stop there however, for the commander had aspirations beyond this war. Goals that would see the world shake before him. The fire roared brighter as if stoked by the gravity of the moment. Every rank the commander ascended meant more control over his destiny. Power he never had in his youth.
“Rise High Commander Trajan, for you have work to do. Take your most trusted men and do what must be done to win this war. It is time to break this stalemate with decisive action. Return to this garrison when you have your new army to command, we will join forces and bring an end to this.”




** Chapter 5 **





The Taking

The village square exploded with action, villagers forcing their way past the foot soldiers. The soldiers trying desperately to contain the villagers, pushing back on them. It was descending into madness and panic, the villagers could sense that they would be taken by force, and the soldiers could sense they were losing control of the crowd.
“Get control, men!” commanded Trajan, “do what you must!”
The soldiers started hitting the villagers, dragging them to the ground, tying them up to restrain them. Multiple villagers were being tied together by their hands and feet. Cries of pain and anguish ringing out through the entire village as more soldiers descended upon them from the outskirts. This was a coordinated move by Trajan to trap the villagers into the centre and take what he needed.
Calidum took hold of his family and dragged them through the crowds.
“Move! We must get out of sight!” cried Cal. He rammed his shoulder into a soldier knocking him out of his way, allowing them to escape the chaos unfolding in the village square.
Volare felt panicked and more scared than he had ever felt in his life. What’s happening? he thought.
“Be sure to take the dwarf!” one of the soldiers yelled.
“No!” Volare screamed, trying to break free of his father’s grip to go to Faber’s aid. But Cal’s hold was too strong, desperate even to make sure he didn’t lose his boys in the commotion. Fidum was also pushing into the boys’ backs, urging them forward. Volare turned back to see several soldiers pinning Faber down, tying him up and unceremoniously carrying him away.
His heart pained to bear witness to the rough treatment of his friend. They can’t do this, Volare kept thinking in his mind.
The villagers were trying to fight back against the soldiers, but it was futile. They were clad in armour and carried bludgeoning weapons to incapacitate any resistance.
All around him Volare saw bloodied faces from beatings and clashes between the villagers and soldiers. Trajan sitting atop his warhorse looked out into the crowds, emanating arrogance and power, his nose held up slightly as if to show this was beneath him. He saw the people as weak and pathetic, ready to be controlled and dominated.
The commotion had kicked up vast clouds of dust that enveloped the entire village, it was getting hard to see and harder to breathe. Volare started coughing while being dragged through the streets. They managed to avoid any direct clashes but had seen many of their own beaten down and tied up along the way. To Volare’s surprise, however, they weren’t just taking the fighting men but the women too. Why? Volare thought.
So far, he didn’t see any children being taken, which he was relieved about, but the fear he held for his parents was profound. He couldn’t bear to lose them, he had to protect them.
“Here!” Cal called out. He had brought them to their home.
“No, we must flee, they’ll find us here!” cried Volare, terrified, close to hysterics.
He wished he could be braver. He desperately wanted to help his father, but he just didn’t know what to do. He wanted to run, he wanted them all to run.  
“We cannot outrun them, and they’ve surrounded the village, get in!” commanded his father.
Fidum ushered the boys into the hut, it was well built and solid enough to withstand intense coastal storms. It had four chambers to sleep, dine and live in but nowhere to hide.
Cal walked into the parent’s bedroom and pushed the bed aside, pulling the rug away that was underneath to reveal a trap door. Cal lifted the door revealing an underground room, it was eerily dark and smelt of damp earth. I didn’t know we had this, when did father dig this out? thought Volare with his mouth open in surprise.
“Get in and stay quiet,” Cal whispered to his family.
Without a word, they filed into the basement descending a small ladder into the awaiting darkness.
“Aren’t you coming!?” whispered Volare to his father.
“I can’t, I need to hide the trap door from the outside.”
“But…” Volare looked at his mother, surely she would get father into the basement with them. Fidum had tears in her eyes and was staring intently at Cal.
“I love you, Cal,” said Fidum. Cal nodded back and mouthed his love for Fidum in reply. She looked down at her boys and held them tight.
“NO!” cried both Volare and Amet. Fidum only tightened her grip on the boys with tears now flowing freely down her cheeks. Volare tried to wriggle free as Cal dropped the trap door, sending the basement into total darkness, but it was no use, Fidum’s arm around him seemed to have the strength of a troll.
The only light seeping in was through the cracks in the floorboards. Volare could hear his father slide the bed back once again, concealing the trap door.
The silence growing pronounced around them, they could hear Cal make his way for the front door as they listened to his footsteps fading out of the bedroom. He’s going to lead them away, thought Volare.
They could still hear the distant shouts of the villagers, reminding them of the violence that was taking place outside of their home. The noise amplified when Cal opened the front door to step out. Will I ever see him again? thought Volare.
There was a sudden crash as the door was flung open, nearly being thrown off its hinges. Cal was kicked in his stomach and sent flying back into the hut. Soldiers poured in through the door pouncing on Cal. He struggled, but it was no use, within seconds he was tied up in rope and being dragged out.
Volare could only see shadows block the tiny rays of light that trickled through the floorboards, his mother now holding her hand over his mouth, tightly, so that he couldn’t make any noise. He could start making out detail in the gloom of the basement, his brother, who would nearly always be smiling, now only had terror in his eyes. His deep sea-green eyes looking back at him, filling with tears. Fidum only looked up, watching.
A soldier remained in the hut and looked around the hut with suspicious eyes as if he thought ghosts were in the room.
“C’mon Borda!” one of the soldiers from outside called.
Borda left the hut leaving the door open behind him. Fidum and the two boys breathed out in a sigh of relief. The grief of their father being taken now setting in.
“We have to get him back!” whispered Volare.
“Hush!” retorted Fidum, “we will wait here until they are gone.”
**
It had taken two or three hours, but the noises from outside the hut had now dissipated. It seemed that Trajan and his men had left. Now to get out of the basement, but how?
Fidum climbed the ladder and pushed the trap door open, the bed prevented it from fully opening. It left only a small gap before hitting the underside of the bed. I can squeeze out, thought Volare.
He motioned to his mother to make way for him, and he squeezed himself through the opening of the trap door, wriggling like a worm out from under the bed and rolling free. He stood up and pushed the bed to one side, helping his mother open the trap door fully.
The fresh air across their faces and into their lungs was invigorating. The basement had grown stuffy and claustrophobic during their stay. They stepped out into the daylight to look around only to be greeted by a scene of devastation. Boxes and peoples’ belongings were strewn everywhere. What was once a clean and tidy village had been turned into a horrible mess. Buildings and huts were damaged as well and in need of repair from the tussles between villagers and soldiers.
People were lying on the ground injured, some holding each other in a state of shock and disbelief. How could this happen? wondered Volare. As far as he knew nothing like this had ever happened before and Volare was still wondering why there was a secret basement in his hut. Did father know this would happen, how could he?
They walked through the village, helping others to their feet and checking to make sure the remaining people in the village were okay. They wanted to know who else had been taken. It was a devastating number, at least half of the village, both men and women seemed to be missing. Everyone was at a loss about what to do next. People were gathering in the village square once again, numbers severely diminished. Some were calling for those taken to be rescued while others wanted to flee the village and hide away.
“How can we fight against them?” shouted one villager.
“We have to, we have to get them back! We can’t just let our people be taken like that!”
“How I ask!”
“I…I don’t know,” the villager said, sounding defeated.
“We rebuild, they will come back to us once this war is over,” said another.
The admission was crushing for they didn’t know how to fight, nor did they have the numbers to mount a rescue. They were simple farmers and merchants, how could they. After considerable further argument amongst the villagers in the square, the crowd started to disperse. No action would be taken or had been planned.
Later that evening, Volare sat on his bed in a state of shock, his brother next to him, looking down at his feet.
“Is dad going to come back?” Amet asked.
“I don’t know,” said Volare wiping tears from his face. He hugged his brother, he missed Amet’s smile.
“He will return to us” Fidum chimed in, “I know he will, your father is strong, stronger than you realise.”
What did she mean by that? Volare thought. He couldn’t help but feel scared. He had been paralysed, not knowing what to do, wishing he could be braver. He remembered the hard time he had given his father in the morning and felt shame. He couldn’t bear to think of the last exchange they had. I acted like a brat, he thought, ashamed of his behaviour. I let him down, I shouldn’t have let him be taken away. Volare swallowed, taking in a deep lungful of air. He forced his anxiety down into a place within where he could hide it, I will rescue him, he thought. I will find a way, and I’m going to find him, they couldn’t have got too far.
“Here, eat this boys, your father was saving it for an important moment. We eat in his honour tonight and pray to the gods for his return.”
Fidum was cooking above the fire stove, filling the hut with delicious smells of cooked meat and vegetable stew. However, Volare hadn’t even perceived his mother cooking; he was in such a state. But he now took notice of the sweet, smoky smell of cooked keef meat diffusing through the hut.
His stomach immediately gave a grumble, he was starving. He hadn’t noticed until now. He would eat well tonight, as much as he could stuff into his belly, for he would need the energy. Tonight, I sneak out and find my father, I won’t let them take him, Volare thought, not believing himself. His fears rushing back up his throat, choking him into inaction. No, I have to be brave, I have to try.




** Chapter 6 **





The Rescue

The chill of night had fallen, with the horrors of the day behind him, Volare was tucked into bed, waiting until he felt confident his mother and brother were asleep.
As quietly as he could, he climbed out of bed and gathered the rucksack he had prepared earlier. He had stuffed it with clothes, food, strapecot, water and flint.
Volare tiptoed out of his room and through the living quarters. His world was moving in slow motion, every step, every breath deliberately slowed to a crawl. The floorboards creaked below his gentle steps, but not loud enough to wake the home. The door gave a protesting creak
as Volare pried it open stepping out into the chill night. It was so calm, so still, a juxtaposition to the events of the day before. His shoes crunched on the red sandy ground much louder than he remembered.
As he crept his way to the outer edges of the village, he could hasten his steps. He had to hurry, but how could he even find them? Volare headed in the direction where he had first seen Trajan come from, desperately searching for foot and hoof prints. He found them, easily, the sheer number of people and horses marching out of the village left the ground pockmarked that Volare could follow. Highlighted by the moons glow, the trail filled him with the hope that he could find his father.
He walked for hours, the moon rising high above Volare’s head. It cast an eerie glow on the ground without creating shadows. How far did they trek? Volare thought, growing concerned with how far away he was getting from home. He hadn’t expected them to have travelled so far already.
His fears and self-doubt once again rising, squashing the confidence he had forced upon himself to leave the relative safety of his hut. His nerves began to play tricks on his mind, he started seeing shadows darting around in the trees and bushes around him.
What kind of predators were out here? He hadn’t even taken a weapon with him, not that he knew the first thing about how to use one.
Rustles and small noises could now be life-threatening. I’m a fool! Volare thought. How did I think I could do this?
I will be eaten by a klougar before I even reach them. What will I even reach, what am I looking for? None of these questions had seemed relevant to Volare before leaving the village, but now they were pressing the forefront of his mind. Just keep walking, keep following the tracks you’ll get there.
He took a drink of some water and ate veamber, which fuelled his skinny body. A little went a long way and having a farm to collect them from certainly was convenient for him. But he knew it wouldn’t last forever, he would need to find them soon.
The hours continued, and Volare was growing tired, he didn’t know how far he had trekked now, but he felt like he had walked to the ends of Celestus. He had never walked so far in his life, before where his pace was hastened was now replaced with laboured and heavy legs, sleep clawing at his eyes, slowing him down further.
Off in the distance, through the trees, he saw a speck of light. He strained to see more, the speck growing into a small glow. Could it be a fire? With new energy, he elongated his strides and hurried towards the source of the light. Half an hour later, he saw men standing amongst the trees. Had they seen him?
Volare went off the well-worn pathway and into the forest itself. Stealthily weaving his way closer, making sure to stay out of the men’s line of sight. He crept around, closer, climbing an adjacent hill.
Taking care not to slip, he peeked above the crest of the hill. Into the distance he could see a clearing with tens of carriages with metal bars on their backs, imprisoning those within. People were crammed into them, sitting on benches in suffocating conditions.
There were so many, more than the people that had been taken from Vicus. They had raided from other villages, gathering into this central position. Soldiers were tucked into their sleeping rolls into groups that huddled around small campfires. Again, so many soldiers. How can I rescue anyone with this many soldiers in the camp?
There were still many more surrounding the campgrounds standing guard, hidden amongst the dense forest growth. It’s impossible, Volare thought with resignation. Then an idea struck, maybe I can get close enough to learn where they’re going.
New energy filled Volare as he mentally mapped a pathway to get closer. He could see ridges and hills that stood above the camp looking down on it, maybe that would be close enough to hear what was going on without being seen.
It was his best hope. He set off through the growth once again making sure to place his feet deliberately to minimise his noise. He stayed crouched, scrutinising what lay ahead of him to make sure no lookouts impeded his way.
He reached his target. It was a small ridge overlooking the camp and was just close enough to see and hear what was happening down below. His only obstacle now was a guard standing watch, who was in Volare’s direct pathway. He needed to distract him. Volare picked up a stone and threw it into the forest, making a small sound.
The guard whipped his head around, he was alert. He turned and faced the direction of the noise, but he didn’t move closer to it. Blast! Volare thought. He probably just thinks it’s a bunzi. Volare remained crouched behind a bush, peering through to see what the guard would do.
He risked another throw, this time a bigger stone, a louder sound. The guard was now agitated, he raised his spear, edging closer to the noise. His eyes were straining to see through the dense growth with the limited visibly under the moon’s light.              
Volare threw again, causing the guard to quicken his steps, he was now keen to investigate the disturbance. It gave Volare a chance to sneak by, he crept as quickly and quietly as he could. Not too far now, he thought.
On he went, ascending to the ridgeline, he found a small flat platform to rest and lie down on. He removed his rucksack and placed it on the rock platform. On his stomach, he crawled his way to the edge of the platform where he could overlook the camp.
He was so close now. He dared to take a peek, only exposing his head and eyes beyond the lip of the rocky platform. He was high enough for the guards to not notice any movement in their peripheral vision.
Wagons were hitched to huge lumbering crags. These beasts had been domesticated centuries ago back in the human homeland of Ozos which existed on another continent to the east of Kragea. King Hastam sought to explore new lands with his fleet of ships and in doing so, discovered and conquered the eshin in Dritura some twenty or so years ago.
The sandy textured and coloured crags were asleep with a rhythmic and oddly calming snore. They had six sturdy short stubby legs, each with sharp claws to scratch and grip the ground. Their body was soft, fat and tubular, making them seem slow-moving. Crags were as tall as humans and equally wide, giving them the appearance of a worm, about the length of two men.
When encouraged with some prodding, they could run significantly faster than any man, had the endurance of a warhorse and a stampede of them were deadly. They lacked a clear definition of a neck; instead, their bodies morphed into a head that had an extended snout with a circular mouth, lined with hard square teeth to grind foliage. Their eyes were beady, small and dark, allowing for satisfactory day vision but deficient in the night.
There were so many of them, each one had two wagons hitched in series to them. Each wagon carried a dozen men and women in their cage to the rear. It was horrific, a sight which Volare was not ready for.
His stomach twisted into knots at the idea of his father being down there, locked in one of these cages. He felt a sense of despair. The scene stretched out for at least 200 metres ahead of him. He could see larger tents erected in the distance with guards at their openings. No doubt Trajan was in one of them. What will they do with all of these people? wondered Volare.
There were two guards directly below him sitting by a campfire, whispering in hushed tones. Volare willed his ears to listen, trying to make out what they were saying.
“I can’t believe we’ve got so many of these poor sods,” whispered one soldier to another.
“They’re planning a big move with this I’m tellin ya.”
“Are they gonna send’em all into the fight? They can’t, they’ll be chopped into pieces in seconds. They jus gonna get in our way.”
“I heard the idea is that they get in THEIR way, not ours.”
“By the gods, I heard about this tactic, its madness. Why can’t we just train them up to fight?”
One soldier leaned in closer to the other “We are gonna train’em up, the strong ones that is, but the weak ones…they’ll becomes slaves probably.”
“If we don’t win this, there ain’t gonna be anything left for anyone living anyway. So be it.”
“Wher’we takin these sods?” one soldier asked the other. Volare dared to edge just a little closer to make sure he heard.
“We’ll get our orders in the mornin’ I suppose, but they’ll be spread along the western front in the battle encampments, garrisons and strongholds. Share the love, you know,” they chuckled to themselves.
Volare’s hopes sank, his father could be taken anywhere and not knowing where his father was in the camp, he couldn’t follow. Blast! Volare thought.
“Hey u’seen these things we fightin?”
“Nah mate, I’ve only been deployed this week. First duty was to round up some people. My next stop will be the front lines I suppose, after we get these sods there.”
“Yeah same, but I’ve heard stories and let me tell ya, we ain’t fightin no eshin or dwarves. It’s somethin else.”
“I don’t pay much attention to it, whatever it is we’ll deal with it. We always have, humans have forever had the measure of the other lifelings. The stories are always worse than what things actually are, it’s just the higher soldiers tryin’ta scare the life outta the newbies.”
“I hope you’re right mate, I’ve heard they call’em darkspawn on the front, kos they only come at night, hordes of them.”
“Lucky we got some more recruits then hey,” chuckled the solider.
“C’mon, let’s get some sleep, it’s gonna be a long walk tomorrow.”
Volare pulled back and lay flat on his back on the rocky platform. He was deflated with what he had heard. What are darkspawn? And what will become of father? He can’t be a slave, a decoy, no, thought Volare.
But his father wasn’t a soldier either. Will they train him? Maybe he will fight, win the war and come back?
He was so tired, the urge to sleep was consuming him, his mind and muscles ached with what he had heard and seen. He looked around the platform, searching for a more sheltered spot.
He couldn’t risk being found, he needed somewhere more hidden to spend the night. He picked up his sack and sneaked further along the ridge, looking for some kind of structure that would block any view to him. He found a small opening in a rock wall, hidden amongst fallen branches and bush.
There was enough space to crawl into it and spend the night, less than luxurious, but it will do. He swept aside the branches and pushed his way through, trying to be careful with the sound he was making. It was so dark, the moons shine couldn’t penetrate the deep black of the cave that lay ahead of him. He would only need to stay at the mouth of it, no need to venture deeper.
He set his rucksack down, ready to unpack his sleeping roll when he heard a stick breaking behind him. Volare reeled around and stared intently into the night, trying to find the source of the sound.
“Who goes there!” came a shout, a guard.
Volare’s heart began to race, he had been heard. No! Volare thought.
The guard was heading in his direction, he would be seen if he tried to run for it. He had no choice, Volare backed deeper into the blackness of the cave where he would be hidden. The guard came into Volare’s sight, he had seen the cave.
Volare hadn’t had the chance to cover the entrance to conceal it. The guard’s curiosity grew, he stepped closer to the cave, pausing, considering what could be in there. Volare was invisible in the enveloping darkness as long as he stayed still. The guard unhooked a torch stick from his belt, knelt and struck it with flint.
The torch caught alight, flooding the platform in contorting glows of yellow and orange. Volare’s heart was racing, he didn’t know what to do, there was no choice but creep further into the cave.
He kept taking steps back, matching the steps of the guard to muffle the sound of his own. A slip. Volare’s heel now hanging in space, there was no more cave behind him, only an abyss of darkness below him. He tried to regain his balance waving his arms around, but the weight of his rucksack was pulling him backward, he couldn’t correct himself. His footing loosening, finally giving way.
Volare fell, down he went falling into nothingness. He hit rock, bouncing off it and rolling down a sloped tunnel that funnelled him deeper as he rolled and tumbled, crashing every part of his body against the rocks. He couldn’t protect himself for he couldn’t see a thing, he just braced himself during the onslaught, feeling his rucksack go free and fall alongside him.
He finally hit the cave bottom with a hard thud. He lay there motionless, mentally checking himself for injuries, he didn’t dare move, fearful of even the thought of accepting what had just happened.
He just lay there, listening to the sounds around him, there were none. No light either, the lack of sensory stimulation was unnerving. All he could hear was his breath and heartbeat.
He slowly pulled himself up into a seated position, checking over his body with his hands. He could now tell he had some cuts which stung and bumps that throbbed, particularly on his head.
He blindly felt around the ground, there was nothing there, just sandy damp soil and some small rocks and stones. He needed his rucksack where he knew he had some flint.
He crawled around the ground, feeling his way through the small cavern, no noticeable features aside from some sticks and branches, no doubt having been washed in during storms.
Will I drown or will I starve in here? Volare thought despairingly. His search for the rucksack grew more frantic, please let it be here he thought. Finally!
Volare ripped open the sack and rummaged through its contents, feeling his way to find the flint. Got it! He picked up a rock in his other hand and struck the flint, the sparks providing the briefest moment of sight into the blackness. I need something to burn, he thought. He felt his way around and collected twigs and branches, lighting them with his flint.
A fire roared into life with a crackle and illuminated his world. There was nothing, no exits, just cold grey stone walls around and above him. Volare noticed strange markings on the walls, shapes he had never seen before. Various patterns were carved into the stones directly. The carvings were so neat and straight as if cut using specialised equipment with a skilled hand.
They stretched all around the cavern, with one wall being covered in symbols, carved straight into the stone. Maybe it’s writing, but what does it mean? Volare pondered as he ran his hand over the markings, feeling the indentations with his fingers.
He was losing himself in the puzzling nature of what lay before him, but he didn’t have time to figure out what these strange symbols and carvings were, he would need to climb his way out to escape.
Volare moved away from the walls and placed his flint back into his sack, he needed to get out while the fire burned bright. It was his only chance to climb with the aid of light, and there wasn’t much more kindling around.
He looked up the rock face where he fell from, noticing for the first time just how lucky he was to not be seriously injured. He set off, carefully placing one hand above the other, using his legs to lift his body, just like he had shown Amet back in the village when teaching him how to climb the surrounding trees to harvest cottleberries to snack on. He missed those days so dearly; he and his brother could play all afternoon without worrying about quotas or collectors coming. It was so much simpler, even he would smile and laugh alongside Amet. But now here I am trapped in a blasted cave, Volare thought, feeling sorry for himself.
He climbed, but the higher he got, the steeper the rock face was, even jutting out into the air in some places. He would slip, barely recovering his hold as they too became smaller the more he ascended. In the end, no matter how hard he tried, no matter which path he went up the rock face, it got to a point in which it was too steep with nothing to hold onto.
It required a jump to reach the next handhold. Volare steeled himself, praying to the gods they would help guide his fingers to grip the hold he had his eye on. With a thrust of his legs, he leaped, his feet barely gaining traction on the footholds, straight up into the air.
He reached with his arms, stretching until he felt like his shoulders would pop out from their sockets. He wasn’t even close. He missed the hold and came crashing back to the ground hard. His body ached. He lay there, defeated. Tears building in his eyes, he felt utter misery at the thought of dying in this cave.
His family would never know what happened to him. No one would find him here. His body would be eaten by the earth and disappear forever. With tears now streaming down his face, he didn’t move, he just lay there on his side crying. What have I done? he thought in resignation.
In front of him was a small object, just the top jutting out from the soil. It gave off a slight gleam as it dully reflected the light of the fire. He sat up and reached out, taking hold and pulling it out of the dirt. It was a square piece of black metal with rounded corners.
It fit in his palm so he could curl his fingers around it. Volare blew on it, then rubbed it against his navy button-up coat to bring the shine back to the metal. It had the same type of carvings that the walls carried. What is this thing? Volare thought as he spun it around with his fingers, inspecting all sides of the flattened cube object.              
He curled his fingers around it once more, gripping tightly, it felt oddly satisfying, warm even. Yes, it was definitely much warmer than the air around him. He could feel the heat from the metal moving its way up his arm and into his body. How strange, Volare thought while wiping the tears from his face.
At that moment the fire flickered to the end of its life, with only embers remaining at its heart. Volare felt the full burden of his exhaustion flood him. He found his rucksack and pulled out his sleeping roll, tucked himself in and gave in to the relentless urge of his aching brain to rest.
Without thinking about it, he never let go of the object. He had curled up into his bedroll, still holding it tightly. It filled him with warmth and Volare would sleep with it held in his palm, it felt right. He finally acknowledged the weight of his eyelids by lowering them to cover his eyes, drifting quickly into sleep. Whatever problems facing Volare now, would be there for him tomorrow, he would deal with them then.




** Chapter 7 **





The Creation

12,800 years ago
High above the ground, at the edges of the atmosphere, a rift in space opened. A circular portal of undulating energy pouring out from within it. Deep hues of blue and purple light colouring the air and clouds around it. Three veleon dragon riders, known as Koralinth Huma the strongest of them, Gandizar Eshi, the one most connected to life and Veera Davar the builder of civilizations, flew out through the portal.
Their intent was to traverse the cosmos and find a new planet in which to seed intelligent life. Successfully exiting the portal, the dragon riders circled high above a land, which would become known as Kragea. Their massive dragons stretching their wings to soar amongst the wind currents.
“He continues to spread his armies, we can only seem to slow him,” said Koralinth to the other two with a raised voice to overcome the wind.
“Fighting is not enough. We must create life in the face of destruction, create armies to push him back. We will fight destruction with creation,” said Gandizar.
“Will it be enough?” asked Veera.
“Only time will tell” replied Gandizar.
“We will succeed, we have to. Fly out to your lands, we must begin,” instructed Koralinth.
The three riders were clad in their traditional full-bodied dark metal alloy armour, studded with power gems and a small square-shaped metal artefact embedded in the centre of their breastplates.
They commanded their dragons to fly at greater speeds, scanning the horizon and seeking lands where new life could be established. Koralinth headed to the east, his land would be known as Ozos. Gandizar stayed near to the portal, a land in which would become known as Dritura. Veera flew her dragon to the west, where the land would become known as Nni.
The three veleon dragon riders harnessed their godly powers to transform their lands. They created lakes and rivers, seeding precious metals and gems of power to grow and be dug out by their creations. The veleon also created their lifelong partners, to fill the lands with their children.
The veleon continued to guide their lifeling creations on a path of growth, teaching how to not only survive but to thrive. They would need to grow strong, like all other veleon creations in the cosmos, if they were to stand a chance in the great cosmic war.
**
As the centuries passed, the veleon’s lifelings spread their civilizations across the lands, growing ever more confident in their manipulation of nature. They erected great cities of stone and metal, developed schools of science and philosophy to create artefacts and technologies of power.
They co-existed peacefully, trading ideas and resources, all while the godlike veleon kept a watchful eye, only interfering in the rarest of occasions to set their children on a pathway of realisation. So distant was their interaction now, that the stories of creation and the understanding of the dragon riders once common knowledge and fact, evolved into myth and legend. Great religious monuments were constructed to worship the gods, to never forget them. For thousands of years, the world was at peace.
**
The veleon left their children, to re-join the war with their brethren and return to the fight. Mirardos continued to spread his power and influence as he rampaged through the cosmos, on his quest for universal domination.
All who stood against him would fall, all but the collective might of the veleon. But the universe was unfathomably large and veleon numbers too little. It would be their children that must take up arms, use the power given to them by their gods and defend their lands, for the veleon could not do it for them. Even the veleon, however, could not know all that would come to pass. They could not know their attempts to terraform the land to suit their needs would leave the planet unstable.
During the creation years, great fissures in the crust had formed. Within these fissures, tremendous energy was being stored, amassing the stresses of the planet, waiting to be released when it became too much.
Great earthquakes, cataclysmic volcanic activity and floods were unleashed in a destructive fury the world had never seen. There were consequences for the unnatural manipulation of nature, consequences that would only seem obvious far into the future. No one would know the cause of the destructions, only its effects.              
Civilization that was so carefully nurtured over countless generations, lost. All but a fraction of lifelings that were able to survive in the smallest of pockets on the land, lost. Humans, the eshin and the dwarves were lost to time, recordings of knowledge and history swallowed by the very ground it was built upon.
It would take thousands of years for any sense of recovery, a process that was severely diminished without their gods. Their prayers left unanswered for their gods had left them, believing them ready for when Mirardos would inevitably find and invade their world. They would not be.




** Chapter 8 **





The Escape

Volare opened his eyes. He had wished it all to have been a terrible nightmare, that when he opened his eyes, his father would be there encouraging him out of bed. Instead, he was met with cold darkness.
The rocky tomb in which his fate was sealed in. His empty stomach and dry mouth spurred him to rummage through his rucksack for food and water. To his relief, there was just enough light penetrating through the cave mouth and down the cavern, he now occupied. No doubt clearing the opening of debris allowed this light to now weakly illuminate his surroundings.
He looked around the room as he ate some dried meat and veamber, noticing new details and structures in the cavern. There were more symbols carved high into the walls; still, he had no idea what any of them meant.
There was a structure built into one of the walls, resembling the alters from the church in Vicus. He couldn’t be sure though for it was damaged with entire sections of it being crumbled away.
Volare was never sure about the gods, he understood the adults believed in them, he realized they were seen as important, and they should be respected because it was they who gave us life. But no one ever explained the why or how of it, at least not to his satisfaction. He was just expected to accept these gods. If they’re out there, I could sure use your help right about now, thought Volare, sceptical that any such help would come. Korali give me the strength to find my way out, Volare prayed to the human creator.
Volare returned to the section where he fell from. He could now see more clearly the impossibility of what he was attempting last night. The wall he had tried to climb stretched twenty metres above, some sections were directly vertical with no handholds. The rock seemed unnaturally smooth these sections.
He turned his attention elsewhere, now focusing on the large wall inscribed with symbols. Maybe if I can make sense of these, it will help me escape, thought Volare. He looked down at his newly found artefact to discover that the symbol carved into its surface was glowing weakly light blue. Volare was stunned, glowing metal? he pondered.
He raised the artefact to the wall where to his shock, it came alive with the same glow of the artefact he held. All the symbols glowing light blue, flooding the cavern in what felt like blinding light after spending so much time in darkness. “What is this!?” exclaimed Volare. This has to mean something, there must be a way. He gripped the artefact tightly and held it up to the wall, I need to get out, he thought.
The wall suddenly began to vibrate, coming alive with the noise of grinding rock. Debris from above broke loose and fell around Volare. He ran to his rucksack, raising it above his head in an attempt to shield himself. The vibrations grew more violent until the wall itself began to split in the middle. It’s opening?! Volare thought as his heart began to race.
When the wall showed an opening just large enough, Volare pushed himself out. The sun blinding him momentarily, it felt so good to be out in the fresh air again. To hear the trees and the birds, to be free. He looked back to watch the rock face still moving apart, it was growing wider by the second. The vibrations and noise of grinding rock lessened and finally stopped as the moving rock face came to a standstill.
The sunshine now highlighting the broken alter on the back wall. By the gods, what is this place? Volare thought while looking back and forth between the alter and the artefact clutched in his hand.
The dust settled, and Volare calmed himself after trying to absorb what had just happened. The shock of it and the relief of escaping the cavern filled him with conflicting emotions.
He turned around to see that he was now standing in the encampment he observed the night before. It was empty, everyone was gone. He walked away from the cavern that once trapped him, towards the forest where the roads lay. Volare was determined to discover the tracks they had left behind, he followed them before, he could do it again.
He reached the main dirt road that made its way deeper into the forest, however, there were several other roads connected to it leading in different directions, all of which had crag, horse and human prints.
There were signs telling travellers which road led where, but Volare didn’t know which direction his father was taken. It’s over, he thought. He couldn’t follow every single one of them.
He decided to head back to where the encampment was, maybe he could discover some clues. But it was empty, apart from the remains of hunted animals, ashen logs that once burned and the well-trodden grass that hinted at the presence of a now-gone travelling party.
Volare took off his rucksack and lay on his back. He would enjoy the sun on his skin and stare at the cloudy sky for he missed it more than he realized after being trapped.
I have to go home, I can’t leave mother and brother to fend for themselves. I have to now protect them, as father did. Volare schemed a new plan for himself, his father had protected them so they could go on to live their lives. Volare would ensure he honour his father’s memory by doing just that, live his life and protect his family. He wasn’t sure how exactly he was going to do that, but what he did know was that he couldn’t abandon them. Maybe I should have just died in the cave, mother is going to kill me anyway for running off, thought Volare chuckling to himself.
The sky above seemed so peaceful, calm like there was nothing wrong in the world. But even the sky could turn ugly, deadly in fact with storms and floods. The same too could be said for the state of humans. Stories told to Volare taught him of a time where the world was at peace, a time in which humans, eshin and dwarves collaborated with each other. Such times were long ago, if they even ever existed Volare concluded. A time so long ago that it was now irrelevant.
The dominant lifelings of the planet had been isolated since anyone could remember, no one knew why but some suspected it was because of the destructions. An ancient part of history where it was said the world was destroyed to be reborn as a lesser version of its former self.
Kingdoms rose and fell, dominated by kings and queens, all seeking to grow their influence and power. Now doing so on other continents. King Hastam, who was broadening his claim to lands beyond Ozos and doing what was once thought of as forbidden by the gods; conquering other lifelings. He brought his armies and people and settled in Dritura, forcing the eshin out.
They escaped persecution and war through the Pointed Forest settling in a land now called Ethya, where they could rebuild in peace. Hopeful that the humans would not seek their total destruction by following them south.
Instead, the humans looked to the western lands of Nni, where the dwarves dwelled. This western land was attractive for it was thought that the grounds were rich with precious metals and gems, even more so than on Ozos.
For the briefest moment, Volare thought he saw something spectacular, only told in stories of legend and myth. Above the clouds, casting a dark shadow upon them, Volare thought he saw an enormous creature dwarfed by its own wingspan. What is that? he thought, squinting, trying to peer through the haziness of the clouds. As quickly as it appeared, though, the shadow vanished. I’m seeing things, my mind is lost. I have to get home, Volare decided.
With that thought, he spurred himself to get up, collect his rucksack and start the long trek back home, where his mother would no doubt be worried sick about him. I can’t believe I did this to her, I’m such a fool, he scolded himself. I could never be strong enough to rescue father.




** Chapter 9 **





Journey To The Front

The swarm of wagons rolled on for days. Calidum had lost count after twenty since being taken from his family. He wondered how they fared back in the village.
His heart ached when thinking about not being there for them. His surroundings didn’t change much as the wagon travelled, the land was richly overgrown with trees and other greenery which was beautiful, but didn’t help in the way of navigating.
It was hard to tell one location from the other. The eshin who had lived in Dritura before the human invasion, maintained the health of their lands. They built many roads, some of which were even paved smooth throughout Dritura.              
These roads were still being mapped by the royal cartographers and signage was lacking. It was easy to get lost unless one was shown the way.
Cal had been locked up with the others in cages for the majority of his journey, only let out to briefly exercise and relieve himself. The prisoners even had to eat in the wagons, as the guards feared escape, which would bring Trajan’s wrath upon them.
Conditions were squaller for the prisoners, many of them getting sick from the confined spaces, being in such proximity to each other encouraged disease to spread, even in this short period. The guards didn’t show any particular concern for them, they just ensured everyone was fed and locked up. They had cargo to deliver, and that is all that mattered to them, regardless of condition.
“Why won’t they tell us anything?” asked Cen, one of the prisoners travelling in the wagon with Cal. The two had grown to be friends supporting each other through this ordeal.
“I don’t know, but something is off about the whole thing damn it,” replied Cal.
“Yeah, they’ve asked for volunteers to recruit before, but I’ve never heard of the kingdom taking people by force. It’s ghastly, just not right eh,” said Cen.
“Well from what I can tell, we headed west from Vicus for the first few days and then took a turn to the south. The wagons have been steadily dispersing as we head south, which tells me they’re spreading us out along the western border. That’s where the fighting is happening,” explained Cal.
“What in damnation are we gonna do in the war!?” exclaimed Cen. “I don’t know the first thing about fighting eh, I’m a baker for cryin out loud!”
“Maybe they need bakers,” joked Cal, not really believing it himself.
“Hey, we’re turning off!” exclaimed Cen. The other prisoners now taking notice and looking around, trying to figure out exactly where they were and where they were going.
The roads were poorly signed in Dritura’s western edges, bandits roamed in these regions taking advantage of adventurous fools that would seek riches in new and uncharted lands. No doubt the Driturian army had either crushed, driven away or even enlisted them into their ranks by now. Their wagon and several others turned and once again heading west, pushing deeper into unknown territory for Cal.
They travelled well into the night, their only light source being torches held by soldiers and hung on carriages. They would need to stop and make camp soon, even the crags were labouring after a day of exhaustive towing. The wagons once again approached another clearing and parked alongside each other.
A moment where the prisoners could acknowledge one another from their respective cages. Cal recognised several of them to be residents of Vicus, now dishevelled after not washing for days. Do I look like them, damnation do I smell like the others too? wondered Cal.
The soldiers fanned out into the clearing, attendants of the commanders started setting up tents and fires for them to eat and rest. The prisoners would not experience such luxury. Instead, they got what little sleep they could, sitting on a wooden bench inside their cages.
Many relied on the shoulder of the person next to them to serve as a pillow. A bowl of bland tasting slop with a portion of stale hardened bread was served to each of them with the meats and dried produce being consumed by the army. The people of Dritura and Ozos had always prided themselves for being free within the law. This action that had been taken against them was grossly beyond the law. The people thought it strange when King Hastam proclaimed the advancement of the human domain into the continent of Kragea. But the king shared concerns of invasion by the eshin; a pre-emptive strike was necessary.
He sold it to the people as an opportunity to flourish and develop new commerce while protecting the safety of the kingdom. Accessing this opportunity meant to enlist into the military and strike at the eshin, driving them out of their lands and removing the threat entirely.
Many human rights groups spoke out against such an action, protesting in the streets of The City Of Kings but were largely ignored by King Hastam, simply because it was overwhelmingly supported by the people. Hastam promised not only the forgiveness of debt but would also reward loyal and deserving soldiers with an allotment of land. It was irresistible to many, tens of thousands enlisted themselves to fight and fight they did, with a desperation and fervour, not even the king thought possible. He had pinpointed a weakness in his people, and he took full advantage of it. Calidum was one of these men.
A soldier approached Cal’s cage and unlocked it, he was flanked by several armed men. They held a stiff face with beards that needed trimming, it did indeed give the impression they weren’t in the mood to be tested.
“Latrines are ready, let’s go,” barked the solder while unlocking the cage.
The prisoners were escorted to the outskirts of the camp where rudimentary latrines had been dug into the ground. The smell would stay with Calidum until the day he dies. One wagon load of people at a time, took turns to relieve themselves in humiliatingly public settings, while guarded on all sides to prevent escape. A handful had tried it and were beaten to the point of death. Perhaps that fate was better than the one Cal was stuck in.
After their humiliation, they were marched back to the cages where they would spend the night half asleep, in their own stink. Many of them were wishing death upon themselves now, the conditions were made worse by the fact that no one knew where they were being taken or how long it would take. They just had to exist, until their fate was decided for them.
There was no moon on this night, it was eerily dark, and the fires from around the camp cast long shadows giving an ominous feel of oppression. There was no wind either, the trees stood still instead of providing a gentle and consistent rustle.
What was more unusual, however, was the lack of animal sounds in the background, there were no bird calls, no scurrying creatures, it was just silent, still and dark. Most soldiers and even some of the prisoners were now asleep. This camp was significantly smaller than the first one back near Vicus, soldiers were spread thin, which only made them more vigilant against any suspicious activity. There were only a handful of guards now standing watch at the edges of the camp, if only he could escape the cage, maybe he could find a way out of this debacle.
In the distance, a strange crunching sound could be heard, it interrupted Cal’s thoughts of escape as he tried to focus his hearing on what was occurring.
A thud, a crunch, scratching, something was going on out there, but Cal couldn’t tell what it was. He nudged Cen awake, alerting him to the noises. Both men peered into the darkness around them.
Then they saw it, a creature of pure black, about the size of a wolf. It had four powerful legs, with sharp claws gripping the dirt beneath its feet. It had no tail, its body ending somewhat abruptly at its rear. Its head held lifeless black beady eyes that locked onto their prey. Its huge jaws were open, revealing razor-like silver and blood-stained teeth, dripping with the remnants of the guards it had killed.
More of them came into view now, tens of them. Cen kicked his fellow prisoners awake pointing, to the horror only meters away from them. As more awoke, shouts of terror rang out into the night, disturbing the sleep of the soldiers.
“THEY COME!!” an unseen soldier cried out just before blowing his war horn.
The camp exploded with energy, men leaping to their feet in an urgency that their life depended on. They kept their weapons and shields close while keeping most of their armour equipped. Cal had wondered why that was the case, but now it seemed blindingly obvious.
The ink-black creatures charged the camp, throwing themselves at the soldiers who seemed to be well drilled in countering their leaps. Shields would be thrown up first blocking the charge and mouths of the creatures, followed by a slash with a razor-sharp sword. The soldiers cleaved the beasts into pieces showing skill and strength. The monsters kept coming, however, their numbers seemed endless, they overwhelmed some soldiers by teaming up, tearing them apart before others could fight them off.
From the central tent a man who had introduced himself as Commander Bhogh stepped out, he was wearing black plate, studded with diamonds, like the one High Commander Trajan wore. His armour must have been tailor smithed for him, considering he was a hulking man. He carried a massive two-handed greatsword, also studded with a ruby in its hilt.
Cal recognised this combination well, the diamond embedded black plate armour gave its wearer superhuman strength, the magic of it was extraordinary.
Few smiths could forge such sturdy plated steel to withstand the power exuded by the gems. Cal had learned through rumour that the secret was in the alloying process but could never pry the details out of the master smiths travelling with the military during the invasion of Dritura. The gems also had to be mined from specific locations deep within the planet and fused with the plate in particular positions on the body during the smithing process, but all these were vague descriptions and didn’t help Cal understand it.
The fabrication of black plate was tightly held knowledge by the king and the punishment for any smith to reveal its secrets, was torture. Only one smith ever had spoken about it in vague terms, giving birth to the rumour that was still circulated in taverns today. He was spared no mercy, and to this day, those rumours hadn’t been bolstered by any loose lips. Cal also understood the locations of the mines to be top secret and heavily guarded. The diamond enhanced physical strength and prowess while the ruby studded into a weapon gave the wielder authority over fire.
The commander stepped forward, hulking over his subordinates with a smile on his face, he relished fighting these creatures for where the eshin would cower and avoid him, these beasts came at him without fear or consideration. Though their numbers were great, they lacked even basic tactics beyond their base instinct to attack. They were monsters to be slaughtered, and Bhogh never lost sight of that.
He slid his full-face helmet onto his head, with only a slit allowing him to see out from, held his sword into the night sky where the blade burst into flame casting the camp into a well-lit death fighting arena.
He charged at the creatures, as they tried snapping their jaws at the humans and he cleaved several of them in half with a swing. He was a man possessed with raw power. The tide of the battle quickly turned in the human’s favour, the ground was now littered with indistinguishable piles of dark masses, many of which had caught on fire from Bhogh’s sword.
All at once, the creatures stopped, looked skyward, turned from the battle and ran back into the forest. They retreated from the fight appearing to have cut their losses and avoid more. The soldiers were left panting, they had fought well, they didn’t look phased by what had attacked them.
It showed Cal that they had experience fighting these creatures. He now understood why Trajan didn’t explain the details of what they would face, for it would be unbelievable and terrifying to civilians.
The first response would be to run away. The safety of Ozos and the walls of its cities would provide the shelter that their simple villages could not. Running would be quite impossible now, however, they were being carted to war and would be forced to fight, capable or not.
Commander Bhogh walked a lap of the encampment assessing his troops, providing feedback and encouragement where appropriate. Some soldiers showed signs of fear and a lack of aggression, Bhogh was quick to scold this behaviour, expecting only the fiercest of fighting attitudes amongst his ranks.
The night returned to eerie stillness, with the aftermath of the battle sprawled out in front of Cal. The innards of men were exposed and hanging from decapitated bodies, it was a sight of butchery Cal was, unfortunately, familiar with.
The dark creatures seemed to bleed a thick black viscous substance. It clung to the armour and clothes of the soldiers, not wanting to be wiped free.
Their bodies were slowly dissolving into the ground as if acid had been poured over them, slowly eating away at their flesh. Soldiers were now working on digging graves and also creating fires just outside of camp, no doubt to burn the bodies of the creatures.
Cal was relieved to see the soldiers burying their fellow men instead of burning them alongside the creatures. He thought that it showed they still held onto some semblance of humanity, despite how they treated the prisoners. They didn’t seem phased by carrying their torn fellow soldiers, Cal suspected they had done it many times before. Their faces were blank as if numbed to the horrors that just occurred.
If any consolation could be thought it would be that only a handful of soldiers had died in the battle, against the tens of creatures that charged at them. The numbers told a story of devastating victory for the humans.
Commander Bhogh made his way to the carriages that held the prisoners, his sword resting upon his shoulder. He had commanded the fire into silence, but the sheer size and edge of the sword he carried was intimidating in itself.
“Welcome to the darkspawn war,” he said with a smirk on his face.
With that, he turned back and walked to his tent. Satisfied with his efforts to protect the camp, he would sleep soundly tonight.
The humans had now been fighting long enough to formulate patterns of behaviour and strategise against them. Bhogh was confident the darkspawn would not return, a second wave was always very rare. Even if they did return, he would simply enjoy killing more of them.
The human stratagems enhanced their effectiveness in combat to the point of nullifying the advancement of the darkspawn. If it were to be a war of attrition, however, the darkspawn would win. Their number seemed to be infinite as they kept pouring over the hills in the west. The humans couldn’t hold them forever, more decisive action had to be taken to take the fight to the darkspawn.
From all over Dritura and the mainland Ozos, soldiers and civilians were being transported to the front line. The king would not suffer a loss, and he would do all that it takes to defeat his enemies. His generals and high commanders were all too pleased to bolster their ranks and grow their armies to control.
“What in damnation were they doing here!?” Cal heard one soldier asking another.
“It looked like a small force of them, maybe they were scouting deeper into our territory,” said the other soldier.
“Bumping into us by accident hey, but what are they scouting for?”
“Not sure, it’s definitely strange to see them all the way out here, we’re about half a day’s march to the front. We haven’t observed them collecting intelligence before, maybe it’s a new behaviour. I’m not sure how they would have got through our lines either, again maybe it was just a smaller scouting party, they could have slipped through a blind spot we weren’t aware of. The commander will notify the generals soon enough, and it’ll be sorted.”
“I bloody hope so, we can’t have’em running into Dritura.”
“It would be…bad, I agree. We’ll find out more about how this happened tonight once we get to Honour Haven.”
So that’s where we’re going, thought Cal.
The prisoners in the cages were silent and in a state of shock. Finally, it had been revealed, plainly and for all to see, the situation they were being carted into. The looks of terror in their eyes left Cal despondent. What in damnation were these darkspawn? They had never been seen before. Why do they attack?
I pray to the gods they are okay. I pray in the name of Korali to keep my family safe. Protect Vicus with your might. Guard them against fiends of the night. Fight in their place for they do not know how. I pray to you Korali and the Gods, have mercy.




** Chapter 10 **





The Precipice

Volare wiped the sweat from his brow as he pulled up veamber from their family farm. The mood of the village was sombre, there was a dullness to how people went about their daily chores. It seemed as if the energy itself had been sucked out of them. With half the people of the village missing, it was so much quieter. Many had actually abandoned the idea of meeting any quotas for the collectors. What was the point of trying, it would be impossible now. People just farmed and fished to fill their own belly.
His mother tended the field just ahead of him, she had barely spoken since that day. The strength she usually carried herself with had vanished, she felt defeated, lost even. Her love, Calidum was taken from her, and there wasn’t anything anyone could do, including Volare. The night he returned to the village, his mother was furious with him, while also trying to show her love.
It was a confusing minute where Fidum alternated between hugging Volare tightly enough to squeeze the air out of him, then scolding him for making her worry so much. She wasn’t quite sure what she should have been feeling, so all of her emotions manifested in some way or another.              
This quietness was anguish, deep and utter grief for the loss of her husband. She had told the boys that it could be years before they saw their father again, but her eyes also warned that they may not see him at all, ever. Amet stayed close to Volare rarely leaving his side, and if he wasn’t with Volare, he was with his mother. He wouldn’t let either of them out of his sight. He carried a stuffed action figure his father had given to him for his most recent birthday. He clung onto it tightly, getting dirt on it while he farmed. Neither Volare or Fidum could bring themselves to tell him to leave it at home. They were all grieving in their own way.
“Hey Amet, you wanna go fishing?” called out Volare.
Fidum looked at him, smiling for the first time in days. She was proud of him, despite his foolishness, she could see Calidum’s spirit within him. Her heart warmed when her boys were close, they would stick together, go on with life as a family.
“I think that’s a wonderful idea, how about it Amet? I can finish off here. Why don’t you two bring us home a nice big scopa we can cook up on the fire.” Fidum encouraged.
“No thanks, I think I’ll just pull these up,” Amet said in a low tone, never lifting his head to speak.
Fidum and Volare exchanged looks, expressions of concern written on their faces. Fidum approached Volare and placed a hand on his shoulder.
“I’ll talk to him, see if I can get him to play a game with you later tonight. You go on and catch that fish for us, I think a nice hearty meal will do wonders for us all.”
Volare nodded in agreement and with that, Fidum gave him a long hug. Volare turned and left their farm, making his way through the village on his way to the port.
The usual calls from the merchants asking customers to approach were absent. There was no hustle and bustle of the previous days, no smells of freshly cooked bread and meat enticing the villagers to buy their lunch. People were walking around with their heads down, a look of defeat upon their faces. We can’t continue like this. What can I do? Should I be doing something? Volare wondered. No, last time my plans didn’t work out so well, it’s not my business. These people grieve the kidnappings of their loved ones, there’s nothing I can do to fix that. I need to focus on my mother and brother. I’m going to catch the biggest blasted scopa for dinner tonight. I’ll make Amet happy again. Gods I miss the old days.
He walked by and peered into the local church building, which was like most other common meeting places, empty. Only the priests and priestesses were inside, praying to the gods.
It was a modest building compared to other churches of the kingdom, or so Volare had been told. It was built from a combination of timber and stone, taller than any other in the village. It had 4 spires at each corner of the roof, reaching even further into the sky. It was thought the spires helped worshippers connect with Korali, the god of humans. There was a statue of a man hung up on one of the walls inside, it was supposed to be in Korali’s image. How do they know he looks like that? Volare wondered. He questioned a lot about the churches’ teachings.
They all just seemed like stories of old, there was never any proof for anything they said. Some of the other boys considered Volare as a heretic for not believing as much as he should, for not accepting what was taught.
Against the behest of the church, Volare’s parents had never seemed religious, never teaching the doctrines of the church to him. The adults didn’t ignore them as the children ignored Volare though, perhaps they were too polite. He only learned of some doctrine details in passing from the other children. Maybe these events would test even the most faithful.
Volare left them to their prayers and continued for the port. It was like the rest of the village, mostly empty. The majority of the fishermen had been taken, they were often burly and seasoned men, most likely attracting the attention of Trajan and his men. His father owned a small vessel that they used to take out together for fishing trips. That too now seemed a distant memory.
Volare untied the boat from its cleat, climbing aboard before it had a chance to float away. It was a boat large enough to comfortably seat 4 men, but not equipped for commercial fishing purposes.
Cal had originally purchased it for his family to go fishing, but in recent times he carried fishermen and worked together with the fishing boats to maximise their daily catches.
Before rowing out, he took stock of his required materials. Four fishing rods with lures and bait, plenty of water had been left behind, although Volare wouldn’t risk drinking that. The sun would set in a couple of hours, and he hoped to be back well before then. The fishermen hadn’t bothered to unload their materials from that day, the last thing they probably expected was to be abducted. So Volare would make use of it.
He gripped the oars and began rowing out from the port into the open sea, his father had shown him the best fishing spot for scopa, it was about 400 metres from the port. The distance made Volare nervous, but he was comforted that he could still clearly see the village.
**
The two and a half hours the sun took to set, dragged eternally long. The sun now washed the horizon in vibrant red and orange tones, even purple could be seen bleeding into the darkening sky high above him. Sunsets in Vicus could be truly wondrous things, magical even. It always left Volare with a sense of wonder and awe.
The ocean and sky were so big, and he was so small, he wondered about his place among the stars, the insignificance of himself. But this moment didn’t seem inconsequential, his family was relying on him, to bring home food to fill their stomachs. He knew there would be a disappointment if he failed them. Especially not after what he had done to his mother days earlier.
He had to make them happy again. But Volare hadn’t caught a single fish. Have we fished them all out, surely not? Volare wondered. The sea was strangely barren. He had tried shifting positions raising and lowering his anchor in various fishing spots but could only catch the smallest of fish. I gotta get that scopa Volare urged himself. I can’t go home empty-handed.
The sun was now dangerously low, he could see the first stars winking into view, their twinkle a constant reminder that there was so much more up there, beyond the sky, but what? Volare often found himself wishing he could fly to the heavens themselves to explore.
The sun had all but set now, the chill of the night was setting in. Volare reached for the artefact he had fashioned into a necklace. He held it tightly under his shirt, for he had come to rely upon it when he felt cold or lonely. He would squeeze it, which would result in a warm wave flushing throughout his body.
He felt hopeful when he held it, although he didn’t know why. Perhaps it was nothing more than what Amet felt holding his stuffed action figure. Volare had polished it
since returning home. He had never seen metal like it. It was so smooth and uniform in its colour. It looked old but held no blemishes, it seemed impossible to scratch or dent. The cleaning also revealed much more exquisite detail engraved into it.
Intricate patterns and more symbols, impossibly small for a chisel, were decorated into it. It was beautiful and Volare on several occasions, caught himself staring at it.
A shout sounded from the village. Volare peered into the growing darkness, trying to make out where in the village it came from. There were more shouts and cries. They seemed panicked. A fire erupted from the village square, growing in intensity as the seconds passed. No! They can’t be back already, how many more would they take? There’s going to be nothing left, Volare anguished. He grabbed the oars and started rowing back to port.              
The screams were getting louder and more frequent, there were more fires now breaking out. How could they set the village on fire? Volare thought. He rowed as hard as he could, but he had drifted further out than he realised, it would take him some time to reach the port.
Volare occasionally turned around to look, he could make out people running for the hills around the village, and he noticed they were being chased. The soldiers brought dogs this time! They’re using dogs to catch people, they’ve gone mad! His thoughts were with his mother and brother, would they make it to the trap door in time? Who would cover it back up? I will, he thought. I have to get back, I have to protect them. But he was still so far out, and the screams only grew in intensity.
Volare willed his muscles to row faster, he ignored his muscles resisting his will. His arms burned with fatigue, but he didn’t relent. He took another look back, this time seeing more detail to the shadowy shapes darting throughout the village. Are those dogs…or something else? he wondered.
Then to his horror, he could make out under the flickering light of a fire, a creature of some sort jump on the back of a villager, biting into her back. It was tearing at her with massive jaws and teeth, biting with ferocious anger. This can’t be happening, I must be dreaming. Volare could only watch the horror unfold before his eyes, he was immobilised by the state of shock he was in. He saw more creatures bring down villagers, biting at them, tearing their limbs off. He looked towards the Watchmen Cliffs that neighboured the village. At the top of it stood a lone hooded figure. Volare could barely make him out, the sun was so far below the horizon now, but there he stood. His black cloak was blowing in the wind around him, but he was frozen still, just observing the carnage below.
He held a staff with his right hand, he slammed it three times against the ground, and an orb that sat atop the staff started glowing white, illuminating himself. Volare stared intently but could not make out any further detail. Why is he hooded like that? What is he doing? A silence fell over the village, there were no more cries of anguish or shouts of terror.
It was so quiet. Volare witnessed shadowy creatures flee into the forests surrounding Vicus. He sat there in his boat, trying to rationalise what he had seen. Mother! Amet! Thoughts of his family flashed into his mind as he gripped onto the oars tightly and rowed his way into port, it felt like it took him an eternity to do so.
He tied the boat to its cleat and snuck as quietly as he could to the edge of the port building.               He peered through the gate, into the darkness. Some fires had spread to multiple homes, there was a risk that the whole village could go up in flames. I have to get home, they’ll be waiting for me in the secret basement, Volare thought.
He crouched low and made his way down the streets away from the port before finding the first body, ripped apart. He held his hand to his mouth to prevent a scream and emptying his stomach onto the ground. What could do such a thing? This isn’t some predator, nothing is eaten. There is only murder.
He crept further into the village, the body count increasing to terrifying numbers. Is everyone dead? No, they can’t be! He hastened his pace to his home, now ignoring the walls that were painted in blood and bodies that tormented the village.
He reached his front door, staring at it. He had rushed to it, but now that he stood in front of it, he couldn’t bring himself to open the door. He breathed heavily, feeling his heart beating in his chest.              
He could hear the fires crackling behind him, even bringing down some buildings. The heat around him was growing intense, he had sweat beading down his face. Volare hadn’t noticed clouds roll over the village. It started off as a trickle but grew into a downpour. The raindrops cooled his skin, soaking through his hair and clothes, yet Volare remained still, staring at the front door.
He was numb to the cold wetness of the rain. He inhaled deeply, took a step forward and pushed the door open. In the darkness, he saw two bodies lying on the floor. They were face down but appeared to be the size of his mother and brother.
“No,” Volare whimpered. “No, no, no, no, no, no, NO!!!”
He rushed forward touching his brother, he was motionless. Volare rolled him onto his back. His eyes and mouth were fixed open, lifeless, he died with a look of terror upon his face. He had a deep gash in his back and sides, but Volare didn’t look closer, he didn’t need to. He closed Amet’s eyes and jaw to give him a more peaceful appearance. He lifted his eyes to his mother, lying further into the hut.
She had been leading Amet to the bedroom with the trapdoor but she didn’t make it either. Volare walked to her and rolled her over. She had the same expression of horror written across her face. Volare brought peace upon it. Then he moved to his bedroom, wanting to get away from it all and sat staring into nothingness.
With a wave of emotion, he burst into tears, he held his face in his hands, crying into them. Tears the size of the raindrops falling on the roof, rolled down his face. He crumpled to the floor and curled himself into a ball. He wanted to disappear, vanish into nothingness so the pain would leave him be.
**
Several hours passed, Volare had not moved from his curled position on the floor. He had cried himself dry, there were no more tears left. What am I going to do? Where can I go? Volare had never felt this kind of pain, this kind of loss and despair in his life. He didn’t think such an emotion could exist.
The depth of his anguish seemed to have no bottom. He dared look at his family, lying there motionless in front of him. He kept expecting them to come back to life, he waited, but it didn’t happen. He wanted to wake up from this nightmare, his mother would shake him awake any second now. He closed his eyes, but when opened, his surroundings remained the same.
The rain outside stopped. It was silent. The fires had been extinguished. There must be someone who survived, anyone. Please. I can’t be alone here.
He walked over to the front door, careful to step around his mother and brother and threw it open. The fires were reduced to smouldering embers, barely providing enough light to see in front of him. He needed torches. He went back inside to gather two torches and light them. He stepped outside once more and called out.
“Is anyone out there!? Please answer me, they’re gone! “PLEASE IT’S JUST ME, IS SOMEONE OUT THERE!?”
He was met with only silence. Volare released a deep sigh. He looked up towards the cliffs where he had spotted the hooded figure. Maybe he knows what’s happening here, I need to find him. What if he sent those things?
Volare gritted his teeth and broke into a run towards the cliffs. He spent the next hour climbing hills and following ridges until he found himself on the highest cliff, where he had spotted the hooded figure. But there was nothing there. Not even footprints, he could follow. Did he vanish? What now?
His attention turned to the cliff’s edge. He walked to it, tiptoeing his way to the edge. He peered over, he knew the fall was deadly. Some children in years before were playing up here, and one of them fell to their death by accident, or so it was believed. The splash was heard throughout the village. Volare understood hitting the water from this height was like hitting rock.
The adults placed a ban on coming up here since then. Children broke the rule, of course, but the ones that were caught were punished with the hardest of chores and no play. He found himself still staring over the edge. It looked so calm in the darkness below, it was almost beckoning him. I have nothing left. Where can I go? Who can I talk to? There are monsters in the forests, I can’t go anywhere, I’m trapped. Tears started welling in his eyes once again, rolling down his cheeks.
He dropped his torches and hung his toes out from the edge, dangling in the air. He reached up and gripped his artefact tightly, feeling the warmth flow through him. It was not enough. Volare was on the precipice of ending his pain. It would be so easy, I just have to step out. Can I do this? I’ve always been a coward. I could never save anyone. I’m weak.
“Volare Fortem!” came a deep, booming and raspy voice into Volare’s mind. “Step back from the precipice.”
“Who’s there!?” Volare cried out, stepping back and reeling around to look. There was no one there.
“I am the god of the eshin and these lands. I have need of you Volare, come to me, for your journey is not at an end.”
Volare stepped away from the cliff edge, noticing now that his heart was racing.
“Where are you?”
“I am within your mind Volare, I communicate with you through the power of the metal device you carry. Return to your home, bury your loved ones, gather your things, for you must seek me out. Your journey is just beginning Volare Fortem,” boomed the voice.




** Chapter 11 **





Honour Haven

Trajan stood in the middle square of Honour Haven garrison, surrounded by barracks and merchant stalls. As the weeks passed the garrison was no longer just a position for soldiers to defend, it had grown into a garrison town. With merchants setting up stalls of food and wares, the garrisons on the western front were becoming self-sufficient enough to accommodate all kinds of trades to flourish.
Carpenters and stonemasons were building new housing for its occupants while strengthening Honour Haven’s walls and defences, enabling it to repel even the largest of onslaughts by the darkspawn.
Trajan was not wearing his black plate, he didn’t need to since the darkspawn only attacked at night. Instead, he wore a navy blue vest that buttoned up off-centre to the side, over a crisp white shirt tucked into charcoal cotton pants which in turn were also tucked into dark brown leather boots, with navy boot strings to tie them up. He wore a single shouldered cape which was navy silk on the inside but cotton on the outside. The textures and colours of his uniform were far more coordinated and eye-catching than the standard-issue non-combat uniforms the soldiers wore.
The soldiers wore plain black cotton pants and boots with a navy shirt. Each shirt and pants had a white pinstripe running the length of it, from the shoulder down to the boot. Trajan turning thirty-six years of age this year took pride in the appearance of himself and his men and kept strict protocols on dress and behaviour. He actively encouraged duelling in the training pits as it fostered competition and aggression amongst the soldiers, but punished unsanctioned brawls. He enjoyed the control he possessed over his subordinates and relished the opportunity to amass the most effective army in the kingdom.
Since his promotion to high commander, he commissioned the construction and import of massive weapons of war. Large ballistae stood atop tall stone towers that rained down giant arrows with a length of chain trailing them. The chain was there as a follow-up whip attack that would devastate the darkspawn. It also served to trip them up as they made their charge. He had tens of trebuchet machinery wheeled into position inside of the garrison walls. These would launch massive fireballs at the enemy arcing high into the air to come crashing down on the darkspawn. The fire itself would serve to not only burn but scare the creatures as well.
Trajan folded his muscular arms in front of him as he observed the latest group of wagons roll into the square. He eyed each individual, counting them, assessing where he could most effectively place them into his army. He counted roughly fifty new recruits and slaves here, some of them would prove to be more useful than others.
Bhogh approached Trajan on his horse, dismounting and handing off the reins to an attendant who would lead it to the stables to be taken care of. Warhorses were extremely valuable in the kingdom, in many respects worth more than the life of a human. They had been bred to be larger, faster and braver than ordinary horses. They would charge into battle, knocking down any who stood in their way, then trampling any that got underfoot. When a warhorse was outfitted with plate armour, they were a true vision of intimidation.
“High Commander Trajan, I’m here to report and deliver fifty-four recruits,” Commander Bhogh stated.
“Thank you, commander, you have done well. Were there any incidents of note to report?”
“Yes, sir, we were ambushed by a small swarm of darkspawn two nights ago. We dealt with them effectively but did lose six soldiers. We didn’t lose any recruits,” reported Bhogh.
“Hmm, troubling development, they seemed to have slipped through our lines. This is new. We will need to organise a greater roster of patrols and scouts throughout Dritura to ascertain their movements more precisely. I will report this to General Brite, thank you, commander,” Trajan said, concluding the conversation.
Bhogh bowed his head and returned to the wagons to help organise them into orderly rows.
“Captain Mitchim!” called Trajan, addressing his right-hand man. The brightest captains were taken on by commanders to assist them in their duties. It often accelerated the careers of captains for they received first-hand experience and mentorship from the commanders.
Captains were one rank below commanders, but it was thought of as the most challenging rank to ascend. A captain typically organised a small platoon on the field of battle but to manage a garrison of thousands of soldiers that needed housing, food and water was challenging to say the least.
Positions for command also rarely opened for commanders who strategized from a distance and were not directly involved in battle on the front lines unless absolutely needed.
Mitchim, who was in his late twenties, came running and saluted his commander. He was shorter than Trajan but shared many of Trajan’s physical characteristics. Perhaps Trajan saw a lot of himself in the young man which may have influenced his decision to take him on as his right-hand man. He wore the same uniform as Trajan, distinguishing himself from the rest of the captains, but his vest was olive green in colour, and he did not wear a cape.
“Sir,” he said.
“Usher the new recruits to stand before me, I will address them,” Trajan instructed.
“Yes, sir,” Mitchim said as he went to liaise with Bhogh.
“Captain Vix!” called Trajan.
“Yes, sir,” Vix replied as she approached and saluted her commander. Vix was the highest-ranked female soldier in Trajan’s army. She was a fiercely competent woman in her early thirties, sporting flowing red hair with strong facial features. Her uniform fit tightly against her toned body, she too took pride in looking sharp but also made an effort to maintain her feminine characteristics.              
Her uniform was the same as a soldier, but her pinstripe was olive green, and she wore an olive green shawl cape. Many considered her to be a strikingly attractive woman, but all believed her to be brutal on the battlefield. She controlled respect from the soldiers, and her platoon had an exemplary record of success.
It was exceptionally rare for a woman to fight on the front lines but not forbidden, given they met the same physical standards and tests. The pool to select from was always tiny since only a fraction of the applicants into the military were women. But Vix had shined from the very beginning, not only demonstrating tremendous strength and courage but the tactical mind to be a potential leader.
“I will ask that you take charge with the female recruits once again. We need more cooks, drivers, doctors and scribes, but if you find strength amongst this bunch, I would also bolster my archers,” explained Trajan.
“Yes, sir,” replied Vix while saluting. She hurried off, gathering the women and leading them to the female side of the garrison.
Trajan had learned that living quarters needed to be separated in such confined and strenuous circumstances. The focus of the war would be lost to more base urges and instincts. A focus in which Trajan relied on, so he kept a close watch on the activities of his people. Romance was not forbidden, in fact, it often provided hope and positivity, but it could also interfere with duties.
Worse still, breakups could cause drama lasting for weeks and months. Trajan hated this kind of a mess of emotions during wartime, he would seek to minimise it.
The men were gathered and lined up
in front of Trajan by Bhogh. Trajan looked each man up and down, taking in what he had to work with.
“I am High Commander Trajan, I may have already met some of you in a recent visit to your town or village. I have come to learn that you have already seen what we fight against. The king has indeed labelled this time as the darkspawn war, you are now recruited into this war.”
There was a shuffling and murmuring in the crowd as they absorbed what Trajan was saying.
“I understand the circumstances in which you have arrived here have been less than pleasant and I am regretful of this.”
The men remained quiet, they lacked the energy or will to resist, all of them were exhausted and starving. Trajan feigned his regret, but the conditions of these men arriving in this state was intentional. Trajan would be the one to bathe, clothe and feed them, Trajan would be their saviour.
“In your barracks, you will find clean clothes, freshwater, warm food and a soft bed to recover from your ordeal. I would recommend you take full advantage of my offerings because come tomorrow, training will begin. It will be gruelling, especially for those of you who have never served before, but the situation is desperate. The darkspawn continue to harass our borders, and while we hold them now, we must push back to defeat them. We need you for this. I need you to be the best soldier you can be. There will come a time where you stand with a sword and shield next to your friend, you will have to defend his life and he, yours. You will witness combat, blood and death, but you will fight on. If you do not fight, you will be considered a deserter and treated as such. For those of you who don’t know, the punishment is death by torture. If we lose this war, the punishment is death for not only yourself but that of everybody you have left behind. We fight for them. We fight for Dritura. We fight for the kingdom. If we don’t fight, we lose it all, these are the stakes.”
Trajan’s speech resonated with the crowd. He could sense he had won over at least some of them. One man stepped forward.
“Why did you not tell us this in the first place commander, why not reveal this truth before the kidnappings?” asked Calidum.
The crowd quietly gasped at the surprise of one of them questioning the commander. Trajan drew breath, he respected the man for his courage but noted him mentally for potential trouble or insubordination. Trajan remembered this man from Vicus, he would keep a close eye on him.
“A fair question, and who might you be? asked Trajan.
“I am Calidum Fortem of Vicus. You personally took many from my village without revealing this truth, I would know why?”
“Yes, I remember, Calidum, I did not enjoy that day, but my need remains great for we cannot fail. It is true we face an enemy, I did not lie in that regard. But it is also true that I did not reveal the nature of what we face. The fact is most would not enlist if given the truth of fighting these darkspawn creatures instead of men, hoping for others to do the fighting on their behalf. We have tried to keep this secret to avoid panic amongst the people, but rumours are already in circulation and the time has come for us all to face it. If we are to win this war, we must attribute the appropriate resources. I had to take what I needed. The king is also sourcing additional troops and supplies from the motherland in Ozos, transporting them here. Soon we will gather an unstoppable force to march upon the darkspawn and destroy them. You have an important role to play in this war,” Trajan said, raising his voice while pointing to the crowd. “Fight well, and you will return to a home that is safer in the future than it is today, that is my promise to you,” Trajan said.
Calidum wasn’t satisfied with what Trajan was trying to explain, and his instincts still nagged at him. Something wasn’t quite right, he still felt like Trajan was leaving out details. He decided to not press further at this instance, the truth will reveal itself in time. Calidum just hoped it was revealed before it was too late.
Trajan observed Calidum intently as he stepped back into line with the group. Trajan felt satisfied with his speech, he had delivered it several times now. Most of the men were looking down at their feet, avoiding his eye contact, except for Calidum. These men were not soldiers, but that was okay, Trajan didn’t need them to be soldiers. He needed them to distract so that his skilled men would be even more deadly. Trajan would not share this truth with them, they will find out for themselves soon enough.
“Captain Mitchim, these men are now in your command. Perform their induction into garrison life and delegate them into platoons as you see fit. Their training starts tomorrow morning, ensure the chief of weapons is ready to arm these men, and the sword masters are ready to deliver lesson,” instructed Trajan.
“Yes, sir. With me, men!” called out Mitchim, instructing the new recruits to follow him to their barracks. None openly resisted, and all did as they were told to.
Trajan retired to his personal barracks and took a seat at his desk. His personal assistant entered shortly after with a jug of wine. Drinking alcohol was forbidden in the garrison, many requested it, but Trajan refused.
Some garrisons that allowed a glass of ale to their soldiers during the day with the meals but Trajan wouldn’t risk drunken soldiers undertaking battle. He was determined to hold his men to a higher standard.              
That didn’t mean he couldn’t indulge himself a little though, he was the high commander after all. Shala poured a glass of deep red wine for Trajan. She was a petite young woman in her late twenties, with soft features. She had blonde hair with light violet eyes, which Trajan found to be enchanting. She wore a simple violet sleeveless dress of cotton with brown leather shoes. Trajan had requested she wear violet to highlight her eyes.
Trajan’s feelings towards her had been increasingly confusing. He was a man of duty and ambition, he had never entertained the idea of settling down to build a family with a wife, but this woman was playing havoc with his usual focus on work.
He hadn’t made his feelings known, he couldn’t. There was a garrison to command, but he was growing increasingly possessive of her. When he caught sight of her speaking with other men, regardless of circumstance, a spark would ignite a flame of anger within him. He found himself quelling this fire more often of late.
Shala had joined Trajan about six months ago, she was seeking work outside of her farming village to the south.
Many people left the villages for the larger towns and cities looking for more opportunities for scholarly learning and develop a more lucrative trade skill by way of apprenticeship.
She wanted to be a part of something bigger than her village. It was a chance encounter between the two when Trajan bumped into her on the streets of Erystin, the capital of Dritura. He had knocked her clean over and immediately sought to make amends.
What Shala didn’t know was that Trajan was in Erystin for the very purpose of seeking an assistant to help him with the insurmountable mound of paperwork that commanders had to endure. Shala’s village had a school where all children could learn how to read, write and calculate arithmetic.
Schools within villages were still a new concept but were becoming more familiar with time. It was certainly advantageous to have a population that could read and write. Most soldiers could not and lacked the attention to detail required for this kind of work.
Upon learning of Shala’s abilities, Trajan decided to hire her, and she has been with him ever since. She relished the opportunity to work for a commander, during a time of war no less. She didn’t fear it but instead was excited by it, these experiences were just so different from what she was used to growing up in a village.
Their interactions at times bordered on beyond the professional, Trajan found himself touching her arm in conversation or staring for just a second too long. Shala made no indication that his attention was unwelcome but did not encourage it either, for she was fearful of where it could lead. The two of them, although occupied the same space, lived in very different worlds.
Trajan took a sip of the wine and instructed Shala “bring me the communication orb.”
Shala fetched the orb from the cabinet against the wall and handed it to Trajan. It was a spherical shiny grey metal with no apparent markings.
It was polished smooth, with no imperfections upon its surface. Trajan held it up in front of his face and pressed an unseen button. The metal surface liquefied but did not run off the sphere. It was like looking at the surface of a soap bubble. Then a face appeared in it, General Brite.
“High Commander Trajan, it is good to see you,” said Brite.
“You too general. I want to inform you that the latest batch of wagons has arrived. I believe this is my last allocation. I will begin training them immediately and readying my forces for the assault,” Trajan reported.
“Excellent. Yes, it is indeed your last allocation, so do your best with what you have. There are a small number of carriages yet to arrive at the other garrisons, but they are close as I understand it from the other generals. I will inform the king of your situation. For the time being, do not press forward with an assault until instructed, we will pool our forces together, and the king will give the final order to advance,” said Brite.
“Understood general. I wish to also report that commander Bhogh came into contact with the darkspawn further inland. It is a new behaviour that we have not seen until now,” said Trajan,
“Yes, I’ve have heard multiple reports of such an encounter, commander Bhogh is not the only one, unfortunately. There have also been reports that these darkspawn have decimated several villages. It is troubling, indeed. The generals and I are hypothesising that they are attempting to limit our recruiting of the land. It begs another question where one must ask how do they know we are doing such a thing if that is indeed their intention. Ironically, it seems by forcibly recruiting these people, we have saved their lives, at least for the short term,” Brite said with a laugh. “Oh, I do appreciate irony commander.”
“Indeed, commander Brite. Do I have your support to extend our patrols and scouts deeper into Dritura?” asked Trajan.
“Yes, we will be stretched thin, but I suppose we have grown used to that these days. I will advise the other generals to also do the same. Hopefully, with a shared burden, we can maintain the security of our lands. Have your scouts in the west reported anything of worth? asked Brite.
“No general, since we have been sending them deeper into enemy territory, none have returned. The darkspawn seem to originate somewhere in the Pointed Forest, but none that enter to gather intelligence, return. We know nothing of what is occurring in the forest, which is most troublesome. We would be launching an assault blind, not knowing what is waiting for us. The forest also nullifies our arches and ballistae and favours the stampede of the darkspawn attack,” said Trajan.
“Yes, the king is aware of this. He has suggested we burn the forest to the ground, it will hopefully flush the darkspawn into the open for us to slaughter them. It is not ideal, but in the long term, the forest will recover. I tend to agree with this action at this stage, but we will see if there are any further developments.”
“Understood general,” said Trajan
“Is there anything else to report commander? asked Brite
“No, sir.”
“May the gods watch over us all,” said Brite as he turned off his communication sphere.
Shala had been off to the side out of view, listening. Trajan often forgot she was there during sensitive conversations, she was always around and overheard many things. Trajan stopped bothering to ask her to remove herself, the simple fact was he enjoyed her company, and it was inconsequential considering she was not in a position to have any impact in decision making. Trajan stood up from his desk and handed the sphere to Shala, their eyes locked for seconds too long. Shala took the sphere and placed it back into the cupboard, ensuring to lock it.
“Shala, please process the documentation for the new recruits of today. Be sure to record where they have been brought from. Some of them may be about to be faced with some…unfavourable news. It could cause trouble, I wish to avoid it as long as I can, creating a distance of time between now and when they find out. The training should help them cope and focus their grief favourably for me,” said Trajan.
“I see commander, but will they not blame you regardless?” Shala asked.
“They may, but as long as they obey and fight, it is not my concern where they place their blame. It will be up to me to harness the pain for when the time comes.”
Shala gave a reassuring nod as she walked away to attend her duties.
Trajan stepped out into the sun looking upon his garrison, his men, he would win this war and rise to the rank of general. Perhaps even king, he thought to himself.




** Chapter 12 **





The Warrior Games – Part 1

Four Years Ago…
Trajan walked through the grand archway of Erystin, surrounded by tall watchtowers and thick walls of stone that encircled the massive city. King Hastam wanted his new city to be as magnificent as The City of Kings in Ozos. It always felt majestic walking into the capital city of Dritura, leaving Trajan with a sense of awe.              
Vast sections of the city were still under construction, but one could visualise what the future would look like. The streets were wide and paved into neat rows and columns where homes, taverns, shops and offices were continually being built up with timber and stone along its edges.
This had been the first location settled and developed by King Hastam in his push into the land of Dritura twenty or so years ago. He was now on a steady path of expansion throughout the land. The eshin stood no chance against the might of the human military. They were forced to either assimilate into the newly claimed territory or leave their lands.
There were reports of atrocities committed against the eshin, but rumours were quickly squashed by the royal police. Any caught speaking of such things were quickly removed from the public eye. Reappearing days or weeks later proclaiming to understand the error of their previous ways. The eshin were a proud, peaceful people, resisting little, instead, packing up and moving to the south into the lands of Ethya. It was unclear if King Hastam would go on to claim the entire land of Dritura, but for now, he didn’t voice such plans to his generals.
The land of Nni was a much more attractive path for expansion as it was blessed with riches in gems and metals. The dwarves living in these lands, however, were fully capable of harnessing these riches and would pose a much more significant opposition to Hastam. Conquering Nni would be very costly for the kingdom. There was talk of trade being a more viable option within the military.
Trajan sensed a lack of appetite from the generals to invade Nni, but he became excited at the idea. He joined the army seeking challenges and glory, and although he had risen to the rank of captain during the Driturian invasion for his loyal service, the eshin had not satiated his thirst for battle.
He found himself challenging other soldiers, his fellow captains and even commanders to duels. He would bet with gold, jewellery, weapons, armour and anything else his opponents would agree to. He had amassed riches which he held in the Erystin bank, but with a growing reputation, he found that his challenges were more frequently than not, being declined.
Once a year in the City of Kings and now in Erystin, the king held the Warrior Games. Spectators would come in from all across the lands to view the spectacle. The city became a hive of energy and excitement, it was the highlight of the year for most.
Merchants loved the increase in tourism since it gave them an opportunity to line their pockets with gold and silver. Anyone could compete for the glory of being the sole winner against tens of the most highly trained warriors in the land. The risk for serious injury was high, which is what made the spectacle so riveting. The
winner’s reward for conquering the games was priceless. A full set of black plate armour, custom smithed to perfectly fit.
The master smith would fuse gems of power into the plate, darkening the steel and providing the wearer with a boost in fighting performance to match the might of the gods. An additional prize was a ruby infused sword, allowing the wielder to command fire itself. Winning also often unlocked an accelerated path through the military if the competitor was a soldier, which most were. Winning would bring favourable reputation and a demonstration of ability on a world stage which caught the eye of the king and his generals.
The condition for accepting the prizes, however, was a pledge, a lifetime of service to the crown for the security and prosperity of the kingdom.
Trajan walked to the north of the city, where he had commissioned builders to construct his new home. It would be the first time since he had run away from home when he was a child, that he would live in a house he could call his own. Trajan dared dream of starting a family here but would quickly push the thought from his mind. Another part of him dreamed of more ambitious actions, he dared to fantasise about ruling the city itself.
For now, constructing a home close to the palace, where he could keep an eye on it to keep him focussed would do. He saw winning the Warrior Games as a stepping stone towards turning
that fantasy into reality, and he would do whatever it took.
The streets were alive with tourists exploring the city and finding accommodation in taverns, the unlucky or frugal ones camping in the city outskirts. Countless merchants selling all manner of wares and services called out to potential customers to browse their best-priced goods.
No matter where Trajan went, every merchant seemed to have the best prices compared to the others, and fierce competition drove them to haggle and bargain with customers.
They, in their own way, were in a duel for the prize of riches or poverty. People in the cities always dressed in their more elegant clothes, wanting to show off their social position in this newly evolving society in Erystin.
Fine linens and leather in the form of dresses and jackets, pants that were tailored to fit with highly polished boots and shoes paraded the streets. Clothing in cities was rarely the working brown and grey you would see people working the lands wear; instead, there was a full spectrum of vibrant colours that caught the eye.
There were the beggars as well, on every second street corner, each seemed to have laid claim to their own territory, pleading with passers-by to share their wealth. Most were ignored.
The newly constructed buildings towered over Trajan, some of them being three or four storeys high. Most of the merchant stalls and buildings mounted flags of all colours and brand logos off their front walls to flap in the breeze, catching the eye of potential customers.
Trajan approached his piece of land, being within the city walls and close proximity to the palace, it was amongst the most expensive of all the lands in the kingdom. All land was owned by the kingdom treasury until privately bought.
He could see the construction team busy erecting his two storey home. It had a combination of timber and red brick for its exterior with large windows that would allow ample light to illuminate the inside. It had two pillars of white polished stone blocks to hold up the second storey balcony and frame the timber door entrance in a grand and elegant fashion.
He approached Hic, asking “how goes the construction master-builder?”
“Captain Trajan! It is good to see you once again, sir. The construction goes to plan with no issues. This will be my finest work, captain, I’m delighted to add it to my portfolio.”
“I should hope so Hic, I dread the thought of the weight in gold I’m spending on it.”
“I will make sure it’s worth it captain, it will be a home that will bring you peace and rest between campaigns. You will not be disappointed and don’t mind the gold, it will appreciate tenfold with time,” reassured Hic while wearing a toothy smile.
“Thank you. Is there a change to the expected completion date? I grow tired of renting.”
“No, sir, we are on schedule to have it ready for you within a year.”
“Money back guarantee?” Trajan joked.
“Haha doesn’t quite work that way, sir, but we will do everything within our power to have it ready for you in time.”
“Thank you Hic,” Trajan said, concluding the conversation.
He turned the other way heading to his temporary dwelling, it was a modest room in a lower economic part of the city, but Trajan thought it wise to conserve his funds until the completion of his new home. The landlord was happy to provide a below market rental rate for Trajan as he liked the idea of having a captain living within one of his buildings.
Trajan climbed a set of stairs leading to the second storey, walked down the hall and unlocked
his front door with his metal key. It was a dark and dingy room but would suffice for the duration of the competition.
Tomorrow was registration day for the warriors, with the competition starting the day after. Trajan would rest and practice within his room, preparing his mind and body for the gruelling combat that was to come.
**
The iron gates in front of him were raised with the sound of metal grinding on stone. The cheers from the crowd roared into the corridors where the warriors waited for their match. It was the very first of the entire competition. 
The opening display always had some pressure to entertain and get the games off to a good start. Trajan’s heart was racing with adrenaline, the excitement of battle in front of a cheering crowd was intoxicating. For the first time, he stepped out into the arena, the crowd grew even louder, shaking the arena with their excitement.
All around him, in stands that reached into the sky, onlookers cheered for the spectacle to come. The energy around the arena was impalpable, Trajan felt overwhelmed, this environment was so different from the duelling yards of garrisons and towns.
He had watched from the stands before, but being in the middle of the cheers with the circular arena surrounding him left him in a state of wonderment he wasn’t able to prepare for. He couldn’t allow himself to remain in this state however or he would lose his very first encounter. To be knocked out in the first round was unthinkable.
He turned to the king who sat in the bottom row closest to the action, surrounded by some of his generals and black plated guards. He held up his dulled competition sword to the king, in a show of giving thanks and respect for the privilege of competing.
He dared to visualise himself sitting in the king’s position up there, just for a second, dared to wonder what it would be like, but pushed the thought out of his mind. He gripped his wooden shield and sword tightly waiting with anticipation for his contender to step into the arena.
The warriors could only wield dulled weapons. These were still dangerous as the edge of the swords and bulk of the shields could potentially break bones, cut and puncture skin but without the risk of slicing off limbs or heads as would be the case with real swords. These were the best warriors in the land, and they were valuable additions to the army, their lives wouldn’t be wasted in games.
The dulled weapons also allowed the fighters to take more risk, resulting in more entertaining and fluid combat, there was more emphasis on attack, rather than the defence of one’s life.
There were still instances of private duels with sharpened swords when generals, commanders and the royal police were absent, that would indeed result in grievous injury or death, but they weren’t officially recognised in rankings or condoned for that matter, some participants were punished even.
The crowd erupted as Trajan’s challenger stepped into the arena. He was smaller than Trajan and carried two swords rather than an offhand shield.
It was an aggressive option that suggested to Trajan he wanted to end this quickly. His opponent had messy blond hair with blue eyes, soft facial features, he looked young and not particularly intimidating.
Trajan knew looks were often deceiving, he never underestimated his opponents in combat. Trajan’s own appearance was deceptive for he made an effort to not look intimidating to his opponents, shaving his beard, sagging his shoulders slightly. They had no idea who they were facing. He would make his opponent yield, he would make all of them yield to him, they did not know it yet, but he did.
King Hastam raised his arm and the crowd hushed, waiting in anticipation for him to commence the bout.
“Let the games begin!” proclaimed the king.
The crowd erupted once more, the sound now deafening. Trajan closed his eyes, drew in a deep breath, calming his breathing and heart rate. He tuned his ears to block the noise, mentally felt the simple leather armour hugging his body and limbs, he wriggled his toes, feeling the inside of his shoes, shifting his feet to understand the traction he had underfoot against the sand. He extended his consciousness to his fingertips, feeling the grip of the sword and shield intently. He opened his eyes and stared down his opponent. This is where I hurt you, he thought to himself.
His opponent charged at him with his swords raised, yelling at Trajan in an attempt to intimidate him. Amateur thought Trajan, this was an overzealous boy
competing in a tournament of men. I will have sport with him to entertain the crowd. I shouldn’t fully show myself this early, thought Trajan.
They locked swords, Trajan using his shield to block his opponent’s second sword. They exchanged blows, Trajan even letting the boy hit him inconsequentially. It did open a cut, and a bruise was forming around it, but Trajan only fed off the pain. That would be the only hit Trajan would allow. After several minutes of exchanging clashes and blocks, Trajan rammed his shield into the face of the young man, breaking his nose.
Blood poured down his face like a fountain, staining the sand below. The crowd cheered at the sight of blood, Trajan would give them plenty more of that in the matches to come. He ran toward his opponent, launching himself into the air and landing a single footed kick to the young man’s gut.
A sword was no match to block such a powerful kick. He went tumbling back, rolling over himself. He hunched over spluttering blood from his mouth, leaving himself exposed. On the battlefield, Trajan would lop off his head at this very moment, but he took his time approaching the young man. He pointed his sword at him.
“Do you yield?” Trajan asked in a controlled voice.
His opponent looked up at him with bloodshot eyes, nose and mouth pouring blood, his leather armour covered in it. He raised his fist to the king and pointed his thumb downwards.
That was the end, Trajan had won his first Warrior Games match. The crowd erupted into chants of “Trajan! Trajan! Trajan!” They had enjoyed the spectacle and would be treated to more from him.              
Trajan didn’t notice, however, a black hooded figure observing him with piercing intent. There were others in the crowd also watching him beyond the enjoyment of the spectacle he provided. People regarded him as a serious threat, for his reputation in duelling around the lands followed him to the games.
It may be his first time competing here, but he was already well known to those who also coveted the prize. Trajan retreated into the corridors that snaked underneath the stands, housing the other competitors in between matches. He would need to fight two more times today. He relished it, looking forward to the final in six days.
**
Trajan lay in bed, trying to get to sleep. His body ached from bruises and cuts, but this tournament was equally about endurance as it was the skill with a sword and shield. Even if a competitor had won their match, it wasn’t guaranteed they would be able to continue in the competition.
Some competitors would get injured during their bout, preventing them from moving on to the next round. The random draw to determine who would fight who would be continuously updated, this added to the drama of the games.
Both competitors and spectators couldn’t predict matchups, fuelling the heavy betting that would occur during the games. It was ideal to finish matches quickly, without sustaining lingering severe injuries. Trajan had done just that, mostly, some hits and cuts couldn’t be avoided.
After each match the tournament surgeons and nurses tended to the competitors, doing all they could to stitch cuts and compress swelling, giving them a chance to fight again, often on the same day.
He had eliminated all of his competitors to secure a position for himself in the final tomorrow afternoon. He had learned that his opponent was Karda, a master swordsman and a high commander in the military.
He was a real force to be reckoned with, a seasoned veteran of war. He had achieved all he wanted in his career, but his next goal was to win black plate and be elevated to the rank of general. Trajan could relate to the high commander’s aspirations for he shared them, but tomorrow he would not only stand in the way of Karda’s goals, he would crush them.
Trajan was determined to put on his most vicious display of skill for the crowd and king. He rolled over in his bed, willing his mind to calm, steadying his breath, visualising success, which he hoped to carry into his dreams.
As the night wore on, he drifted into sleep, his aching body guiding him on his way, easing their ache as his mind turned off to the outside world, until he was asleep.
Outside his room, in the deep darkness of the night, two towering figures with masks crept up the stairs, approaching Trajan’s door. One of them pushed their ear to the door, listening for any movement, while the other held a single lit candlestick in its holder. All was quiet. He looked at his partner and gave a nod of satisfaction. He slowly turned the handle and gave a slight push, it was locked, not surprising. He pulled out a key, stained with dried blood, forcibly taken from the landlord living not far away, commanded to remain silent of the event by the assailants.
As gently as his large hands could, he turned the key within the hole and clicked the door unlocked. They pushed the door open, holding their breath, the door creaked in protest but did not stir Trajan’s deep sleep.
They walked in slow motion towards Trajan’s bed, one of them pulling a cloth bag out from his pocket and setting the candle down on the table nearby.
Dust particles dispersed in the room reflected in the warm light of the candle, casting a haze over the scene while shadows flickered about the room. The other assailant pulled out a short knife as both men edged towards Trajan. At once they leaped on top of him, their sheer bulk doing most of the work to keep him pinned to the bed. One of them covered Trajan’s head with a cloth bag before he got a chance to wake and comprehend what was happening.
Trajan opened his eyes to feel a tremendous weight upon him, unable to see. He tried rolling but couldn’t, he felt his hot breath within the bag as he released a grunt in his futile attempt to wrestle free.
The next second he felt a sharp splitting pain in the side of his left thigh, another in his back, he felt the heat of pain radiating out, he was being stabbed.
“Nooo!” Trajan muffled in the bag. He felt a hand grab his head, turning it to the side.
“Submit
tomorrow, or we will be back to finish the job. The prize isn’t worth your life,” said one of the men in a shallow raspy voice.
Trajan imprinted the voice into his memory. He felt a sudden thud against his head, then it was black.
The assailants, rose, pleased with their work. They left Trajan’s room making sure to take the candle and lock the door behind them, evaporating into the night.




The Warrior Games – Part 2

The sun peeked over the horizon, shining its first rays of brilliance through Trajan’s window. The light stirred his eyes to move as his brain regained consciousness.
He lifted his heavy eyelids, his head feeling like it was being squeezed in a vice. He rolled onto his side but found that his bedding was stuck to him. He had soaked the bed in his blood, drying to a dull brown crust.
He reached to his leg and then back, feeling where he had been stabbed, the blood was only trickling out now, but he had lost enough to leave him feeling lethargic. It felt tender and sore to the touch, the heat was replaced with a throb.
“Bastards!” Trajan said to himself. I’ll kill them, I’ll hunt them to the ends of the world if I have to, they will taste the metal of my sword, he thought.
He lifted himself into a seated position in the bed, placing pressure on his thigh with his left hand and on his lower back with his right. I need to get these stitched, damn it! Trajan urged himself to stand, his linen pants and shirt soaked in his blood.
He walked to his wardrobe and took out his longest coat. He threw it around himself, each action aggravating his wounds and causing him pain. He grit his teeth and walked down the stairs that took him to the main street below. He exhaled slowly, the chill of the morning highlighting each breath he took.
Trajan stumbled down the street, the surgeon who had been treating him during the games lived four blocks away, it was a considerable distance, made more challenging in his state.
The streets were still calm, most residents and tourists still enjoying the warmth of their beds, only the merchants were stepping out and heading to their shops and stalls to prepare for the day’s trade. Trajan marched on, small drops of blood trickling behind him, staining the ground below.
He arrived at the door of the surgeon’s home, it was considered highly rude to disturb a man or woman of medicine in their home rather than their practice, it would more often than not result in being turned away. They would only treat the most serious of cases, and this was one of them Trajan deemed.
He banged his fist on the door as hard as he could in his condition.
“Doctor! Doctor Nelk!”
He listened for footsteps through the maroon painted timber door. They came. After three clicks from locks opening the door swung open to show Dr Nelk peering at Trajan with an annoyed face at first, then slowly morphing into a look of concern.
“Trajan, what has happened!? she exclaimed.
Nelk was a large woman who enjoyed the luxury of an excess of food her salary provided. She wore a white silk nightgown which didn’t highlight her figure but did complement the smooth skin tone of her face.
“They came for me in the night, to sabotage my fight,” Trajan replied with a pained voice.
“Come in, let’s see what we can do.”
Nelk held onto Trajan’s arm, helping him make his way into her home office where sometimes she invited the more high-status patients to be treated in greater privacy than the public practice of the city.
Nelk’s home was constructed from rich dark timbers with very little stonework. It was filled with more wood and soft-touch flush furniture. Artwork adorned the walls adding to the beauty as rays of sunshine poured through the tall windows. She was a strong woman, matching
Trajan in height and had dark features to contrast against her light skin.
She ushered him into the patient room where Trajan slumped onto the bed. Nelk assessed his injuries with a furrow in her brow.
“Yes…these wounds were not intended to kill, only to slow you,” she concluded.
“They still want me to fight, Karda wants to be seen to beat me, even if it’s a hollow victory. I wonder if he did this to his other opponents?” he wondered out loud.
“I doubt it, I haven’t heard of such instances, but I wouldn’t be surprised to learn of such things happening in the past.”
“I’m going to kill him,” Trajan stated
“Not in this condition you won’t. Be still, I need to apply strapecot and stitch the wounds closed. It should heal without lingering issues, but fighting will tear the stitches apart, getting dirt and sand into them will induce infection. I must tell you that small injuries can escalate into life-threatening ones if not given the proper treatment,” explained Nelk.
“I won’t let them get away with it doctor, all my life people have been taking from me, trying to push me into the dirt with the heel of their boot. I promised myself no more, no more would I cower and surrender, no more will I allow the gods to punish me for merely existing,” Trajan proclaimed, almost sounding hysterical in his frustration.
“I cannot pretend to understand the pain you carry inside, or what has befallen you in your past, I can only treat you here, at this moment. I have to warn you that you risk yourself serious injury if you carry on,” Nelk said with a hand on his shoulder.
“Today doctor, only one man will leave that arena, I intend it to be me. Now do what you can to ready me,” Trajan instructed.
“Very well, try to relax, I will administer milk of the poppy to numb your wounds as I work.”
“No, I wish to feel it. I do not fear pain, I welcome it for I find that it focuses ones will. That is the nature of my training, and I would harness it today,” Trajan said.
Nelk gave an audible sigh and got to work cleaning and closing his wounds. She worked quickly with deft and precise hands. Within minutes her work was done.
“Wash yourself in the bathroom, this home has been fitted with filtered rainwater tanks and plumbing, you will find the flow to be quite refreshing if you’ve never experienced it before.”
Trajan carried himself to the bathroom while Nelk cleaned and tidied the patient room. He lifted the lever to the bath, and indeed water did flow into the tub from some unseen place above, it was the first time Trajan had seen such a thing but did have plumbing in the plans for his newly constructed home. He looked forward to using it for the first time and now that he had seen the convenience of it, he was glad to have paid the extra expense for such luxury. Although the tank of water could have been heated with fire, it hadn’t been prior to Trajan’s emergency visit. He closed the lever, removed his clothing and stepped into the cold water. It was difficult at first, drawing the breath out of him, but as he settled, the chilliness was refreshing and had an oddly soothing effect on his wounds and muscles. He closed his eyes focussing on calming his mind and body, willing it to heal. How am I going to do this? Can I actually beat him in this condition? I have to. Damn him!
After a while, Trajan pulled himself out and wrapped his body in a towel to dry off.
“I have placed the fresh clothes in the room next to you,” called out Nelk.
“Thank you,” replied Trajan.
He dressed quickly, his wounds feeling much better. He made his way to the front door, wanting to get back home.
“Wait, your treatment is not quite complete,” Nelk called out behind him. Trajan turned, eyeing her with a raised brow.
“I’ve prepared you a meal, it will go a long way to making you feel better, you are my patient, and I intend for you to be in the best condition you can be. Come this way,” Nelk said while holding out her arm showing Trajan the way to the dining room.
He now took notice of the smell of keef meat rising into his nose, he suddenly realised he was starving. Trajan walked with pace to find fruit and vegetables also placed onto the table. It was a feast.
He turned to Nelk and gave an appreciative smile. He sat and filled his belly to the point where he thought he would burst, he hadn’t eaten so well for months. Food during deployment was bland at the best of times unless there were dedicated chefs and slaves committed to feeding the soldiers. These were generally reserved for only the largest of garrisons though. Nelk placed a glass of red liquid next to his water.
“Trajan looked up to her asking “What’s this?”
Nelk sighed. “I call it, Korali’s Wrath.”
Trajan raised his eyebrows staring intently at the red liquid.
“You see, sometimes the archaeologists discover strange buildings and artefacts deep in the ground. Most of these discoveries are broken and damaged beyond comprehension, but a tiny fraction of the old world survives. The king has vast teams out there searching for these remnants in secret. But…not all secrets are kept, artefacts are smuggled out, information is leaked. What you’re looking at is said to be a potion of vitality. The texts that accompany it, although not well translated, insinuate
this particular recipe of rare ingredients will stimulate accelerated healing and give its drinker…abilities they normally wouldn’t possess,” Nelk explained.
“How did you come by it?” asked Trajan wide-eyed.
“You don’t need to know, suffice to say being in my line of work allows me to harvest…delicate elements and ingredients that may, or may not have possessed a life essence. I have been experimenting for quite some time, refining my recipes as more knowledge is discovered,” explained Nelk with a look of seriousness.
“Remind me not to get on your bad side,” Trajan said, shaking his head. Nelk simply smiled in return.
“You see Captain, the man you fight today is cruel to his core. He hurts innocence for his pleasure, nothing more. One of that innocence was my daughter. I have longed for his death, but my Hippocratic oath runs deep into my core, in short, I don’t have what it takes. You present yourself as a unique opportunity, one in which I now believe the gods themselves have sent me.
“Drink,” she said with a broadening smile.
Trajan looked at the concoction with suspicion, he didn’t know what it was, he didn’t want to know. But he also understood he would not win this fight without help, destiny had led him here, and he would not let it slip, he would seize it.
**
Trajan stood tall, waiting for his moment to enter onto the fighting arena. He could hear the crowd cheering, their excitement reaching fever pitch in anticipation of the final battle.
The usher by the gate waved him over, indicating it was his moment to walk in. Since drinking Korali’s Wrath, Trajan’s veins flowed with a power he had never felt before. It was as if his insides were on fire, without eliciting excruciating pain, but instead filled him with a feeling of strength.
It drove the rage within him to the surface, enticing the anger he bottles deep down to the surface, to be harnessed as a well-sharpened blade. He would unleash it upon Karda.
Trajan stepped through the archway onto the fighting arena, the crowd circling around him, erupting in cheers. They had now learned his name, some favouring, even betting on him to win the fight. Trajan! Trajan! Trajan! They cheered on. It was intoxicating.
Ahead of him stood Karda, he was a mountain of a man. His face was framed by a thick black beard. His leather breast piece barely containing his muscular bulk. He would have the advantage of strength, but Trajan now understood the stab to the leg, Karda had intended to slow him for Trajan had the advantage of speed. The king rose and once again the crowd fell into a hush.
The competitors raised their sword in acknowledgement to the king, where he nodded in reply. He dropped his arm, indicating the fight to begin. The men circled one another, sizing each other up, Karda staring intently trying to ascertain the extent of Trajan’s injury.
There we none, for the potion by way of magic Trajan didn’t understand had mended them. Side effects were not known yet, but Trajan only hoped they would come later, if at all. He gripped his sword tightly, his knuckles turning white. He willed himself to breathe more steadily, ease his grip and relax the tenseness of his muscles.
Without warning, Karda charged at him, expecting Trajan would have difficulty evading. Trajan decided to play along, for now, wanting to surprise Karda when the moment was right. They crashed their shields together, Karda’s bulk and power pushing Trajan back as he struggled for traction. Karda leaned in.
“How’d you sleep piss-ling?” teased Karda while staring at Trajan.
“About as soundly as after a night with your mother,” retorted Trajan.
He wasn’t proud of the joke for he knew it lacked sophistication, but he gambled on Karda reacting to the crude nature of it, given what he had done to Nelk’s daughter. It worked, touching a sore point in his psyche. He bellowed in rage, lifting his sword and shield to the crowd.
“I’m going to crush you, insect!”
Trajan wasn’t intimidated, he had gauged Karda’s strength in the exchange and knew he could match it. He also knew he possessed the advantage of speed and the element of surprise with his uninjured body.
Karda charged once more, Trajan meeting each of his attacks with a block or deflection. I’ll wear him down, give the crowd a show, then ill stab him through the gut, the leather armour won’t withstand me, not today, thought Trajan.
They exchanged blows for some time, as both were highly trained warriors. Karda was indeed growing more tired, Trajan remaining fresh, darting in and out of Karda’s attacks. He was a blur, as quick and elusive as the wind itself, landing assaults of his own while avoiding Karda’s. The crowd cheered with joy at the sight of such graceful movement and swordsmanship.
As Karda’s frustration grew, his swings grew more wild, leaving him open to attack. Trajan had caught him several times, splitting his skin open on his arms, legs and face. But one of Karda’s wild swings caught Trajan off guard, it hit him square on the head.
Trajan let go of his sword in the shock. Karda leaped upon Trajan, bringing him to the ground, he wrapped his enormous hands around Trajan’s throat equally wanting to suffocate and crush the windpipe. Trajan gagged and gaped for breath that wouldn’t come. He reached for his sword but couldn’t find it. No this can’t be, a thought flashed in his mind, it can’t end this way.
The crowd was now transfixed, watching Karda try to kill his opponent. Killing in the games was forbidden, it would happen by accident but should never be sought after. The king watched the horror, secretly enjoying the savagery.
He didn’t wish to lose a fighting man, but these games would be spoken of for years. Trajan, in his fading consciousness almost resigned to death, but his skin prickled where the shield was still strapped to his arm. With godly strength, he swung it into Karda’s head, cracking the shield and fracturing the man’s skull. Karda was propelled to the side holding his head in agony, Trajan rolling over onto all fours, trying to catch his breath.
He found his sword in the sand and picked it up, then walked to Karda who was kneeling on both knees. Karda looked up at Trajan with a bloodshot eye.
“How?” he asked.
Trajan only gave him a smirk, before ramming his sword through Karda’s throat and exiting at the back of his neck. He fell in a heap on the ground. Trajan let out a breath, he had done it. The crowd erupted with gasps and shock as they absorbed what just happened, these quickly gave way to cheers and applause. Trajan! Trajan! Trajan!
He looked around the arena, absorbing the energy of the crowd, puffing out his chest. Trajan raised his arms into the air, acknowledging the cheers of the crowd, taking a bow. They loved it. The plate and sword were his. The king would go on to promote Trajan to the rank of commander.
Today, was a good day, ever since he had decided to take control of his destiny, they seemed to be increasing in frequency. It only made Trajan hunger for more.




** Chapter 13 **





The Discovery

Volare stood over his mother’s and brother’s grave, looking down at the mound of dirt that now buried his family. It had taken him the entire day after the attack to dig their graves, his body now aching and his hands covered in blisters.
There was a cemetery not too far from the village, but Volare didn’t have the strength to lift his mother, so he decided to bury them at the rear of their home. It was horrible, not being able to treat their bodies with the love and care he felt for them. But he was proud that he at least was able to bury their bodies so that their essence could be returned to the earth.
He placed all the flowers he could carry onto the grave of his mother, Amet’s toys on his. No survivor had emerged from their homes or shops since the attack, it appeared that truly everyone was killed. Volare was being suffocated by silence and crushed by the loneliness, not even the voice he had heard atop the cliff returned to him. Even my delusions have left me, he thought.
Although his body was here in this moment, breathing and living, his very soul had jumped off the cliff, sinking into the deep blue. Volare missed his father unbearably, but grateful that he was not here. Will he ever find out what happened here? With the sun setting, Volare moved back inside, he knew that there were still hundreds of bodies lining the streets and rotting inside buildings, but he couldn’t bear to leave his home. The sight of it all was simply too much.
He looked out the window up towards the cliff. What happened up there? He had tried gripping the artefact hanging from his neck, feeling its warmth but no voice came, it was silent, just like the rest of his world now. Was I just losing my mind up there? Am I still losing it? Volare sighed, feeling lost, he scrounged for food within the cupboards and ate in silence. Only the steady sound of distant crashes of waves on the beach washed over his ears.
The voice he had heard last night went on to instruct him to travel west, to Whitesand Beach and look for a large cave entrance. But the voice suddenly cut off in his head without establishing a connection again.
Volare was still uncertain if he was delusional from his state of shock or if he had indeed heard the voice of another, speaking to him through the power of the artefact. Why didn’t he tell me more? Volare thought, feeling frustrated with the voice.
As he ate his cured meat and veamber, he contemplated what he would do next. He held the artefact in his hand, looking down upon it as it hung from his neck. I need to see this through, it can’t be a coincidence. But would a crazy person also think that? Volare shook his head, determined to believe he wasn’t losing his mind. Tomorrow I will head west, I will go to Whitesand Beach.
The next day, Volare gathered his possessions, this time packing two rucksacks with the essentials of extended travel.
He wanted to carry small mementos to remind him of his family. He took a short sword from his father’s wardrobe, it had never been used according to his father and was kept only for an emergency. It played no part in protecting them in this disaster and Volare didn’t know how to use it either, but decided it would be safer to travel with it than without.
At the very least it would remind him of his father’s strength and bravery, an attribute which Volare felt he was lacking. He also took a silver ring that belonged to his mother, it held a brilliant circular amethyst in its centre and seemed to glow within Volare’s hand, filling him with resolve.
Cal had given Fidum this ring as a show of commitment for his marriage proposal, it was the dearest treasure she had. Volare also collected Amet’s stuffed action figure that he had always carried since his father was taken. So much is different, how can it change so fast Volare reflected. He also decided to move other personal belongings of his family into the basement for safekeeping, he couldn’t just leave them out, it felt wrong.
He collected all the silver and gold coins he could find, stuffing it into hidden pockets within his rucksacks, making sure they wouldn’t clink as he moved.
With a final look into his now empty home, Volare set out for the stables further up the village. He kept his head down, only watching himself place one foot in front of the other, not wanting to see the disarray of corpses around him. He reached the huge timber doors to the stable, housing tens of horses.
He had feared that the horses too would have been slain, but as he approached, he heard the reassuring sounds of horses snickering to one another. It seemed that at least some of them had been spared.
Volare stepped through the stable doors looking into the distance of what seemed countless stables for the horses, as far as he could see, none of them had been killed the night before. The horses weren’t touched, he thought, realising in the next moment that he hadn’t seen any dead animals. Volare backed out and looked around the corner of the building to see goats and sheep peacefully roaming their paddocks eating grass. Its only people that were killed Volare concluded.
He walked back into the stables making his way up the aisle in the middle. The horses snorted and nickered as he walked by, wanting his attention. He would need to free the beasts, they would starve in here, but first, he had to select his own.
He walked until one of them caught his eye, its eyes were deep black with long eyelashes, it was a rich walnut brown colour, its fur even and shiny with a long black mane and tail, legs strong, Volare looked to see if it was a boy and indeed it was.
The horse neighed and nicked while giving a shake of its head, appreciating the attention Volare was giving it. Yes, you are the one, I’ll call you…“Brunneis…maybe Brun for short,” Volare stated out loud while looking into the eyes of his new horse. Brun neighed in approval.
Volare unlatched the gate and stepped into the stable, making sure to move slowly. He approached Brun who took a step back, “easy now Brun, you’re alright, we’re about to go on an adventure you and I, you up for it?” Volare asked in the most calming voice he could muster.
He reached out with his hand to pat Brun’s neck, this time he didn’t back away but even turned his head showing his neck to Volare. “Good boy, it’s me and you now, we gotta stick together,” Volare said.
He felt his loneliness fading as he looked intently at his new horse, patting him gently. I won’t lose you, Brun, gods, please don’t take him away from me.
Volare fitted a brown saddle blanket first, then placed the saddle on top cinching it into place. He was at this moment eternally grateful for his father teaching him how to care for a horse. He went on to secure his rucksacks to Brun’s flanks and gave him a couple of veamber treats to thank him for his patience.
Volare stepped out of Brun’s stable and set about unlatching the gates for the rest of the horses.
The horses at first didn’t step out, uncertain of what was happening, but the more adventurous led the way to freedom. I hope you’ll be alright out there he thought as he mounted Brun. The horse had a spring in his step, happy to be stepping out into the sun, he was young in body and heart cantering on the spot making Volare bounce. “You want to run boy?” Volare asked Brun. He gave a kick with his boot and a whip of the reins loosening the tension on them.
Brun took off with a burst of energy that surprised Volare, he’s never had a horse run this fast, it felt wonderful and terrifying at the same time. The air thrashed past his face, stinging his eyes, his hair flowing wildly in the wind, it was a feeling of freedom Volare hadn’t felt for a long time. “To the west, we go boy!”
**
The hours passed slowly as the sun steadily danced its way across the sky. Volare rode Brun along the shore, staying close to the water to enjoy the cooling sea breeze. He was relieved to leave Vicus behind him, building distance between him and the devastation he left behind felt liberating. Even in the short time he rode Brun, he felt deeply connected to the beast.
It felt good to talk to him, even if he couldn’t talk back, Brun would often give snickers in response instead. He was thankful that Brun was so receptive to going on this adventure with him, he had dispelled Volare’s feelings of loneliness. Volare made sure to give him plenty of pats as they rode along the picturesque shore. How can this world be so beautiful and so horrific at the same time Volare reflected.
As the sun kissed the horizon, sending blazes of orange across the sky in its farewell for the day, Volare grew aware of not only his own fatigue but Brun’s as well. The horse’s pace had slowed and was not as conversational as when they left Vicus.
Volare decided it was time to make camp and settle in for the night. He led his horse inland where the grass met the sand, it was far away enough from the water to avoid the changing of tides and close enough to the grass so Brun could feast.
These unkempt grasslands were wild and thick with vegetation for Brun to eat. He would need his energy for they still had at least ten days of walking ahead of them, at least that’s what Volare had gathered from the map he took with him.
He tied Brun with an extended rope to a branch weakly thrust into the ground, the beast could easily rip it out if it wanted, but Volare hoped that it was a clear enough signal to not wander off while he was feasting.
Volare quenched his thirst from one of his water bottles, at once realising that Brun was probably feeling just as thirsty. He needs water, the grass won’t be enough. Volare pulled out his cooking pot and filled it with water. Brun drank it within seconds, he was indeed thirsty, and something Volare did not plan for. He filled the pot again and again with Brun drinking everything that Volare presented.
All the water Volare had brought with them was now consumed well this was silly he thought realising he seriously lacked experience when it came to expeditions into the wild. He would need to source a waterhole. Volare pulled out his map while munching on dried meats and fruits, the map was luckily marked with freshwater locations, but he didn’t feel confident navigating his way to them without becoming hopelessly lost. Regardless, he had no choice, their survival depended on him finding water.
With the sun setting, Volare went about constructing his small campfire and swag. His exhaustion overpowering his fear of attack, lulled him to sleep.
**
He was soaring, high above the clouds, atop of a dragon of legend, the wind blowing in his hair. He felt strong, immense power flowing through his blood, giving him command and authority over all below.
He commanded his dragon to dive, increasing speed at alarming and exhilarating rates. He dove until he could see the battle ensuing below, they appeared as dark dots against the browns and greens of the land, insignificant from the heights in which he flew.
He willed his dragon to roar, alerting the combatants below of his presence. Fire, he thought. The dragon complied, breathing out an immense column of enraged fire, the heat of which could be felt on the ground. He was fearsome, riding atop his dragon, none could withstand him.
The ground rushed towards him, the dots growing in scale, the combatants scurrying for cover into the surrounding trees, trying to avoid the wrath of the dragon and his rider, but it was no use, there was no escape, and all would burn in his wake. FIRE! commanded the rider, flooding the earth below with an ocean of flames. Bodies were burned to a blackened and smouldering crisp. The dragon rider rose, encircling the battleground to unleash fury once again until all was still.
**
Volare woke up to the sounds of waves lapping on the beach, breathing heavily. What was that dream? It felt so real, he thought.
He rubbed his eyes, willing himself to sit up. The sunrise spattering the ocean in front of him with radiant warmth was a sight for sore eyes. He left his tent still wondering about the dream he had overnight, his heart still beating faster than usual.
Volare put it out of his mind while he packed up his campsite, making sure to not leave any traces behind. He pocketed his map, having studied it once again with fresh eyes and a sharp mind this morning. He then mounted Brun who was in high spirits ready for the days’ adventure.
The next hour was spent weaving their way through tall grass and trees, trying to find their way to the freshwater hole. The map was well drawn, by a professional cartographer it appeared, where did father get this map? Volare wondered.
His family never ventured far from the village, nor did they ever set off on roads leading to other locations.
Within two hours, he could hear the welcome sound of water trickling, Brun’s ears flicking with excited anticipation to the sound. They pushed through the vegetation discovering not only fresh water but a stream leading flowing in the direction they needed to go, according to his compass. Finally, something going right, Volare thought.
Both him and Brun drank deeply, Volare making sure to top up his containers. Then they set off again.
**
They walked along the stream before finally reaching Whitesand Beach. The name did indeed reflect the colour of the sand for it was blindingly white under the sun. Volare encouraged Brun to leave the greenery behind and walk onto the soft white sand ahead of him. He needed a clearer view of what was around him. He looked in all directions but saw nothing, the beach stretched as far as he could see in both directions.
There was nothing. I’m so stupid, I followed a voice in my head. I’m going crazy, and I don’t even realise it. I should have gone to the city.
Volare held the artefact, and although it still felt warm, no voices came. He set up his camp, he would decide what to do next tomorrow morning.
**
“Rise Volare, for I need you. You must find me, I grow weak. I must have the key, we must bond. COME TO ME!”
Volare’s eyes shot open in a panic, his heart racing. Was that real or a dream? He reached for his metal artefact and felt it grow hot, almost burning. What’s happening? It must be real. The voice called it a key… “A key!” Volare exclaimed.
He rushed out of his sleeping tent to look around but saw nothing once more. There must be something here, this must have opened the cave I was stuck in, maybe there’s one here too.
Volare paused for a moment in his excitement, do I actually want to find it? he thought. He packed his camp, filled his stomach and set himself the task of discovering the truth of this artefact he had been carrying around. He held it, but it had lost the intense heat from before, “where are you!?” Volare shouted out. No answer.
He started walking around his camp while holding the artefact, it seemed to grow hotter when he was walking in a particular direction. Could it be a compass of some sort? he wondered. He would commit to this idea, mainly because he had no other.
He mounted Brun who nickered in approval and set off in the direction he thought the artefact was leading him. They walked for hours, but Volare never let go of his artefact or resolve, he still wasn’t sure if it was his imagination, but he thought he could feel it growing hotter still in his hand.
Volare noticed a depression in the sand ahead, it was hard to see, but it looked slightly different to the sand around it, as if it was sitting on something flat beneath. He walked Brun over it, leaving footprints in the unusually neat and flat sand below.
The depression was much larger than he first thought now that he was on top of it. It must have stretched fifty metres wide and long. Volare got off his horse to inspect the sand closer. He dug, as deep as his elbow and then his shoulder, Volare kept digging, until his fingertips were tingling.
The artefact was nearly burning his chest it had grown so hot, it must be here, but there’s nothing other than sand, he thought.
Brun kicked at the sand impatiently, he was growing bored of watching Volare digging a hole. Volare could barely reach any deeper when he felt something hard and cold. He peered into the hole, but it was difficult to see into its depth.
He tried to scoop away the sand still covering the hardness. It’s…metal! This is it! Volare, now invigorated with new energy dug more, widening the hole.
“Yes, it’s here, I found it!” he called out to Brun.
He looked up, absorbing the scale of digging he would have to do to uncover the whole area. I can’t dig this entire place up, it would take years! No, there must be a way. How did I open the cave?
Volare conjured up the memories from when he was trapped in the cave and carefully began retracing his steps.
He removed the artefact from his neck and held it in his palm, it was so hot. He pointed it to the ground and imagined a door opening, open, his mind commanded.
The artefact glowed with the familiar blue hue from before. The ground gave a tremendous shudder, the whole surface below was alive with vibration and rumbling noises. Volare grew unsteady on his feet, nearly losing his balance. The sand beneath his very feet was shifting, roiling with life. Volare grabbed Brun’s reins, who was panicked and rearing up.
They ran across the sand until they thought they reached safety. They turned back to watch in astonishment, as a giant hole was opening up in the ground.
The sand that lay on top was now flowing into it, like a sand waterfall. Bigger and bigger it grew, swallowing up an ocean of sand until all fell silent. Volare and Brun stared at each other, sharing a moment of bewilderment.
Volare crept to the edge of the now gaping hole in the sand, Brun following more hesitantly behind him while giving snorts of warning. They peered down, seeing a staircase, much larger than he had ever seen before, now covered in sand, leading deeper into the ground, deep enough to swallow the light, leaving only blackness.
It was foreboding, but Volare’s curiosity was already driving his legs downward. He looked back toward the ocean, wondering if the high tide would reach the opening and flood what lay beneath the surface.
Brun had also made his way down a couple of steps, he was a confident and able beast. Volare tried to turn Brun around and push him back out onto the sand, “wait for me out there boy”, he said to Brun.
The horse neighed, shaking its head back and forth, climbing further down to stand next to Volare.
“Alright then, we do it together,” Volare said.
He held Brun’s reins with a smile and the two of them descended deeper into the earth.
All was black, all was silent but for the nervous breathing and movements of Brun. “It’s okay Brun, I’m here, and I’ll find us some light.” I need my torch, I need some light before moving further Volare thought.
At that moment, the artefact Volare held glowed blue, and the walls around him came alive with the same blue illuminated symbols he saw in the cave.
It was beautiful. Geometric shapes and symbols lined all the wall space available, leading him deeper. Volare could now see the bottom, it finished with a platform for him and Brun to rest upon.
A corridor of massive proportions stretched ahead of them, only part of the way being illuminated, leaving the depths still shrouded in darkness.
“You could fit several crags through this corridor at once,” Volare thought out loud.
There was a distant sound of rushing air, but Volare couldn’t quite tell its source.
The two of them set out into the darkness with Volare willing the symbol covered walls to come alive with their reassuring blue glow. As they reached the end of the corridor, the last symbols came to life, illuminating what lay within.
Volare gasped at the sight, for never in his life did he think he would see anything like this.




** Chapter 14 **





The Key To The Gods

Calidum was growing used to the routine of the passing days. There hadn’t been an attack on the garrison for weeks and certainly not even a whisper of attack since he had arrived at Honour Haven.
The enemy seemed to have gone quiet since the reinforcement of the garrisons. Each morning was met with Captain Gregibus throwing open the doors to his barracks, barking orders to rise and prepare for the day.
He was considerably smaller than Cal, in both height and build. He attempted to overcompensate for this by yelling extra loud and behaving aggressively for no apparent reason.
He didn’t command much respect from the other captains as far as Cal could tell. The others seemed to always be walking away from him as if trying to avoid his presence altogether. Some called him simply Greg out of his earshot.
Men and women carted to this garrison had since been split into different groups to perform specific jobs for the garrison. Hundreds were brought here, maybe thousands, he couldn’t be sure.
Honour Haven along with the other garrisons on the front lines had ballooned in proportions, buildings and fortifications towering into the skies, keeping a watchful eye of the lands surrounding them.
The walls had been built up to be insurmountable by the darkspawn, threatened further by massive ballistae and trebuchets. Within the walls of Honour Haven, all seemed safe to the outside threats, providing what many believed was a false sense of security that permeated the garrison’s population.
“Here we go again,” said Webil. A man in which Cal had made friends with. He was of similar build to Cal, but much younger and had blonde hair with hazelnut eyes and sharp features. “How long you reckon they’ll train us like this?” he asked.
“You’ve asked me that before Webil, my answer is the same,” Cal said with a hint of annoyance in his voice.
Webil tended to repeat himself and had other quirky mannerisms like biting his nails when he was nervous that Cal found endearing…most of the time.
“I know but I just really wanna know when I can get back home. My missus will be worried y’know.”
“I know,” replied Cal. His own thoughts also constantly drifting to home. He wondered how his wife and boys were coping without him.
Would they be able to still meet supply quotas? Probably not, but what did it matter, this garrison itself had grown into a large town, producing its own necessities and importing whatever it lacked from surrounding lands and Ozos.              
Humans knew how to wage war, both quick and brutal and also the long and drawn out. There was appetite, seeded deep within humans to conquer and expand.
With the influence of the gods diminishing, boundaries of the teachings were being pushed, sometimes trampled all together. The invasion of eshin land was one such trampling. Cal had always been ashamed of his part in the invasion.
Cal and Webil were part of a platoon of thirty men, simply named Platoon 7. They were a misfit bunch. Men from all walks of life, the only thing they seemed to have in common were stature. Athletic ability or the will to wield a sword didn’t seem to be a factor, a departure from convention that Cal noted early. Usually, the army only accepted the best of recruits to serve and fight in Ozos.
The two kingdoms of Ozos almost by tradition were constantly in conflict with each other, only to sign new peace treaties that would last until the next generation of rulers with fantasies of grandeur.
King Hastam had grown bored with the peace, wanting to test the mettle of his army and stretch his domain, without destabilising Ozos itself. His solution was to invade Dritura instead.
Platoon 7 dressed into their training garments of simple but durable white cotton shirts with lace-up sleeves and collars, black cotton pants and leather boots. Led by Captain Gregibus, they marched across the dull brown dirt yard, being met with the sights, smells and sounds of an awakening town.
The blacksmiths were warming their forges, carpenters hauling timber to construction sites, traders carting in new wares for a new day of business, it reminded everybody of home which was likely the intention.
Other platoons led by their captains were emerging from their barracks, they were all walking with their heads lowered, as if in resignation, to their assigned kitchens to receive their daily breakfast of a bowl of gruel with vegetables and cold hard bread.
It was bland, to say the least, but was sometimes supplemented with salted, dried meat. If they were lucky, they got a small portion of fruit as well. It didn’t help that the kitchen served this same meal for lunch and dinner as well. The act of eating itself had turned into a drill to be completed within a set time, only serving to provide fuel to train.
The new recruits were paid a meagre wage, just enough to occasionally buy personal items and treats from the newly established stores of the garrison town. Some had taken to gambling this wage in some effort for entertainment.
“I like this gruel,” said Webil. “It’s got a nice nutty taste, reminds me of my ma’s gruel.”
Cal looked at him with a raised eyebrow but couldn’t help giving a smile to his friend. Only Webil could find positives in this situation.
“Alright, men! Get’yur arses up, we got trainin to do!” shouted Gregibus.
There was a slight groan from the platoon. The monotony of each day was wearing them down, but there was nothing else to do but train. The darkspawn hadn’t attacked, some men even doubted their existence despite the stories.
Cal finished up his breakfast and headed out to the yard to collect his dulled training sword and shield from the weapon racks. Cal had shown himself to be competent in combat but didn’t want to reveal himself truly, for he still wasn’t sure what role was expected of him in this war.
One thing he was sure to do, however, was train Webil so that he could defend himself. The young man had never held a sword and shield before, he was a simple farmer from a village. Cal forced himself not to grow attachments to Webil or any of the other men, if they were going to be forced into battle, he knew the fate that awaited them, more so than most here.
Drillmaster Terebro stepped into the training space, a hardened man with many scars interweaving across his face and arms. He had aged beyond his prime, without ascending military ranks and was newly assigned as drillmaster. This made him especially angry and resentful towards his new students.
He only ever had one emotion scrawled across his face, scornful anger. The morning brought the hardest of the day’s training, with the sun still low, and the air crisp in the lungs.
The afternoon saw them practicing various stances and postures. Building muscle memory for specific movements to attack and defend. Gregibus had ensured all his men were in attendance then made his way off to attend his other duties.
“MAN UP!” Terebro barked.
“I hate him,” Webil whispered, as he and Cal faced each other.
Unfortunately, not quiet enough. Terebro marched up to the two of them.
“Did you have something to say recruit?” Terebro asked as he pushed his face into Webil’s.
“N, n, n, no, sir,” Webil stammered.
Terebro drew his hand into a fist, sinking it deep into Webil’s gut. Cal looked on shocked at the aggression as Webil collapsed onto his knees, holding his stomach. Terebro formed up to take another swing, but Cal caught it this time, holding Terebro’s arm with surprising strength.
He turned back towards Cal, glaring at him, his anger didn’t seem to have a limit. Cal still holding the arm looked at what he had done, which was make the situation a lot worse. The faces around him were one of disbelief, platoon 7 learned very quickly to not antagonise their drillmaster, for they would all be punished for the grievances of one. Cal’s action would bring pain upon the others and rejection from the group.
“Drillmaster Terebro, how goes the training, I trust that my men are being treated well?” Trajan asked as he approached the escalating situation.
He often walked the training yards inspecting his new recruits. He locked eyes with Cal which was when he realised he was still holding Terebro’s arm, mere seconds now feeling like an eternity. He let go.
“Yes, High Commander, I was just teaching some manners,” replied Terebro.
“Yes, I can see that,” said Trajan while looking down upon the still collapsed Webil. “I thank you for your efforts Terebro, however, do be careful to leave the men in fighting condition.”
“Yes, of course, High Commander,” replied Terebro while giving a slight bow of the head.
Trajan turned and walked off to continue his inspections. Cal had trouble figuring out Trajan, he had shown signs of both cruelty and compassion, it was confusing.
He was more used to dealing with one-dimensional military personalities like Terebro, but Trajan seemed to have a much deeper sense of purpose and identity. One which Cal couldn’t put a finger on.
Terebro glared at Cal, “this isn’t over,” while spitting next to Webil.
“C’mon, up you get,” Cal said while helping Webil up.
Webil had tears in his eyes, by the gods, how is he going to face the darkspawn, he was barely a man Cal wondered. Cal renewed his resolve to teach Webil to be stronger. They clashed their swords together as they began their morning sparring.
The day dragged on as the recruits practiced Terebro’s various teachings of stances and swings. Admittedly Cal was impressed with the techniques being shown. They were basic but well-structured and reliable in real combat situations.
Cal had long surpassed them but was glad to pass on some of his more advanced knowledge to Webil.
“You’re really good at this! Where did you learn it all?” Webil asked as they engaged one another.
“Oh I’m part of a military family, my grandfather fought in the Ozos Wars when he was young. I never joined myself, but my father and I would spar for fun, he taught me some things,” lied Cal.
“Ozos Wars?”
“You haven’t heard of it? It was when the two kingdoms of Ozos were at war with each other, bloody mess it was. King Hastam himself usurped the crown prematurely by killing his mad father. An act the courts overlooked so grateful was everyone for the turn of change. Hastam went on to sign peace treaties and end the war.”
“Oh yes, I know of this history. We just call it different back home,” said Webil. In Clotos, we call it the Terram Aggression.”
“I see, I guess that does make more sense given it was Terram trying to expand its borders to the north,” concluded Cal.
Webil smiled and swung his sword, Cal deflected with his shield.
“I guess we’re re-enacting history then! Terram against Clotos, who will win!?” Webil proclaimed as he swung his sword, extenuating his movements as if he was in a play.
Cal joined in for a laugh. He arced his swings dramatically high and wide, dancing more than fighting. It was moments like these that made living in the garrison bearable.
**
The sunset was always a welcome sight for the recruits, it not only gave a dazzling light show against the clouds above but signalled the day of training was approaching its end. The recruits would receive a small payment of 2 silver pieces to purchase personal items in the ever-increasing variety of stores popping up in the garrison town.
Their freedom of movement was still restricted, however. Guards patrolled each district to ensure recruits were not straying from their allocated section of the garrison. They were kept separate from the soldiers who lived closer to the frontline wall.
The recruits often gathered around improvised campfires throughout their district, sharing a mug of tea or coffee. Alcohol was strictly forbidden within the garrison, none could be under its influence in the event of an attack, drunk soldiers would result in catastrophe.
However, wherever there are rules and prohibitions, there are those to break them and take advantage. Thus the smuggling of contraband like alcohol was rife within the garrisons. Even the recruits would save their silver, in order to buy a portion from the black market stores, spiking their drinks to feel the weight of the world disappear for a couple of hours.
Cal found a stool to sit on to watch and listen to tonight’s performances with a mug coffee. The new recruits were from all walks of life, some providing comfort to their fellow man around the fire with song or tale.
It was their only moment in the day to lift themselves out of the grind that was upon them. They were always in good spirits at day’s end, too tired to bicker and fight, instead keen to unwind.
The women brought into the garrison were also able to roam within their district after their duties were complete. The drama of new romances was entertainment alone, with passions rising as the night wore on.
Cal wondered how many of these people were married before they came, they couldn’t all have been single, but here they were living a makeshift life, trying to find some kind of joy in the drudgery.              
Cal would not invite the thought; however, Fidum and his boys were never far from his mind. He would survive, escape if he needed to and get back home to them.
He swore it, he just didn’t know how yet. He missed them so much, a heartache he couldn’t provide words for. He desired to return and hold his family in an embrace, he yearned to kiss his wife once more.
In moments of respite, he would close his eyes and imagine himself spending a day tending to his farm, fishing with his boys and sharing a bed with his wife. The latter thought, provoking the most dramatic and evident of reactions from himself.
From the corner of his eye, Cal saw two figures walk by, each was a complete opposite in appearance from each other. Cal tracked their path through the yard where they took a position on a bench across a table from two other equally shady looking characters. Cal had to admit though, most looked troublesome to him, who knows how many here were murderers and rapists.              
Guards and routine kept tight control on any shenanigans that could take place within the garrison, punished harshly when they did eventuate. Cal chuckled to himself, amused by his suspicion. What did he care what any of these people did or were doing?
He only cared for his family. But where people were enjoying themselves and speaking in loud tones, these four sat intently, talking with hushed voices while leaning in. Their demeanour didn’t quite fit the high energy of the space. Again, Cal pushed down his suspicion, it wasn’t his business, he didn’t care.
Of one them, half hooded so you couldn’t see his face from the side, handed a small square package of sorts across the table. It was promptly tucked away into a jacket. Contraband perhaps Cal thought, again smiling to himself. A pair of them stood up, nodding across the table. Cal continued to track their movement across the yard, one of them giving a slight nod to a watching guard. For reasons he couldn’t explain, perhaps merely out of curiosity, he stood, as naturally as he could and followed.
The pair exited the yard walking down the street and entered an alley a short way up. The sun had set, casting day into night, the heat quickly radiating away into the open air. No street lamp had been attended to on this night, which allowed the pair to move inconspicuously through the shadows avoiding patrolling guards. This also suited Cal’s intentions of mischief.
He peered around the corner, looking into the narrow alley the pair were walking through, he followed, moving silently cover to cover. Finally, a black hooded figure met them. Where did he come from? Cal hadn’t seen him approaching the other way. He could barely see through the gloom, only making out shadowy figures.
He focussed his ears, not daring to move beyond his hiding spot in a doorway. He prayed to the gods the occupiers didn’t open the door.
“Do you have it?” the black hooded figure asked.
“Yes, my lord,” the shorter man replied while handing over the package. “Does it really unlock the door to the gods?”
“Hold your tongue! That is not your concern, your insolence will be met with the removal of it if you speak of this out loud again,” hissed the hooded figure. The man bowed his head in shame.
“You have served the Shadow Lord well, he will not forget this Kemp. Re-join the Black Hands in Erystin and avoid the death awaiting those here.”
“Yes, my lord,” replied Kemp.
The hooded figure burst into black mist, evaporating into the air around he once stood.
“Man he creeps me out, y’sure we shoulda don that?” asked the larger man.
“Shut up, idiot! Don’t question it unless you wanna end up skewered on a spear and served up as dinner! Let’s get outta here, go the other way, meet back in Erystin Stronghold.”
The pair separated with Kemp heading in Cal’s direction. Cal noticed he was holding his breath, he finally let it out, his heart building in tempo as Kemp approached. He pushed himself hard against the wall covering him from view, it was dark, if Kemp didn’t look back, he would walk right by without seeing him.
Cal held his breath again…waited agonising seconds as Kemp made his way out of the alley. Cal let out his breath, sweat speckling his forehead. What just happened? he wondered. I have to get back. Should I tell someone? Who? Can I trust Trajan? No, not yet. He took a moment to calm himself, slow his heart rate with controlled breathing.
Cal left the alley and walked directly to his barracks, avoiding any contact with guards. He would contemplate the meaning of tonight’s events before acting.




** Chapter 15 **





The Invasion – Part 1

20 years ago
Calidum closed his eyes as he enjoyed the fresh sea breeze cooling his sun-parched skin. For the first time in weeks of the voyage, winds were in his favour, hurtling him and his platoon towards the coast of Dritura.
The thick timber and metal reinforced masts stretched tens of metres into the sky, supporting sails of ginormous proportions. The humbling fact was that these were of the smallest in the fleet, such was the scale of King Hastam’s naval fleet. Hundreds of warships bobbed up and down on the ocean waves, all sailing with purpose. Hundreds of them, as far as the eye could see.
Warships sailed with banners of all different shapes, colours and insignia printed upon them. They represented the High Commanders, charged with their instructions of conquest by the Generals sailing at the rear with the King.
These ships that sailed carried death with them, thousands of hardened soldiers hungry for glory, looking to make a name and carve out a piece of land for themselves. Calidum was one of them.
They had been told the eshin of Dritura were planning a massive attack on the human homeland of Ozos, it was concluded that attack was the best defence in this case. Calidum would play his part in defence of his nation, and of his forever love, Fidum.
He had grown up knowing only poverty, unlucky to not be born to a family of recognition. His betrothed, Fidum begged him not to leave, she didn’t care for riches, glory or land, she only wanted to be with Cal.
They were young, too young by some standards, but madly in love, fantasising about building a family together. But he couldn’t let his future child and bride grow up as he did, he would not allow it. Those years of hardship, living on the streets, had matured him beyond his years. So he enlisted himself into the army as a young man of sixteen years.              
He had spent two years in training, preparing for the combat that lay ahead of him, but it was more for survival than anything else. He dedicated himself to be the best soldier he could be, a successful invasion wouldn’t be enough, he had to survive it, prosper from it. Damned be to anything else that gets in his way.
His love for Fidum, his future family, drove him to lengths that surprised him. He needed only to reflect on his absent parents, the squalor that surrounded him as a child to know what was right for him and his family.
The first speck of brown arose from the horizon.
“LAND!” The ship captain called out.
Horns harshly blared in a wave of furious sound washing through the fleet. It was the call to arms, a call for the soldiers to ready themselves. After so long at sea, the moment felt like it would never arrive, yet here it was, the flow of time had moved Cal from the harbour of the City of Kings to these new untamed lands. His heart raced with anticipation.
“TO YOUR STATIONS, MEN!” shouted the platoon captain.
There was a fervour amongst the soldiers now, all rushing to collect their swords and shields, it wouldn’t be long before they would touch land. Men took stations at the ballistae mounted to warships. Some ships were so enormous, that trebuchet were built onto their decks. No expense had been spared, King Hastam had secured peace and trade relations with Clotos back on Ozos. He grew wealthy, the fruits of which would come to fruition in this new expedition.
The brown land ahead grew larger on the horizon, a beach could now be made out in the distance, a beach which was heavily defended by eshin. They would not simply yield to the overpowering might of the human army, they would fight back.
Ballistae and trebuchet launched their payloads of boulders and giant arrows onto the beach, scattering the eshin soldiers. They tried launching a volley of arrows back, but they did not have the same range as the war machines the humans had at their disposal.              
They would make short work of this beachfront. The Wind Runner carried mostly foot soldiers including Cal, they would be needed to make a landing once the war machines had punched holes in the eshin defence.
The rowers below decks were now at their stations, driving the ship harder and faster, aided by a wind that the soldiers believed were sent by Korali himself. Destiny was with them.
The Wind Runner and other landing ships sped towards the beach, Cal could now see the eshin in detail. They were tall, at least 7 feet, skinny, even gangly looking. Their skin the same pale blue as the sky, mottled with white blotches and contrasted by intensely black eyes, sclera included.
Their hair was various shades of black and brown, some even grey suggesting advanced age. Their faces were similar to humans, but all looked the same to Cal, one was indistinguishable from the other. Their clothing appeared to be simple garbs of linen and cloth of various colours, hardly appropriate for war Cal thought.
With a grinding crunch that only sand could make, the Wind Runner beached itself, the bow carving its own path into the land. Men poured overboard rushing the beach and meeting the eshin combatants head-on.
Cal charged forward, the sand crunching beneath his boots, arrows flying frighteningly close to his head, the sound of whishing air surging past his ears was unmistakable. He held his shield up covering his body, he was unsure if eshin arrows could penetrate his chain mail but decided he would prefer not to find out.
An eshin stepped into his path, towering over him, how would Cal fight an opponent so vastly outmatched in height? He hadn’t trained for this, he couldn’t have. They circled each other, the chaos surrounding them disappearing into only distant and dull clangs of metal.
Cal charged once more, the eshin holding his ground. They swung at each other, Cal forced to continually hold his shield above his head trying to repel the overhead smashes of his opponent’s sickle-shaped sword. The eshin snarled as he swung furiously trying to crush Cal, for all his height, his spindly arms couldn’t generate much power.
Cal had assumed his opponent was a male, but the reality was he had no idea the nature of what or who he was fighting. Little had been taught to him about the other lifelings living on the planet, yet here he was fighting one of them. That part never had made sense to him, but he pushed the thought out of his mind, replaced it with the needs of his future family.
The eshin’s strikes glanced off Cal’s shield, barely throwing him off balance. Enough of defence, Cal thought. He parried a swing easily, using the correct technique he had learned as part of his training and swung at his opponents fighting arm.
Cal’s blisteringly sharp sword cut clean through the eshin’s limb, severing his arm off from just below the elbow. The eshin cried out in anguish and dropped to his knees. Even then, he still nearly matched Cal’s height. They locked eyes as the eshin peered at his aggressor. Are those tears? Cal thought as he stared at his wounded opponent. He didn’t know what to do, the fight was easy, but now came time for the finish, the execution. Were they taking prisoners?
He breathed heavily while staring down upon the eshin. A firm hand gripped his shoulder, he turned to find his captain glaring at him.
“Now is not the time to doubt your purpose Calidum, fortify your resolve and fulfil your commitment to the King,” Captain Tremlin said.
Cal turned from him, once more facing the eshin, the sounds around him growing even duller, he could feel his blood pulse through his head, each beat amplified in his ears. With a surge of adrenaline, he drew in a breath, gritted his teeth and thrust his sword into the eshin’s gut. His sword arm was met with a fleshy resistance, extenuating the brutality of his action.
The eshin’s eyes appeared to roll back, although still no white parts showed. His lifeless body slumped and dropped, blood staining the sand beneath him. Cal still held the sword, although less tightly now, peering at the dark blue blood dripping from the length of his blade. It was his first kill, this moment and the others that followed would stay with him for the rest of his life.
“You’ve done well Cal, I still remember my first kill. It gets easier,” comforted Captain Tremlin. But Cal was unsure of that.
“Go on, one isn’t going to be enough Cal, you’ll need to poke a few more of them with the pointy end of that stick of yours if we’re a chance of securing a front here,” said Tremlin.
Cal nod his head in agreement as Tremlin dropped his faceplate, marching off to slaughter more eshin. Cal closed his eyes, thoughts of Fidum bolstering his constitution. He gripped his sword tightly once more and charged deeper into the land. The eshin were firing volleys of arrows from the greenery lining the edge of the beach, judging from the number of dead soldiers that lay on the ground, the arrows were indeed deadly.
Massive fireballs launched from trebuchet, soared over Cal’s head, crashing down upon the forests and exploding with a hail searing splinters. Where the eshin were waiting for the charge of men, was now engulfing fire and choking smoke.
Giant arrows from ballistae cleaved small trees in half, sending them crashing down upon the eshin, some of them now on fire, running for the relief of the water.
If the fire didn’t kill them before they reached the water, swords would. The eshin, now flushed out of the forests, decided to try charging at the humans, ballistae arrows tearing them apart, hundreds of bow arrows protruding from the bodies of others. It was carnage on a scale Cal could not have imagined. The screams, cries of pain and anguish tore at his ears. A mass of bodies and limbs lay in ahead of him, once yellow sand was now stained with a combination of blue and some red blood.
Cal was confronted with multiple charging eshin, his fellow soldiers stepping up beside him, holding their shield and swords up, Cal copied their stance, still feeling unsure of himself. They clashed, Cal, closed his mind off to what he was doing, he couldn’t think about it. Just fight, survive, you have to, he thought. So fight he did. As the eshin came, he killed, each one more efficiently than the one before. He could only hear and feel his own heartbeat within his chest, everything else around him fell silent, he was one with his sword, it was an extension of himself.
He dropped eshin after eshin, his face, his armour, the clothing underneath, his sword, all drenched in blue blood. He could taste it as it rolled into the edges of his mouth, metallic, it almost burned his tongue. He fought until his muscles ached but didn’t relent, nor did the soldiers around him or the war machines, still firing into the forests flushing the eshin onto the beach.
Finally, a horn blared out a strange sound Cal had never heard before. The few remaining eshin turned and ran for their lives. The day was won, but Cal knew there would be more death to come.




The Invasion – Part 2

Calidum marched inland with his platoon. The blood from the earlier battle now dried and encrusted on his skin and uniform. Cal was grateful he could not see himself, for if he looked anything like his fellow soldiers, he’d be a monster.
They entered a clearing where an eshin village stood, multiple columns of smoke billowing from within it. The village had been raided. Their architecture was simple and similar to that of human huts, but these had much higher roof lines, no doubt to accommodate their height.
Cal noticed sickle swords lying about the farming patches, only to realise they weren’t swords at all, but smaller scythes used for harvesting. He groaned at the thought that he was probably fighting against simple farmers, not trained soldiers.
“What have we done?” Cal expressed in a hushed tone towards his friend.
“Now isn’t the time, just keep walking Cal,” replied Lewin who marched next to him.
“This isn’t what I thought it would be.”
“I know, none of us did, but what can we do, we’re here now, we’re committed,” replied Lewin coldly.
“Are those children?” Cal asked as the pair walked by a group of small burnt bodies, unrecognisable.
Lewin glanced but didn’t reply. He was slightly older than Cal by a couple of years. They had grown close during their sea voyage. They were of similar mind and appearance, both motivated to carve out better lives for themselves and their awaiting love back home.
The stench was becoming overwhelming now, the smell of burnt timber and mud mixed in with flesh. Cal found it nauseating. Another platoon had ransacked this village earlier, but Cal found it hard to believe there was anything of worth here. Deeper they marched into the village, approaching the central square where the surviving eshin had been rounded up. Many of them crying and all hugging each other tightly, they were terrified.
“What’s going to happen to them?” Cal asked Lewin.
“No idea mate, just keep your head down and do as your told.”
“This isn’t right, it feels wrong.”
“I know what you mean,” said Lewin with a sigh.
Platoon 7 encircled the eshin in the square, reinforcing platoons 4 and 10. Cal waited with bated breath to see what would happen next. The eshin communicated with each other in rhythmic tones, it was impossible to make out individual phrases and syllables, each sound flowed into the next. It was musical, hypnotic even, Cal hadn’t noticed it during the battle but now couldn’t help but appreciate it.
A man unknown to Cal approached the eshin upon a warhorse wearing black plate.
“Eshin of Dritura, I am High Commander Moikin, I come to you with compromise and offers of peace. You have been defeated today and the rest of you who sprawl this land will be defeated tomorrow and the days beyond. Further bloodshed can be avoided for the forfeit of your lands and your submission to our great King Hastam. How do you respond?” asked Moikin.
Another man stepped up next to him and began to speak in rhythmic tones. He’s translating! Cal realised. But how did he learn the language?
The eshin listened intently until the translator was finished relaying the Moikin’s message. The soldiers shuffled uncomfortably, looking at one another.
From amongst the crowd of eshin, a single rock flew out and hit the Moikin on the armour, bouncing off harmlessly.
Moikin sighed, “I am understanding of the emotion you must be feeling. I would implore you, however, to consider my offer seriously, for the consequences will be dire. I ask again, how do you respond?”
More rocks flew out, the eshin now all finding rocks and pebbles by their feet, picking them up and throwing them at the high commander who didn’t flinch. The soldiers shuffled, unsure of what they should be doing.
“Very well,” Moikin said in a chillingly quiet tone. “Men, those who will not submit, are the enemy of our kingdom…kill them all!”
There was an eruption of musical language as the eshin fell into a panic, looking to run and escape, some just managing to slip through the still reacting soldiers. For most though, it was too late, swords and spears were drawn, and the stabbing and slashing had begun.
Cal could only stand and watch the carnage, he felt like a fool, enlisting himself for war without understanding the death and destruction associated with it.
He fantasised about glorious battles, overcoming a combative enemy, rising in the ranks and providing station and riches for his love. How stupid were those fantasies, in the face of the slaughtering of defenceless innocence that confronted him. He couldn’t do this, he wouldn’t.
He grabbed Lewin’s arm, “we have to do something! We can’t let this happen!”
“What!? What can we do, Cal? You’re going to get us killed as well, do your job!”
Cal didn’t let go of Lewin’s arm, staring at him. Lewin peered back, his face softening, he sighed.
“There! There’s a gap there, where they can run into the forest, I’ll help usher them in your direction,” Lewin said while pointing.
Cal and Lewin did their best to pull the eshin away from the carnage, while themselves trying to pretend and look like they meant them harm. Not an easy act to pull off.
Lewin grabbed eshin, as many as he could and threw them violently to an alley where Cal followed up with a convincing push, even raising his sword and making play-acting swings of it. The eshin looked back at him from the alley, confused.
Cal nodded his head, pointing his sword down the alley, hoping they would understand his gesture to get them running away. An eshin with a deep and fresh cut across his face gave a nod in return and led the others away from the scene. He and Lewin saved tens of eshin from the slaughter, but many more fell to swords and spears, lying in bloodied heaps on the ground.
The chaos of the slaughter settling into an eerie silence as soldiers stood over the consequence of their actions. Lewin and Cal couldn’t help but stare at each other nervously, both equally worried they had been seen helping the enemy.
They both knew their actions were treasonous and would be punished by death. Just when they thought for a moment, they were in the clear, Captain Tremlin stepped beside Cal, his expression a mixture of anger, frustration and sadness.
“You bring me and your platoon dishonour Calidum, I have trained you for this war for two years, you have failed us all.”
Other soldiers from his platoon were now surrounding Cal and Tremlin, unsure what to make of the scene.
“Our actions here are the cause of dishonour Captain,” replied Cal.
“So you do not deny it?”
“I believe you are a good man Captain, we came here to defend our nation, a pre-emptive strike we were told. There was no battle plan for slaughter.” Cal now raising his voice so the other men could hear.
They shuffled restlessly, making side glances at each other. They seemed to agree with the sentiment, but none dared to stand with Cal. His fate was all but sealed now. Lewin made the slightest move towards the two men, but Cal gave him a stern look, warning him to stay away. No point both of the men throwing away their lives.
“Your duty, soldier, is to follow the orders of your superiors,” said Tremlin, in a calm and authoritative voice.
I hereby declare you to be a traitor of Ozos. Seize him!”
**
Cal was tied to a post with his hands behind his back, inside a makeshift prison tent, two guards standing by its entrance. Cal’s wrists were raw from the friction of ropes biting into his skin. His head hung low as he tried to catch sleep. What a fool I am, a fool, fool, fool, fool!
His thoughts lingered over Fidum, she deserved better than him, better than a poor fool. He reminisced the moment he first met her, her blue eyes lighting up the dull of Cal’s world. The thought of not seeing her again was crushing him into despair, but soon enough, it wouldn’t matter anyway. He would be lost to oblivion.
There was a sharp but quiet sound, the cutting of fabric, from across the tent. Cal forced himself to lift his head, maybe they came for him to end it tonight rather than the planned morning hanging. A head full of flowing brown hair poked through.
“Lewin! What are you doing here?” Cal whispered.
“Shut up idiot, you think I was going to let them hang you.”
“You should have, now they’ll hang you too.”
“Not if they don’t catch me,” whispered Lewin with a cheeky grin on his face.
He climbed through the slit in the tent and began cutting at the ropes binding Cal.
“How did you get past the guards?” Cal asked.
“Made up some story about eshin prisoners escaping from down the camp that way.”
“And when they realise it’s not the eshin that escaped but me?”
“Then we’ll be long gone,” Lewin said while maintaining his grin.
“Where to?” asked Cal.
“Damn it, man, I don’t have all the answers, just stay still, and I’ll cut you out,” Lewin replied with a hint of frustration.
He clearly hadn’t thought the plan all the way through. Regardless, Cal was grateful to him. The ropes finally released their grip on Cal as he rubbed his wrists, trying to help blood circulate back into his hands.
“Here, put this on.”
It was a soldiers uniform, no doubt to help conceal their escape, it was a good idea bringing it. Cal obeyed and changed his clothing.
They both crept to the slit in the back of the tent, Lewin poking his head out to take a look. All was clear. They both slipped through, Lewin leading the way, trying to appear casual as they passed by tired soldiers.
“I left some supplies for us just by the trees over there, c’mon the coast is clear.”
Dull glows of yellow and orange could be seen from every nook and cranny as fires and torches lit up the makeshift tent city. There must have been hundreds or even thousands of troops making camp here, most of them fast asleep now.
The cover of darkness would help them escape, but escape to where? Cal found it challenging to overcome his worry in the moment. He steeled himself and walked beside Lewin, trying to appear as natural and confident as he was.
“Why are you doing this?” Cal asked.
“What do you mean why? Why wouldn’t I?”
“This can’t end well for us, I wish you didn’t drag yourself into it.”
“Have you always been so gloomy? I don’t remember you being so blasting negative on the voyage man,” Lewin replied.
“That was before I realised I was a fool,” said Cal hanging his head. Lewin looked at him as they walked.
“And why do you get to have the lone rights of being a fool. What if I want to be a fool too?”
Cal looked up at Lewin and couldn’t help but smile. He accepted this reasoning and forced himself to lift his head and walk with confidence. They were nearly to the edge of the tent city.
“Here, this little laneway is free of watch guards, we can slip out and into the bushland there. Then we’ll head for the trees over there where I’ve hidden our packs,” said Lewin while pointing.
“You there! HALT!” came a voice from behind.
Cal and Lewin wheeled around to see two soldiers on watch approach them.
“Blast it! Let me do the talking,” said Lewin.
“Report soldiers. You should be at your stations or sleeping,” the larger of the two guards said.
“We heard a noise from out there so wanted to go take a look,” replied Lewin with an over the top macho voice.
“Procedure is to report it to your platoon guards,” the guard said.
“We did, but uhh, there were reports of eshin escaping over on the other side of the camp. So they went there, and we decided to help by checking this side,” explained Lewin, only half convincingly.
The two guards eyed them, their eyes searching
up and down.
“You know we’ve also just heard reports of the traitor disappearing from his tent. That’s who we’re actually looking for. It would make sense he had an accomplice. This guy right here also looks just like the traitor’s description of appearance. Funny coincidence that we ran into the two of you here,” One of the guards said as they both began to unsheathe their swords.
“Come quietly, and no one gets hurt. Don’t give me a reason to gut the two of you bastards,” said the guard through clenched teeth.
“Very well good, sir, we will come quietly,” Lewin said comically while making eye contact with Cal.
They had no choice, they had to fight their way out of this one. The guards positioned themselves behind Lewin and Cal, pointing the tips of the swords into their backs, driving them forward into the tent city.
Lewin once again looked over to Cal and gave the nod. At once, the two men swung around, each catching the guards’ sword arm and thrusting their shoulders into their stomachs. They went down in a heap, dropping their swords as they hit the ground.
“Quick! Grab’em and run!!” Lewin cried out.
So Cal did just that, picked up the short sword and began sprinting towards the tall bushes, hoping to find cover before more guards arrived. The two guards were making their way back onto their feet, shouting alarms of the prisoners’ escape to all that would hear around them.
An arrow sailed past Cal’s head, the whishing sound unmistakable. Their run became frantic, Cal’s lungs were bursting, as he could hear more arrows sail past him. They now desperately needed the cover of the forest. Lewin gave a cry from next to him. Cal stopped and looked behind.
“No! Lewin!?” cried, Cal.
Lewin had taken an arrow to his thigh, only allowing him to limp, until finally collapsing into the bushes.
“Go!!” Lewin urged Cal. But he wouldn’t listen. His friend had come back for him, and Cal wouldn’t leave him now.
“I’m not leaving you damn it!”
“You have to Cal! Listen to me, I’ll hide here, I can sneak past them if it’s just me. I did it before, I can do it again. But you need to go! Here, take this.”
Lewin handed him a bright silver ring with a brilliant circular amethyst. It seemed to glow in the night within Cal’s palm, as he clenched his fist around it.
“Please, keep it safe for me. I’ll need it back for when I propose to Biwen after all this is over,” Lewin said as he wrapped his bloodied hands around Cal’s clenched fist. “Now go!”
Cal forced himself away, he could now hear the guards rustling through the tall bushes towards them. He crouched, keeping low, making his way for the forest. After a tense minute or two, he finally made it to the edge of the forest line.
He spotted the prepared packs behind a tree, he crept over and pushed his back against it. He dared to peek back in Lewin’s direction, barely being able to make out the soldiers in the darkness. Their bodies silhouetted in front of the warm glow of the tent city behind.
They were so close to Lewin now, a few more steps…no! They were on him, three guards seizing his limbs and pinning him down.
“Keep going! The traitor is out there somewhere! Find him!” one of the guards barked.
Cal’s heart skipped a beat as he sheathed his short sword and picked up the two packs, they were heavy, he wouldn’t get far running with them. He needed stealth now. He continued creeping deeper into the forest until the shouts of the guards faded into the distance. It was so dark, he couldn’t see where he was going and neither would the guards in pursuit. Surely they would give up and resume in the morning.
After what seemed hours of fumbling and tripping his way through the forest he gave in to his exhaustion. He slumped the packs down, resting his back against a tree, sliding down to take a seat by its base. His whole body ached, legs feeling like they were full of metal.
From the shadows, a twig broke, movement, the outline of a tall figure approached, Cal’s eyes widened, his sight trying to penetrate through the darkness. He drew his sword, sluggishly pulling himself back onto his feet, sword pointed ahead of him. What’s that blue glow? It was getting closer.
A single eshin approached him, holding a spherical object, glowing blue, illuminating his cosmic black eyes and giving a sparkle to his pale blue skin. The eshin wore a scar across his face.
“It’s you!” cried out, Cal.
More eshin melted out from behind the trees, surrounding him. Not good Cal thought to himself, sword quivering in his hand. He had used such a weapon to kill tens of these lifelings. Would they show him mercy or death? Two of the eshin approached closer, not fearful, Cal not giving them a reason to be. He lowered his sword as he watched the eshin pick up his packs.
The one with the scar across his face, made a musical tone from his mouth as the eshin turned away from Cal and began walking away deeper into the forest, taking his packs with them. Do I follow? Cal wondered to himself.
“What have I got to lose at this point,” he said to himself. So Cal followed the eshin deeper into the forest.




** Chapter 16 **





Ferox, The God Dragon

A cavernous room lay before Volare, its walls covered in blue glowing symbols. The walls and ground were not made of metal, however, but rock. The cavern looked ancient, indicated by the layering of strata that climbed to its top.
Volare gawked at the colossal beast that lay before him. Never in his life had he seen such a beast, it was from only stories told to him at bedtime by his father that he guessed he was staring at a dragon. It appeared to be sleeping, Volare now realising the rush of air he heard while descending the steps was the breath of the dragon exhaling.
Its triangular scales overlapped each other neatly from its head to the tip of its tail, which was curled around its body. Its scales appeared pearlescent, shifting from dark violet to navy as the dragon’s body rose and fell with each breath. Volare also couldn’t help but notice the body length size of its talons, swallowing deeply, now realising he was frozen with fear.
“What have we got ourselves into here Brun?” Volare asked his horse, making sure to keep a tight hold of the reins.
Brun was clearly as nervous as he was, with all the nickering and trotting on the spot. Can’t turn away now, Volare thought, reaching for the glowing artefact, pulling it free from his neck.
It was so hot to the touch, he was barely able to keep it in his hand. He looked down upon it, “I’m here…what now?” he asked the artefact. Nothing.
He looked up at the dragon and considered his next move. He desperately wanted to touch the dragon, maybe that would wake it up.
“Do we even want to wake the dragon, Brun?”
The horse looked blankly at Volare, not revealing its opinion on the matter. With a sigh Volare let go of the reins and took a step toward the dragon, its head alone, dwarfing Volare.
“Easy there dragon, everything is alright, just bringing back this thing,” said Volare referring to the artefact and trying to keep a calm voice. He was close enough to reach out and touch now. The breath rushing out from its nostrils felt like a gust of wind from this close, only much worse smelling.
“Now or never,” Volare said as he stretched his hand out in slow motion.
He reached out with his right hand and placed it on the snout of the dragon while holding the artefact with his left. The scales felt dry, leathery, smooth in the direction of its growth and feeling course when rubbed against its natural grain.
The breathing suddenly stopped, all fell silent, Volare and Brun held their breath too. The dragon’s eyes snapped open, revealing a fiery orange iris with a single slit for a pupil, similar to that of a cat. The pupil dilated, expanding into a full circle as the dragon focused on the intruder. Its lips drew back, revealing frighteningly large and sharp teeth.
The peaceful slumber of before was now replaced with a deep throaty growl as the dragon raised its head away from Volare. Its legs beginning to flex as the muscles came to life, lifting the dragon off the ground to peer down upon the disturbers of its sleep. The scales along its body flared out, the sharp points now sticking out in a defensive posture.
Volare ran back to Brun who was in a panic, taking his reins once more to try and calm his companion. The dragon stood tens of metres tall, its wings stretching out from its body, the space too confining to allow them to fully unfurl. The dragon opened its mouth wide, revealing countless serrated teeth, all of which came to a needle-sharp point. Volare stood still, praying to whatever god there was in the cosmos to not let the dragon eat him. No, it’s yawning! Volare realised, only slightly relaxing.
The dragon lowered its head, bringing its nostrils close to Volare and Brun, taking in a great whiff of their odour, or probably their stench more accurately. It focused its gaze onto Brun, a forked tongue licking its lips.
“Oh no, you don’t! Stay back, dragon! Volare cried out while stepping in between the two beasts.
Brun reared up, giving a mighty neigh, showing that it was ready for a fight. A valiant but pointless show of defiance as the dragon would have little trouble swallowing both Brun and Volare in a single gulp.
The dragon’s gaze was now locked onto Volare, its pupils thinning, the scales along its body returning to their flat, non-threatening state.
“You have come Volare, well done,” the dragon bellowed with a deep throaty voice.
“Y…y…you can talk!?” Volare exclaimed back.
“I can do many things child, you will learn of these as we embark on our journey.”
“What journey? How did you talk in my mind before? Was that you flying above the clouds when I escaped the cave? How did you end up here?” Volare asked.
“HAHA, you are full of questions, yes, of course you are,” the dragon bellowed. “Let’s start with names for I know yours, but you do not know mine.”
Volare peered up at the dragon in wonderment of the vision before him. A talking dragon! he thought, his mind and heart racing.
“I am known as Ferox, dragon of Gandizar Eshi, a god by your standards. Together we ruled this land, creating its lifelings, the eshin.
“You mean…the gods are real!?” Volare exclaimed.
“It depends on your definition of god, young Volare. If you consider your creators, gods, then yes. One of them stands before you now,” replied Ferox.
Volare’s eyes were now wide open, barely able to process what he was hearing.
“How did you end up here?” Volare asked.
“Long ago there came a time where Gandizar and the other two lifeling gods needed to leave this world to fight the darkspawn tearing apart other worlds. We dragons stayed behind to keep watch over the lands for the inevitable arrival of the Mirardos, the Shadow Lord as he is also known. We entered our slumber in our sleeping chambers, before the destructions, able to remain dormant for thousands of years until the time came as it has now. My subconscious stirred when I sensed his arrival, but the cataclysms of eons past left me, and I can only assume my brethren, trapped, buried under millennia of upheaval. This chamber can no longer sense my presence, I was unable to open the gates to my freedom; clearly, a flawed design in its construction and too weak to force my way out,” the dragon continued explaining, taking a second look at Brun and licking its lips again.
“I was forced to wait for an opportunity to present itself, an opportunity that would show itself in the form of you, Volare Fortem.
“But…how did you talk to me? In my mind? Why me?” asked Volare.
“The artefact that you found in that cave, which was probably actually a place of worship long ago, is known as a keystone-link. It serves many purposes, one of which allows me to communicate with you over vast distances. It also has the power to manipulate now ancient technologies, the entrance to this cavern being one of them,” Ferox explained. “I was not sure it would work in opening the entrance, but as it stands, luck this time was on my side.”
“Was it you who was flying above the clouds outside of the cave I escaped? Volare asked. Ferox looked at him quizzically. “I thought I saw the shadow of a dragon above the clouds…I guess that couldn’t have been you…did you somehow create an illusion?” Volare continued.
“No, I am not able to do that, whatever you saw Volare was either in your mind only, or another dragon, however, I cannot sense my brethren. I assume they are still slumbering…or dead,” Ferox said, his voice growing softer as he finished his response. “The amethyst ring you carry with you, it clears the mind of illusions and poisons, sharpening ones attention. Equip it when you have the chance, it will serve to protect you and also strengthen our bond.
Volare approached Brun and opened one of his rucksacks, digging deep into one of its secret compartments. He pulled out his mother’s amethyst ring, a deep magenta under the blueish glow of the wall symbols. He tied the twine that also carried the keystone-link to it, hanging both of them around his neck.
“We will need to have armour of sorts forged for you to embed the treasures Volare, you can’t fight with all your powers hanging by your neck, or you’ll find it breaking,” Ferox chuckled.
“F…fight?” Volare responded.
“I sense tremendous pain in the world Volare, darkness and corruption are spreading its influence. I have witnessed it before. If all don’t stand in its way, it will devour this world and beyond. Would you allow that to happen, or will you stand against it?” Ferox bellowed formally, challenging Volare.
“No…I mean…I don’t know the first thing about fighting. I’ve only ever run away. I couldn’t even protect my family, they’re all dead and my father lost,” said Volare as his eyes began to tear up.
He hadn’t yet dealt with the emotions of losing his family, not properly, how could he? Instead, it was pushed down, bottled deep within him and hidden away. “How can I fight…Mirardos?”
“With training, you are capable of more Volare, the ring deems it so, it sees your heart and mind to be pure, I can sense it. It is you who has sought me out and freed me. You have proven yourself worthy thus far. This world will fall, like countless others to the corruption that spreads throughout the cosmos. We must find more willing to stand up to it,” explained Ferox.
Volare nodded, not really believing what the dragon was telling him but decided to go with it anyway. He didn’t exactly feel like refusing a dragon god within the confines of the cavern, or anywhere else for that matter.
“So, what now? I only know of one smith, Faber but he’s lost too, and I’ve no idea where he is.”
“Now Volare, I have slept long, too long,” Ferox groaned as a deep grumble sounded from his belly. “I must eat, regain my strength, then I wish to find my eshin. I can’t feel their presence in this land anymore. Then we can find your father and this Faber smith of yours.”
“Uhh…well, you see, there was a war a few decades ago, and uhh…the eshin were driven out of the lands by King Hastam,” explained Volare, barely loud enough to be heard.
Ferox gave a mighty roar of anger. It took Volare and Brun by surprise, knocking them back, Volare falling onto his backside, now terrified again. The roar echoed within the chambers, enhancing its volume, even more, Volare’s eardrums felt as if they were about to burst.
“So the shadows have advanced here too, the codes broken, Mirardos is attracted to such atrocities. We must find the eshin Volare!” bellowed Ferox.
“Father told me they escaped south into the land of Ethya,” reassured Volare.
“Volare, behind me, in the corner, you will find a riding harness, we will need to work together to secure it. We must leave this place at once,” said Ferox while pointing a huge talon in the direction of the biggest saddle and harness Volare had ever seen.
“Are you serious?” Volare asked with his jaw nearly hitting the floor.
Amongst the saddle Volare found two brown leather bracers with a huge emerald embedded into each of them.
“What are these?” asked Volare.
“Put them on, the emerald bracers will provide you with vitality and endurance Volare. You will need it for the journey to come. It is not easy holding on to a dragon during flight, especially one that is in combat, or in your case today, hunting,” Ferox explained with what Volare thought was a toothy grin.
After struggling with the saddle for some time, Volare now sat atop the dragon. Something which he could only ever have dreamt of. Ferox navigated the huge corridor that Volare had entered through before, Brun running closely behind. Volare’s saddle lurched left to right with each gigantic step of the dragon, its talons scraping against the metal underfoot.
Ferox almost running up the steps, launched himself into the air, fully spreading his wings for the first time in eons, they beat the air hard. Each beat surging the dragon and Volare higher into the sky until Ferox caught an air current and soared with outstretched wings.
“Oh, how I’ve missed flying! Too long, TOO LONG I have remained underground. The world will see me now, it is time!” roared Ferox.
Volare felt the dragon inhale an enormous breath of air, then release it with a colossal column of fire pointed at the heavens. Volare felt the heat of it, nearly singing his hair, they flew right through the flame as it dissipated and vanished into the air around it. The dragon now banking aggressively left and right, stretching his wings and muscles, enjoying the feeling of flight. Volare hung onto the reins for dear life. He wasn’t sure if he was riding the dragon or the dragon him. He could only focus on holding on.              
Ferox suddenly plunged headfirst towards the sea below. Volare gave a cry which was swallowed up by the rushing air around him. Ferox skimmed the water surface, its talons just briefly touching the water until finally, Ferox altered the angle of his wings, nearly stopping mid-flight, he plunged his talons into the water, plucking out a huge bappik fish, the size of Volare himself.
These were impossible to catch with fishing rods, too powerful to be reeled in. They were amongst the richest of sea meats. Ferox beat his wings hard, once again climbing vertically while bringing the fish up to his mouth with his foot and swallowing it whole.
“These fish numbers have grown rich in my absence! I will gorge on them!”
For the next hour or two Ferox filled his belly with bappik as fat as crags, satiating his incomparable hunger. Volare was exhausted from holding onto the reins but didn’t let go, the emeralds on his bracers refracting bright greens from within them.
Volare willed himself to learn Ferox’ flight patterns, trying to move his body in unison with the dragon. Volare suspected that was precisely why the dragon wanted Volare flying with him during the hunt.
“It is time, we head for Ethya” Ferox declared.
“Wait! What of Brun!? We can’t leave him Ferox!”
The dragon circled back towards the beach where Brun had been loyally waiting at the water’s edge. Ferox lined up his flight parallel to the beach, stretching out the talons of his foot as he approached Brun.
“Oh, no…be careful!” cried Volare.
In one fluid movement, Ferox swooped down and safely collected Brun within its foot. Its talons forming a cage around Brun so that he couldn’t fall during the flight.
With all parties accounted for and the dragon now replenished, the party soared high into the air, finding wind currents to help them sail to Ethya, the new land of the eshin. For the first time, in a long time, Volare felt free from the chaos and pain inflicted upon him on the land below. Nothing could hurt him up here, riding on his very own dragon.
He felt euphoric, a sense of calmness soaring so high, the sound of rushing air around him drowning out most thoughts. He wished he could have shared this experience with Amet, tears once again welling in his eyes.
He willed them away, putting the sadness back into the bottle he had mentally constructed for them. He gripped the ring under his shirt, his despair being replaced with resolve, no I can mourn later; first I have to find father, Faber and kill Mirardos with Ferox. Volare however, didn’t understand the scope of darkness confronting him, the shadows at play from behind curtains Volare didn’t know existed.
Regardless, he now rode the only hope he could find that would give the world a chance to burn the shadows and light the darkness with dragon fire. He gripped the reins with both hands once more and contemplated the training Ferox mentioned, to come. Am I really going to fight? How? he continued to wonder. I guess I’ll find out when we get to Ethya. Hang in there father, I’m coming for you. This time I’ve got a dragon!




** Chapter 17 **





The Sighting

Faber worked tirelessly, beating hammer to glowing red hot metal. He usually got a thrill out of shaping blank metal into something useful, but that was when he had the freedom to hammer what he wished. Now he was forced into hammering an endless supply of generic swords and spear tips.
He had been taken to Honour Haven, given a space to establish a new workshop within the depths of the garrison town. He was in the metalworking district, but his assigned task was weapons specifically.
Word had spread of his skill for weapon forgery from the quality products he sold to visiting soldiers, captains and commanders back in Vicus.
He didn’t particularly like the idea of selling weapons, but he couldn’t deny the satisfaction of charging ample gold for weapons forged with enough skill and attention to detail to also be considered art. That skill, however, led him into the forced labour he now endured. His forge was hot, amplified by the searing sun above. He couldn’t wait for winter where his forge would be a place of comforting warmth rather than oppression.
His young new young apprentice Porro, a boy of 12 years and dark features, worked the bellows, blowing vital oxygen soaked air into the glowing coals of the forge. The shutters of the forge were shut
tight, the forge needed to be dark in order for Faber to see the temperature of the metal. The swords he forged now were made of simple iron rather than the alloy weapons he made in Vicus.
“Harder boy!” Faber called out to his apprentice.
“I’m blowing as hard as I can!” Porro cried in return.
“Just a few more pumps! There!” Faber said as he pulled out the rod of glowing iron from his forge, transferring it over to his anvil so he can begin hammering shape into it.
He started by flattening the metal, Porro assisting with metal tongs by helping Faber position the iron on the anvil correctly. Faber’s great hammer slammed down hard against the metal, he was a skilled and robust dwarf making short work of iron sword crafting, a trivial task underutilizing his talents. His role in this war was to produce a countless number of swords, taking priority over quality like the steel alloys he could produce.
“Good, good! Return to the bellows boy!” Faber instructed.
“I have a name, you know!” Porro called back.
“I’m wel’aware o’yur name, boy! Now stop your yammering and blow the damn bellows!”
Porro bit his tongue to hold himself back from insulting the dwarf. He was worked hard in Faber’s forge, harder than most apprentices he felt. But Faber also paid him a portion of his meagre salary, an act the other trade masters resented as they preferred not to pay their apprentices. Especially when they were earning a pittance of what they used to before being dragged into the garrison town.
He also respected Faber’s skill with the hammer and saw an opportunity to learn the trade from him. Porro had never considered becoming a blacksmith, he had never considered becoming much of anything. He was homeless back in his village, no opportunities available to him, so he volunteered when the military came through for conscription.
He was malnourished, spindly and weak, useless as a soldier. But Faber had taken notice of him when he arrived and brought him under his wing, giving him shelter and food and an opportunity to save some silver. Porro now for the first time had a vision for the future, an aspiration to be the master of his own forge. So he followed Faber’s commands and listened intently trying to learn as much as he could.
He worked the bellows firing heat into the metal, and for the next few hours, the pair of them forged and sharpened swords. Late into the afternoon, there came cries of what sounded like panic from outside the forge.
“What’s going on? asked Porro.
“Nuthin good probably,” Faber groaned in response.
Faber wiped the sweat from his brow and walked over to one of the shutters to open them. The sudden light streaming into the forge was blinding. It took a few moments for the smith and his apprentice to adjust their eyes to the harsh light.
“People are gatherin, we better go see what the fuss is about boy,” Faber said.
He led the pair of them through the double timber doors and out onto the makeshift dirt street. It was lined with all kinds of metal trades that were required to not only sustain a fast-growing town but equip the soldiers that patrolled and trained within its walls.
Tradesmen and women were streaming into the streets to see what the commotion was. Faber feared for the worst, he had seen the darkspawn attack during his journey to Honour Haven, but in the weeks he had been here there was still no attack on the garrison itself.
They all seemed to be feeding a darkspawn war that didn’t exist as far as any of the tradespeople could tell. Faber noticed the crowd now pointing to the sky, looking up while trying to shield their eyes with a hand. He followed their gaze.
“Whoah!” Porro exclaimed, pointing upwards with a finger to guide Faber’s eyes. “Look!”
“What is it, boy?” Faber asked as he followed Porro’s finger.
Faber’s eyes widened with wonder “it can’t be!” he said to himself out loud.
He could hardly believe his eyes, and he wouldn’t if it wasn’t for the tens of others in the street looking at the same thing. High into the sky soared a gigantic violet-navy creature, one that remarkably resembled a dragon of myth and legend. Its wings stretched so wide it could blot out the sun.
“The teachings…they’re real!” Faber breathed.
“What teachings?” Porro asked.
“The gods’ boy. The ancient teachings tell us of stories where gods, ridin dragons once breathed life into our world. Apparently, it’s how we all got’ere. But there was some disaster thousands’o years ago wiping it all out, life had to start again and rebuild. The priests talk of a now fallen world we live in because we’ve grown away from the teachings of the gods.”
“You didn’t believe in the stories?” asked Porro while listening intently. He had no formal education, but he did enjoy learning.
“I didn’t, boy, why would I, do you see any gods?”
“No, but there’s a dragon.”
“Aye boy, a blasting dragon flyin over our heads.”
“What does it mean? asked Porro with a concerned look upon his face.
“No idea boy, but it can’t be no coincidence this dragon turning up just at the time of this so-called darkspawn war. There’s something brewin’ out there let me tell you, that I’m sure of…I just don’t know what. All I know is I definitely don’t want to be comin’ face to face with a dragon! So let’s hope it’s on our side,” Faber exclaimed.
“Reckon I could get its help with the bellows Master Faber?” asked Porro with a cheeky grin.
Faber looked back at the boy, his face smudged with grime and sweat from the day’s work. A smile crept along Faber’s face.
“C’mon Porro, we got work to do,” Faber chuckled, wrapping his arm around the boy’s shoulders.
Porro couldn’t help but beam a smile back at Faber.
“I tell you what boy, I wonder what I could forge with dragon fire. Its properties are storied to be unique’n incredibly hot. I wonder what kind’o alloys I could create, the shapes I could hammer,” Faber thought out loud while looking back up at the dragon flying overhead.
“Bah, what am I thinkin’, I’m a fool dwarf for even considerin’ it. I’d just be a snack to that beast!”
“I doubt it, Master Faber, I couldn’t imagine any beast enjoying you as a snack,” Porro said with a grin.
“You watch it, boy, I’ll hav’u know I’m all warm’ n fuzzy on the inside, delicious to dragons and more,” Faber retorted.
They both laughed as the dragon disappeared into the distance. Although Faber hid it from his apprentice, he couldn’t help but feel worried about what the future held for him and his young apprentice.
**
Calidum clashed his sword against Webil’s, the unmistakable clang of two metals colliding rang out. The men were growing more proficient with the sword and shield with each passing day. They had come a long way with their skill and endurance since first picking up a sword and shield. Cal still doubted they would be much use on a battlefield against career soldiers though, not to mention the darkspawn.
The men still waited for their first encounter, each passing day seemed to make them grow more anxious. Expecting the unknown to come and attack them any day now. The thought lingered over everyone’s minds, spurring them to train.
There were gasps from around Cal as the recruits one by one started to look upwards, pointing into the sky. Cal followed their gaze and looked up to see a huge violet – navy dragon fly overhead.
“No way!” Webil exclaimed, his jaw hanging low.
“By the gods, can it be…can it really be true?” Cal wondered out loud.
Cal’s thoughts strayed to his family, could they see the dragon? Cal thought of his boys, staring at the dragon in wonder but also worrying for their safety. How would they interpret him being taken away to some war, then see a dragon flying the skies? Volare, Amet, hang in there I’ll be home as soon as I can, Cal thought. Gods give you strength Fidum, I will return, and we will leave this land.
He now found himself often wishing they had just stayed on Ozos. Opportunity was limited for them, but at least they didn’t have to contend with darkspawn and now dragons as well.
“Um…Cal…why is there a dragon flying over us? I mean…it’s a dragon, right? It looks like what the stories say they look like,” Webil asked Cal.
“Indeed Webil, it’s a dragon alright, but I’ve got no clue where it came from or why it’s here. Can’t be a coincidence though,” replied Cal.
“Be strong Fidum, for our boys, keep them safe,” Cal thought out loud.
The dragon continued to fly high above the garrison town, not paying any attention to the commotion it was causing below. No doubt the darkspawn had taken notice of the dragon as well, how would they respond? There was growing speculation amongst the recruits on the intentions and origins of the darkspawn.
None of them confirmed or informed of course, but with so little to do besides train and rest, garrison residents were prone to spin all kinds of tall tales. Cal, curious by nature, also couldn’t help but join in the speculation as to where these darkspawn came from. Did the eshin conjure them? Were they the result of the invasion into Dritura? Or maybe they’ve always been there in the Pointed Forest, hiding, waiting for the right moment…but to do what? Perhaps it was the darkspawn that caused the destructions thousands of years prior, here to repeat the cycle.
These questions circled in Cal’s head repeatedly, it was frustrating to have no answers. He used the day’s training to hide the frustration caused by his ignorance and his heartache from being separated from his family.
“Cal…do you think the dragon is on our side…or…the darkspawn’s?” asked Webil.
Cal looked at him blankly, he hadn’t considered that question. He looked back up at the dragon.
“Webil, I don’t know how I would even begin to fight a dragon, or if anyone does for that matter. On this occasion, I truly hope the teachings are true, for if they are, that dragon represents hope,” replied Cal.
“And if they’re not? If it’s some kind of darkspawn creature?” asked Webil as he swallowed.
“Then take cover, my friend, no shield is going to protect you from that thing.”




** Chapter 18 **





The Eshin

Volare and Ferox had been flying over the lands of Dritura for hours now. A sense of calmness and freedom enveloping both of them. Volare was mesmerised with the lands below, to view everything from above was, eye-opening, to say the least.
He could see the roads that snaked their way throughout the lands, the villages and minor cities that were springing up, the patchwork of agricultural land, all the rapid development that accompanied adventuring humans was on display before him.
He also noticed the extensive deforestation that was occurring, vast swathes of forest had been reduced to stumps, Volare had never taken notice of just how lush and green Dritura was. There was life teeming in every corner of the land, able to carve its own niche from the environment.
It was in stark contrast to what he had been told about Ozos, the land of humans. It was described to him by his father as mostly desert in the middle with bright sparks of life at corners and edges. But Dritura was different, it was alive, everywhere across the land. Although not responsible, Volare couldn’t help but feel some guilt for the way the land had been manipulated since the arrival of the humans. His own family needed to clear additional forest in order to start their farm, or so he had been told.
“The humans are destroying my lands. I won’t stand for this,” rumbled Ferox, reflecting Volare’s thoughts.
“What do you mean? What will you do?” Volare asked.
“The lands are sick with destruction young Volare, I would have it cleansed. There is an imbalance, one which I cannot right on my own. We need to seek the other dragons,” Ferox explained.
“How many are there?”
“Three including myself, one for each lifeling creation. I sense Peritus, dragon god of dwarves is still slumbering underground in Nni. She may also be trapped as I was, we will need the keystone to free her.”
“And the other?” Volare asked.
“Zelogh, dragon god of humans, fierce in nature, the strongest of us. A dragon of passion with crimson red scales. We will need him for the battle to come.”
“You mention fighting again, Ferox, what do you mean, who are we fighting?” Volare asked.
“I will explain when we arrive, young Volare.”
The next few days were spent flying, hunting and resting in between legs.
Volare wasn’t labouring like he used to back in the village, but he still couldn’t help but feel tired from the travel, he wasn’t quite sure why. He took pleasure in brushing and feeding Brun during their stops, who neighed in appreciation, galloping about to stretch his legs.
The travel couldn’t be easy on him either, being locked up within Ferox’s talons for hours on end. Hopefully, Brun also enjoyed the sights below as they flew.
“Today will be our last flight Volare, I can sense my lifelings are close now, they have spread themselves along the south coast of Ethya, a concentration of their life essence has gathered directly south of us.” Ferox explained.
Volare climbed atop Ferox. With a running start Ferox launched into the air, gathering Brun in his talons as well. They soared high once more. The climate was much cooler in the southern lands, the chill air biting into Volare’s skin, he hugged Ferox tight, trying to absorb some of the dragon’s radiant heat. Volare didn’t know much about the land of Ethya, but it appeared there was a lot of new growth below. Young forests and expansive greenery seemed to be spreading through the land. He was taught that lush forests only existed in the middle belt of the land. The climate of the southern areas couldn’t support lush growth. What he saw below seemed to juxtapose
that claim, however.
The hours crawled by, the novelty of flying was certainly starting to wear off, exponentially in fact with each degree the temperature dropped. Volare wanted to return to land, and he wouldn’t have to wait much longer. Below him was an extensive village, large enough to be a city but lacking in the timber and stone towers of human architecture.
Ferox gave a mighty roar, announcing his arrival. He launched fire from his mouth, putting on quite the display for the onlookers below.
“Won’t you scare them off!?” Volare cried out.
“The bond is close between my lifelings and me, Volare, they will not scare.”
Ferox started to descend towards the ground, the buildings growing larger as they got closer. Finally, their long journey through the clouds seemed to have come to an end. Volare had noticed how Ferox’s landings had grown smoother since the start of their journey as he rekindled his dormant flying skills.
He gave another mighty roar once they were settled onto land. Volare could now see tall blue beings running towards them. They didn’t seem to be carrying any weapons which he was relieved about but decided to stay atop Ferox for now just in case. Ferox stood tall as hundreds of eshin ran into the clearing to look upon their god. Musical speech emanated from them, filling the environment with beautiful sounds.
Ferox also now producing melodic tones deep within his throat, no doubt communicating with his lifelings. Volare felt somewhat awkward sitting atop their dragon god as if he had accidentally joined a date between two reuniting lovers. Ferox lowered his body as if sensing Volare’s discomfort tilting it to one side so Volare could slide off. The eshin grew quiet, some even stepping back from him. Volare unable to escape his feelings of awkwardness, also took a step back holding up his hands to show he meant them no harm.
Ferox began once more sounding his musical language, which seemed to calm the eshin. He turned his head to Volare.
“It is okay, they are nervous what your purpose here is, I have explained you mean them no harm, and I have need of you,” Ferox explained. “Follow us with Brun into the village. We will rest.”
Volare nodded in return, and he and Brun made their way deeper into the village. Ferox explored the village by the outskirts, not able to fit within its streets but able to peer from above. He watched his lifelings go about their business, most, if not all, at some point or another giving prayer and thanks to him directly.
It was a daunting and intimidating sight, having a dragon peer upon your village, but the eshin didn’t mind, and Volare felt a strange comfort knowing Ferox could watch over him.
“Follow, this way,” one of the eshin said to Volare. He stumbled at the shock of hearing them speak his tongue.
“You speak English?” Volare asked wide-eyed.
“No, but Ferox has chosen you for his quest, he has allowed your mind to interpret and understand our language,” the eshin leading him replied. “What is your name?”
“Volare and you?”
“Caeru. Welcome to Viridi, I have been charged for your wellbeing,” she said while looking straight ahead.
She was much taller than Volare, equally slender but with feminine curves extenuating her body. Like the rest of the eshin, she wore a fur-lined colourful and patterned tunic that covered the body down to the legs. Her light brown hair hung in a long braid behind her. Volare couldn’t tell just how old, or young for that matter, she was.
“Thank you,” he replied.
As the three walked through the village, Volare cast his eyes around to see a vibrant village full of inhabitants. It looked so different in terms of its residents and architecture but at the same time, had an odd familiarity to it.
The eshin were carrying wares, appeared to have merchant stalls and lived in simple huts, only with taller rooflines, just like humans.
They gathered around bonfires, sharing food, drinks and stories. They didn’t have the weight hanging on their shoulders that Volare had grown accustomed to in recent times living in Vicus.
They seemed…happy. The walls of their buildings were also painted in bright colours, either patterns or depictions of some activity. They gave off a faint glow in the diminished light of the setting sun. Volare thought it to be quite beautiful, even whimsical in some regards.
Caeru stopped in front of a door, holding out a hand.
“You will spend the night here. You are not a prisoner, but it is preferred if you do not wander the village tonight. The other villagers will need some time to understand and accept a human living amongst us for the time being. There will no doubt be opportunity for exploration and answers in the morning and days to come, for now, rest. I will take your horse to our stables where he will be well taken care of.”
“Thank you,” Volare said, not knowing what else to say.
“One more thing, it will probably be quite noisy late into the night. A week of celebrations are planned for the return of our god. We have waited for this moment for a long time, so we will celebrate accordingly,” explained Caeru.
Volare stepped through the timber doors into a one-room hut, hearing the clattering of Brun’s hoofs walk off behind him. There was colourful food presented on a single table, ranging from fruits, vegetables and meat. It filled the room with enticing aromas that made Volare’s stomach grumble and his mouth water.
A bed that looked exceptionally comfortable invited Volare to rest upon it. He also noticed warmer clothing, lined with fur hanging off a pair of racks, also looking inviting. The fireplace was alive with a warming fire to ease the ache in his hands. Volare feasted, then with a satisfied stomach crawled into his bed.
He felt happy for the eshin and although curious and keen to join in on the party clearly kicking off outside, didn’t want to ruin this moment for them. So he slept.
**
The morning brought light rain pattering against the roof of Volare’s hut. The steady beat of it was always soothing for him, allowing him to sleep more soundly than usual. It was thought that predators of the night didn’t like hunting in the rain and so lifelings had grown accustomed to sleeping soundly under rainfall. He had rested well during the week, the celebrations calmed as the days wore on.
It gave Volare a chance to explore the colourful village, even getting to know some of the eshin personally. They didn’t speak to him very much, but enough for him to get a sense that although they were not in their homeland, they seemed satisfied in this new one.
Volare had learned that the eshin had the ability to manipulate nature around them. Promoting the growth of desired plants and nullifying the growth of others. They were transforming this land to suit their needs. It was magical to watch, plants growing and receding at a rate much faster than usual. The eshin seemed to be able to communicate with the plants themselves with their musical language.
Their musical instruments were just as impressive as their language. Volare was treated to all manner of entertainment of song, dance and culture during the days and nights of celebrations. Ferox was borderline euphoric connecting with his lifelings. He seemed to purr during the musical ensembles performed in his honour.
Volare ate his breakfast in his hut, under the patter of the rain, not sure what the day would bring. So much had happened the past week, he was still trying to understand it all. He worried about what was to come next. He knew there was so much more to learn, to do, he still felt so unsure of himself.
“Volare, it is time, return to me,” Ferox’ voice crashed through Volare’s mind.
He hurried out of his bed, getting changed and making sure to grab something to eat as well. He threw open the door to find Caeru patiently waiting for him. She raised her hand, beckoning him to follow once more. It was early morning, and the streets were empty, no doubt the eshin were recovering from the night of celebrations.
Volare was led to the outskirts of the village where he could now see Ferox, looking down and speaking with eshin on the ground. They all turned to him, stopping their conversation. That awkward feeling returning once more.
“Volare, I have learned much during the nights here. This world has regressed further than I had feared, but there is hope,” explained Ferox.
Volare could only stand and listen, he felt so insignificant, so tiny compared to the scale of what was happening around him. He had to say something.
“Ferox, I get it, the world has gone bad, my family is dead, what can I do about it. You have the eshin now, why do you still need me?”
Ferox gave a deep groan.
“Volare, I with Gandizar, created the eshin to promote life in this world, to ensure there would be ample nature to feed the needs of the eshin, humans and dwarves alike. The dwarves would serve as builders of vast civilizations across this world and the humans to serve as its protectors. For a long time, this was the case, but the destructions killed many, too many, burying the civilizations and the memories of the gods with them. This event also trapped the dragon gods on this planet, unable to respond to its needs. Unable to contact their veleon riders. It was a scenario none of us could have predicted for we had never taken such drastic action against Mirardos.”
Volare stared back, still not understanding his role in all of this.
“Why can’t you contact Gandizar, your rider?” Volare wondered out loud.
“It is the work of Mirardos. You see Volare, the dragon riders can be considered gods themselves, they are able to open portals to other worlds across the cosmos. These riders are known as the veleon, we joined forces with them many millennia ago, in an effort to resist Mirardos. He can also create these portals, to stream an endless horde of darkspawn, systemically conquering the universe many planets at a time. We suspected that he was learning ways in which to also block the use of portals by the veleon, to stop them from teleporting. This is why the dragons stayed behind on this world. We weren’t sure if the veleon could return here via portal to fight. This planet is one of our last hopes, our greatest creation, we poured our powers into our lifelings, hoping this planet, could prove to be different and be able to resist the darkspawn hordes.
“We don’t seem to be doing a very good job of that,” Volare said quietly while looking down. Feeling overwhelmed with such knowledge.
“Volare, we must wake the other dragons, we must destroy the portal in the forest in which Mirardos is streaming his horde through.”
“So, not much then?” he said sarcastically, not sure if dragons understood sarcasm.
“Volare, you prove yourself brave once more, of course, it is much, it is no small task we must accomplish.”
That’s a no to sarcasm then, Volare thought.
“Why do you need me? Why is Mirardos doing this? Who is he, or she, or it?” Volare asked.
Ferox drew in another long breath, there was so much to explain, he understood the burden he was placing upon Volare to understand and cope with. The boy had to know.
“Mirardos was once a veleon, he has changed into something else, something more, or so we believe. He has not been directly seen for millennia. He was outcast from veleon society for vile crimes he denied committing. The punishments were severe. It left him with a twisted state of mind, to say the least. Mirardos despises veleon society and more broadly the lifelings that permeate the cosmos. He wishes to control, to give purpose to life, his purpose. He wishes to be the single god of the universe, destroying the veleon, dragons and other beings of power, while controlling the lesser. He has sought powers that have corrupted him deeply during his conquest for dominance,” explained Ferox with a more subtle yet still deep tone.
Volare, drew breath, trying to process what Ferox was explaining to him. So much of it was still above his head, there was a cosmic war occurring as he stood there, how did he manage to stumble right into the middle of it? Some of the eshin were bowing their heads while others couldn’t take their eyes off Ferox. He was a majestic being of tremendous scale. One couldn’t help but be in awe in his presence.
“What about me, Ferox? Where do I come into all of this?” asked Volare.
“You young Volare, are able to use keystone technology. Although you are the creation of the veleon and dragons, it is only they who could harness it, not even I can manipulate its technologies,” explained Ferox.
“So why can I use it then?” asked Volare as he reached under his shirt to take hold of it, warm to the touch as usual.
“It is unexpected, I am not sure why you are able to use the keystone, but I suspect your lineage to the great Koralinth Huma is more direct than usual. I was also able to meld my mind with you as easily as I do with the eshin, also a strange circumstance. You are able to also harness the power of the gems you carry upon you with little training, an advantage and curiosity once again. Humans were gifted the ability to harness the powers of diamond strength and ruby fire, but not others. I sense something within you, something hidden, it is in your very blood, your essence, I would have it come to surface during our journey.”
“You need me to open the doors to the other dragons, don’t you?” concluded Volare.
“Yes. I suspect Mirardos is also using veleon technology to hold the portal open, stopping any other being establishing another one with this world,” continued Ferox.
“You want me to close it?” Volare once again concluding.
“Yes.” It is our only hope in saving this world, at least for the time being.”
Volare looked down at his palms, half expecting to see something crawling under his skin, but there was nothing, he just seemed his usual self. Ferox let out a bellowing laugh.
“You won’t find anything in your hands Volare, your gifts come from within.”
An eshin approached Volare holding a pair of brown leather boots. He had a scar running across his face and wore a serious expression. He stretched out his arms, signalling Volare to take the boots. They were much lighter than he was expecting, they seemed to weigh almost nothing.
In the heel of each boot was embedded a large sapphire gem. Looking even closer at the boots, Volare could see intricate carvings of patterns similar to those he had seen in the cave and Ferox’ sleep chamber.
“Take these boots Volare, they will gift you with an unparalleled swiftness, aiding you to defeat your enemies.”
“My enemies?” Volare asked, looking up at Ferox.
“The darkspawn Volare, the children of Mirardos.”
Volare looked down at the boots again, they were beautiful, the sapphires slightly glowing with a deep blue. He replaced his boots with these new ones, jumping up on the spot as if to test them. They did feel exceptionally light for boots, he did feel like he could jump without effort, but nothing majorly different. He looked back up at Ferox.
“Patience young Volare,” Ferox reassured. Gather your things and bid farewell to your beast, we must leave.”
“Where are we going?”
“We will fly to Zelogh, he will have insight into your nature and gain us significant advantage against the darkspawn hordes. I will be able to sense his sleeping chamber once we reach Ozos. The eshin in the meantime will prepare for their own advance into the forest when I call them for they too have an important role in taming the evils that dwell in the Pointed Forest.”
Volare nodded in response, his mind too full to ask any more questions. He turned on his heels with a coordination that seemed better than usual and set off for the stables, before realising, he had no idea where he was going.
He turned back, the eshin with the scar running across his face having read his mind walked towards him, holding out his hand, beckoning him to follow. He was a much more serious and older looking eshin, lacking the natural happiness that the rest of them seemed to exude. Perhaps the scar indicated experience with the invasion all those decades ago. Volare didn’t want to pry, but the eshin sensed his curiosity.
“My name is Cicatrice. I earned this while trying to defend my people against yours,” he said while pointing at his scar. “I would have died the day I was struck with it, if not for the bravery and kindness of one man risking his life, to save mine. I wish to return the favour someday, I can start with you here and now. You remind me of him.”
“Thank you,” replied Volare.
The two of them entered the stables which looked remarkably similar to the ones back in Vicus. Brun nickered and neighed in excitement and Volare approached. He was clearly ready for his next adventure, but this is where it would end for him.
“Sorry Brun, you can’t come this time, the eshin will take real good care of you. Be a good boy, and I’ll come back for you once this is all over,” Volare said in a quiet and comforting tone while stroking the bridge of Brun’s nose. Brun clicked in response.
Volare was sad to say goodbye to his friend, they had started this journey and even discovered a god together. But the journey was long, too long to be held in Ferox’ talons the whole time. With a final kiss, Volare said his goodbyes, determined to return once this was over. The last step was to pack his bags and refresh his supply of food and water, which he did so eagerly.
With one hand waving the eshin goodbye, the other gripping the reins on Ferox, the two of them took to the sky. The eshin below were on their knees, praying in respect to their god, sending Ferox their energy to aid in safe passage as they flew off into the distance.
Volare had a feeling it certainly wouldn’t be the last time he saw the eshin. He was glad for it, there was still so much to learn and get to know about them. The times were pressing; however; so they needed to depart as soon as they could. It would take them several days, maybe weeks to reach Ozos depending on the winds, but it’s a journey they had to make.




** Chapter 19 **





The March – Part 1

A slave with a shaved head named Seritum walked a plate of steaming chicken and vegetables to Trajan’s desk. The smells filling his private barracks were mouth-watering.
Trajan kept a consistent circle of slaves around him to serve. Trust was important in a now overpopulated garrison town of new slaves, recruits, merchants and other strangers.
Seritum bowed as he placed the plate down. Trajan gave a nod of approval and Seritum proceeded to taste each portion of his food, checking for poison.
Although his personal chefs were well paid and had worked in the military for several years, Trajan grew increasingly cautious with time. It was disconcerting for him to know so little of the enemy and their movements.
Once Seritum had finished, he waited for a few more minutes while scrutinizing the food carefully, gave a final bow and left his master to his peace.
Trajan looked down at the now messier plate. He was hungry only a few moments ago, but now his appetite seemed to be extinguished. He prodded his food with his fork, half expecting to see something ominous about it, but he didn’t. It was just chicken and vegetables. Only the crackling fire provided him comfort.
Shala gave a knock at the door, it was open so she could see Trajan staring at his food. She gave a small smile as Trajan looked to her.
“I have contracts for you to sign, sir,” she said.
“Very well Shala, come,” Trajan replied with a sigh.
Shala entered his barracks approaching his desk, noticing the messy uneaten plate. She handed the contracts to Trajan.
“These are the final preparations then?” Trajan asked.
“Yes, sir, I have filled in the minor details for you, but the merchants and mercenaries require your signature on the contract before marching with us,” explained Shala. “ With the help of Captain Mitchim, I’ve organised them into their own formations. It should keep them out of trouble until they’re needed.”
Trajan took a pen from his coat and signed. Shala, feeling braver than usual sat on Trajan’s desk, next to his plate of food. She took a salted pod of peas between her fingers and snapped it in half with her teeth.
“Delicious!” she exclaimed with a smile as she chewed.
Trajan looked up at her, unable to hold in his smile. He found her to be beautiful, her competence and strength only making her more attractive to him. His eyes lingered down, appreciating her body, noticing her dress riding up and showing her thighs. Shala also noticed his gaze.
“You need to eat to stay strong, Trajan,” she said nervously. It was the first time she had used his name.
Trajan stayed silent, processing the situation. So many protocols being broken, yet he didn’t mind, in fact, he liked it. He didn’t have much experience with women, he could never trust them, and he wasn’t sure what to do next. So he started cutting up his chicken and began eating.
Shala smiled and hopped off his desk with a bounce. She reached across him, her bust coming close to his face as she picked up the contracts.
“I’ll see to it these are distributed immediately,” she said.
“Shala…” said Trajan.
“Yes?”
“We are scheduled to march on the Pointed Forest in two days. I’d like you to join me.”
“Of course, I will be with you. I have no intention of staying behind,” she said firmly.
“It will be…dangerous. You will see things. Things I did not wish you to,” he tried to explain.
“Then we will see them together, and I will support you where I can,” Shala stated.
Where had she grown this confidence? It was Trajan’s lack of discipline. He recognised his weakness for her, it was perilous at such a critical time. His caution still held him back; however, did she have her own motivations, or was she genuine?
The battle to come would reveal her nature he concluded.
“Very well, pack your belongings, only the necessary,” he responded.
Shala spun on her heels and hurried out. Trajan gave another sigh as he ate. The darkspawn still hadn’t attacked the garrisons along the border in weeks, but reports of attacks on villages were increasing.
The darkspawn were being selective with where they were attacking. A sign that they are not so mindless, or at least suggested they were controlled by an intelligence.
The order came through to march. The population of soldiers and war machines had built to a climax along the border. The time had come for Trajan to lead his garrison to war.
He had never controlled such a massive operation. He was desperate for a fight himself. Running a garrison was far more tedium than glory, he ached for the battlefield. Soon he would have it.
**
Trajan stirred in his sleep, rolling and tumbling within his bed. In his dream, he saw only death, a flood of darkspawn flooding the armies of mankind. Utter destruction lay before him.
All colour from the scene seemed to have bled away. He saw only monochromatic shades of blacks and greys. All lay dead around him. It was crushing. He had failed. They all had. Shala lay lifeless next to him, her gorgeous face, mangled. He found it difficult to breathe, as if a crag was sitting on top of his chest, crushing him.
“Come, Trajan, witness your destruction,” a voice called out to him.
“What is this!?” Trajan cried in return.
“This is what waits for you. You will march all to their death. You will fulfil your destiny, Trajan. Come to us. Bring all to us. We will use you all.”
“I will not!”
“You will Trajan, you have no choice. All will die, and it will be your fault. You will fail.” The shadowy voice said.
It seemed to come from everywhere around him, filling his head. Shala’s lifeless body twitched and jerked. Her eyelids opened, showing empty sockets. She rose to her feet, barely able to stay upright. She moved towards Trajan in a terrifying jerked motion.
“No!” Trajan cried.
“It is your fault she is dead Trajan,” said the voice. “She rises to serve the Shadow Lord. As will all of you, in either death or life, there is no escape, no alternative, all will submit. Only you can save her. Only you can save them all.”
“What!? How?” Trajan asked in a panic as he stumbled back, trying to get away from Shala, tripping over dead bodies.
“Serve the Shadow Lord Trajan, declare your loyalties, turn the tide of battle and see his enemies crushed.” A figure in a black hood appeared before him. Condensing from the very air around him. “It is the only way to survive,” the figure before him said.
Trajan tried to peer into his hood, but it was only blackness, no face, no features, just darkness.
“I will not!” he bellowed in return, his defiance growing.
“You desire power, Trajan. The Shadow Lord knows it. He senses it. Hastam is weak. The lord requires someone stronger, with more vision to take the throne once the conquest of this planet is complete. Join him. Save everyone. Be the hero you want to be. Gain the power you hunger. All will be yours. Reward for servitude. Submit Trajan.”
Trajan breathed heavily. Was this a dream? The scenery was so unreal. The sun was high in the sky, but it looked like night. No colour. A sea of black blood washing the grasslands and hills around him.
“If you do not, this is what awaits all of you, Trajan,” said she hooded figure as he raised his arms.
Around him the dead became living, eyelids opening to show empty sockets. Lifeless faces all staring at Trajan.
They began stumbling towards him, trapping him, there was no getting away, he was surrounded. They reached for him, lacerated and broken hands grabbing at his clothes, his skin, tearing at him. They climbed on top of him. Where was his sword? His armour? He was so exposed. He was alone. The soldiers piled on top of him. Shala was amongst them.
“Shala!” Trajan cried out.
Trajan woke in a panic, his heart racing, his bed soaked with his sweat.
“What was that!?”
he said out loud.
He heard a sound as if a wind was blowing into his room. He turned his head, and for a moment he thought he saw a black cloud evaporate out of his room.
**
Trajan sat atop his massive black warhorse, peering out and surveying his army marching out of the gates of Honour Haven. The time had come for the High Commanders to lead the charge against the darkspawn.
Reports had their origins somewhere in the Pointed Forest. They could not march an army through the forest, but they could undoubtedly destroy it if they had to, flushing the darkspawn out.
Winter would be upon them in a couple of months and marching a massive army with war machines even a short distance could take weeks, even longer if they were to trudge through snow in freezing conditions.
They had to strike now or wait until next year after the winter season.
“Each platoon is now accounted for and marching in formation sir,” Captain Mitchim reported.
The march was broken into sections, with scouts on fastback horses leading the way, ensuring the path was clear. Followed by heavy infantry with shields. They would be able to absorb any ambush thrown at them until reinforcements arrived.
These were followed by career soldiers wielding all manner of weapons with the new recruits following behind them.
To the rear of the army was the mounted soldiers who could rush to any skirmish along the march to provide overpowering support. Behind them still, the war machines were towed by crags. Sandwiched between all of these fighting men and women were the slaves, merchants, attendants, high commanders and perhaps a general to oversee the march.
It was a sight to behold, tens of thousands of soldiers in uniform and armour, horses, caravans, war machines all with a single purpose marching out into the grassy plains before them.
The sun was shining across a clear blue sky but lacked the intense heat the heart of summer brought with it. Ideal conditions to go to war. As far as the eye could see, the humans washed across the land as if they were one creature, where the wave would inevitably come crashing down upon the darkspawn.
Trajan felt a stir of proudness to watch his soldiers so ably led by his captains. They would do him proud on the battlefield. He held out his chest and head higher than usual on this day.
He was still haunted by the nightmare two nights ago, the visions that he saw did not bode well for what was to come. He reasoned that it must have been due to his nerves of leading such a massive assault against an unconventional enemy. He wouldn’t be cowered by it. Even if it was sent to him by some dark force he didn’t understand, he would not be intimidated. He would fight. He would win.
Shala, on her smaller blonde horse, was never far from him. She continued to provide reports and support with the logistics of moving such a large army.
He tried to forget the condition he saw her in within his dream. It was unbearable. He would keep her safe. He had to. Away from the fight.
He returned his gaze to the marching army, the flow of men and women hypnotising, like watching a fire. Both taking on a life of their own. Trajan just had to make sure his marching army stayed alive.




The March - Part 2

Calidum sat in silence by a fire with Webil. The two drank from a cup of hot tea, staring blankly into the flickers of the flame. They had been marching for days, blurring into weeks towards the Pointed Forest.
They had finally arrived early in the day, exhausted and dirty. The days were growing shorter as the seasons shifted from summer to winter with little relief in between. It was the opportune time to strike out against the darkspawn.
The military operation spent all day and into the night setting up their forward camps in preparation for the assault to come. Word of its timing had not been shared, due to the fears of spies amongst the camps, but it was obvious they were here with a purpose and wouldn’t need to wait long.
“Cal?” Webil asked.
“Yeah?”
“You look distant…”
Cal sighed as he took a sip of his tea. “I think we should get some shut-eye Webil, who knows what tomorrow’s going to bring.”
“Are you okay?” Webil asked.
Cal looked up from his tea towards Webil. Shadows danced across his face with the flickers of the flame.
“I’m just thinking of my family, I hope they’re okay.”
“They will be after we do this. We all will be. Once we get rid of the darkspawn…”
“Then what?” Cal interrupted.
Webil looked back down to his mug of tea.
“I’m sorry Webil, I’ve just got a bad feeling and I’m tired. I shouldn’t take it out on you,” explained Cal.
Webil gave a smile to Cal. He could always break out a smile even in the most awkward of situations. It made Cal feel guilty for feeling so gloomy.
Cal laid back on the cool grass, staring up at the stars above. He reminisced about the times he and Fidum debated their nature. They often wondered if the points of light were simply other suns, with their own set of planets like Celestus orbiting them, their own set of life living on them. Did that life share the same thoughts and worries he and Fidum had with raising two boys?
Cal at this moment, wondered if his own family was staring up at the same sky, wondering where he was, what he was about to do in the coming days. Everything seemed so far away. But thinking about it only made his longing for his family grow more profound, so he turned his thoughts to the fight against darkspawn. That was his immediate concern. He had to fight. He had to survive.
He closed his eyes, trying to find peace in this tiny space he occupied amongst the incomprehensive expanse of the heavens above. He couldn’t escape the thought of these darkspawn turning up in other places in the cosmos, causing havoc to other lifelings out there if they even existed, so he dwelled on that a little longer.
He heard Webil crawl into their double tent, interrupting his thoughts. He decided he should get sleep as well but wanted to do it under the stars by the fire. He watched the stars dance across the sky until he couldn’t hold his eyes open anymore. Eventually, sleep consumed him as he closed his eyes and let himself drift into oblivion.
**
Captain Mitchim and Shala stood by Trajan’s side, all three on horseback. He was increasingly relying upon them managing the logistics of his army.
Trajan wore his black plate, feeling invincible within the power of it. His hand was never far from his firebrand sword. The feeling of wearing and wielding such power was intoxicating. Trajan hated removing his power-infused tools of war, he would wear them permanently if he could.
“They are ready for you, sir,” Captain Mitchim stated.
“Thank you, Captain.”
The soldiers from his garrison stood at attention before him as he peered down from the hilltop. Their perspiration and hot breath rising and condensing in the chill air around them. The sun was just now peeking above the horizon, flooding the skies with crimson light, bringing life and warmth to the grasslands surrounding them. It was an ideal space for staging war. They could spot the approach of any sneak darkspawn attack through the nights. An attack that didn’t eventuate.
The generals and commanders were growing nervous that the darkspawn no longer occupied the Pointed Forest. They were met with no resistance during their march or camp set up. The silence and calmness of it all was unsettling. Ironic, Trajan thought.
The time had arrived, preparations made, and the soldiers rallied into formation. They would make the final short march to the Pointed Forest and confront the darkspawn.
“I’d like to see the platoon captains, Mitchim,” requested Trajan.
“At once, Sir.”
Captain Mitchim rode off on his horse, down the hill towards the captains standing to attention at the head of their respective platoons. All made their way up to Trajan.
“Captains, I understand orders and battleplans have not been forthcoming, it places you and your men under stress,” Trajan said.
“No bother Sir, we are ready at your command,” replied Captain Vix.
She looked fierce in her battle armour with a curved sword hanging off her hilt.
“Thank you, Captain. Our scouts have spotted darkspawn lurking at the boundaries of the forest. They are indeed there, waiting for us to make our move. The generals believe they want us to march into the darkness and confines of the forest. King Hastam has commanded to flush them out,” explained Trajan.
The captains were all listening intently, hanging onto every word, eager to know what their next move would be.
“We are going to launch fire into the forest with the use of our trebuchet. Our hope is the heat and light drives them out and forces them to meet us on these plains where we hold the advantage.”
“But, sir the forest is massive, they could be based anywhere in there, they could hide, wait it out,” Captain Vix retorted. She was never afraid of voicing her opinion. Trajan respected that about her. Trajan closed his eyes before speaking again.
“Yes Captain, it is a large forest, and we have a large army with a wealth of trebuchet amongst the high commanders. We will do what it takes,” said Trajan with a tone of finality.
The captains looked at each other. Trajan felt a notion of frustration. Here they were, on the brink bringing destruction on the enemy and his captains felt anxious about burning a blasted forest.
“Captains! We are here for a reason. Don’t lose sight of that. We will accomplish our mission at all costs, the future of our people are relying upon us, here and now to do what is necessary!” Trajan bellowed.
“YES, SIR!” they all shouted back. Trajan always felt satisfied with a strong response from his captains.
“Attention, here are your final instructions. Follow them to the letter, or you will find yourselves at the end of my sword. Platoons 1 to 10 will take point on the assault,”
“SIR!?” burst Captain Gregibus. Trajan ignored his outburst and went on.
“With platoons 11 to 33 supporting them from behind. The cavalry divisions will wait behind until the horn is blown, then they will ride in from the sides to execute a pincer move. The darkspawn will be surrounded by death. It is only when we have dealt a decisive blow we will march into the forest to find their source and root it out,” explained Trajan.
“SIR!?” Gregibus interrupted again.
“Silence!” bellowed Captain Mitchim with a wave of anger rarely shown.
Trajan held up his hand to Mitchim to signal for him to calm himself. Mitchim’s face relaxed.
“Captain Gregibus, do you have something to say?” asked Trajan.
“Y…yes, sir. Platoons 1 to 10 are the recruits! They are not even close to ready,” blurted Gregibus.
“Then you have not done your job well enough Captain,” Trajan retorted as the other recruit captains shuffled on their horses looking at each other.
“Sir, with respect, they will be killed, within minutes, it will be a routing. Thousands will die in the initial confrontation,” explained Gregibus in both the most respectful and stern tone he could muster.
“I understand the consequences Captain, I am prepared to accept them, I am prepared to do what it takes to give our fighting forces here the best chance to power over the top our enemy. Are you?” asked Trajan in an almost mocking voice.
“You’re using them as bait…” concluded Gregibus. Trajan stayed silent, not breaking eye contact with him.
“Are you prepared to do what it takes today, captain?” I will need to replace you if you are not. Be clear with me.”
Trajan was now staring into the very soul of Gregibus, daring him to challenge his commander. The captains continued to shift uncomfortably on their horses at the confrontation, while others remained unnaturally still.
“ Sir…yes, I am, Sir. I apologize. I understand.”
“Good. One more thing, Captain,” said Trajan, never breaking eye contact.
“Sir?”
“I will expect platoon 7 to be at the front of the formation, with you at the head leading your men into the fray. Showing us all not only your fighting spirit but of your men as well.” Trajan turned his horse away, breaking eye contact. “Dismissed! Mitchim, attend to forming up the platoons,” concluded Trajan.
The captains dispersed, and they made their way back down the hill to pass on instructions to their fighting force.
Captain Gregibus was left there, looking aghast from what had just transpired.
Another of the recruit platoon captains placed a hand on his shoulder.
“It could be worse Greg,” Captain Malam said.
“How do you imagine so?”
“You could be stuck with my worthless lot instead,” chuckled Malam. “I still need to remind my crag heaps to use the pointy end.”
Gregibus forced a smile, it would be his last ever.




** Chapter 20 **





The Assault – Part 1

Calidum stood at attention at the rear of his platoon, soldiers ahead of him shuffled restlessly. The soft, clinking sounds of plate and chain armour rubbing over each other washed the air.
It had taken hours to march and form up, but the men had received their final rations before the assault would commence. The tension in the air was palpable. No one spoke, descending the grasslands into an eerie silence, filled only with the shuffling of men and trees around them.
The vast Pointed Forest lay ahead of them, only a couple hundred metres, close enough to see a few layers deep through the trees. Cal thought he saw shadows darting around amongst the wide tree trunks.
A massive horn sounded behind him, he wasn’t sure what would come next; none of them were. They had all been surprised to learn that their platoon, along with the other recruits, were being sent to the very front.
Thousands of recruits stretched hundreds of metres, forming a massive front line across the edge of the forest. Behind them were the career soldiers. Cal felt trapped, there was nowhere to go, there would be no retreat for them.
In the distance, he could hear thunderous machinery come alive, the movement of cogs and ropes, something heavy setting into motion.
Massive balls of fire were launched from the distant rear of the formation. They sailed high into the air, leaving a blistering trail of fire behind them.
Cal immediately remembered the ballistae used when the humans first pushed into Dritura. The military was employing the same tactic he realised of flushing out the darkspawn. This time, however, the fireballs were many times larger, the size of a house.
Over his head they sailed, the recruits and soldiers all staring in astonishment. More were launched, tens of them, all sailing over their heads. Cal looked forward into the forest to catch the first fireball crash into the trees. Explosions of fire engulfed the area. More fireballs crashed into the forest, giving rise to embers and black smoke billowing upwards.
Screeches and screams sounded from within the forest. More fireballs rained down in an unrelenting hail of fire. The heat from the fires within was growing more intense, sweat was beginning to bead on Cal’s face. Yet more fireballs came, spreading the line of fire broader and deeper into the forest.
Black smoke rose in massive and billowing columns, blocking out the sun. Cal’s eyes stung from both the smoke and intensifying heat, he could barely keep them open. Men around him began coughing, choking on the plumes, they needed to pull back. Cal looked behind him, he could see some of the recruits trying to shuffle their way away from the forest, but the career soldiers held firm, shoving them back into line with their shield, barking orders at them to stand fast.
It was so dark, impossible to see through the haze, he could barely make out the forest now it was so consumed with smoke. Cal thought he could hear a rumble of footsteps, coming from the direction of the forest. The very ground beneath him was vibrating. Something was coming, a horde, his mind raced with all the possibilities of what he could be confronted with. His stomach was churning with anxiousness, Webil next to him threw up on himself in sputtering coughs. Gods help him, Cal thought.
“THEY COME! READY MEN!” bellowed Gregibus and the other captains.
The recruits formed their ranks once more, standing shoulder to shoulder but leaving enough room to swing their swords. Cal’s chain mail felt heavy, he could barely breathe. The rumbling got louder, closer, the vibrations beneath Cal’s feet growing even more intense, now rattling his chain mail.
From within the smoky haze, he could see shadows, charging at him, four legs, like the ones he saw when he was being transported to Honour Haven.
“Damn these hound beasts!” he said out loud.
“Cal…what’s happening?” Webil said with a tremble to his lip. His eyes were wide, it was obvious he was terrified.
“Stand strong Webil! Shield up! Sword to the side! Block and swing, just like we practiced! Focus on your breathing, your feet, your balance, use your training, move just like we’ve trained. We’ll get out of this!”
Webil turned away from him, towards the forest, half-heartedly following Cal’s advice. His very muscles were frozen with fear.
With an immense crash, the darkspawn leaped into the front line of the recruits, jumping over the top of them. Thrashing their claws and jaws about, looking to tear limb from limb. Gregibus wore the brunt of it, lasting mere seconds before a darkspawn hound ripped at his throat.
The recruits swung wildly, all training and muscle memory gone in the fit of fear consuming them. The hounds kept coming, barrelling themselves into the swords and shields of the men. They showed no restraint for the loss of their own lives, their only purpose was to overrun and kill the human army.
A darkspawn hound threw itself at Cal, colliding into his shield, nearly knocking him over. He shoved the darkspawn creature back and swung his sword, cleaving the beast in half. They didn’t seem to possess any bones, his swing was met with surprisingly little resistance.
“CAL!” Webil called out.
Cal wheeled around to find Webil hiding under his shield with a hound on top of it, trying to get at him. It’s jaws only centimetres away from snapping around Webil’s face. Another darkspawn was thundering towards him, he wouldn’t last much longer.
Cal launched himself at the beasts, using controlled swings to cleave the one on top of Webil’s shield. The other leaped towards him, Cal reacting quickly enough to decapitate it in mid-air.
“Get up!” ordered Cal, reaching a hand down to Webil.
“I…I can’t Cal. This is too much!” Webil whimpered as tears ran down his face.
“By the gods’ man, GET UP!” he ordered again. “Put your back to mine, we’ll cover each other as we retreat, I need you Webil, let’s go!”
Webil took Cal’s hand to finally stand. Chaos was unfolding around them, darkspawn were ravaging the field, thrashing blood left and right as they tore men apart.
The recruits were fighting back; however, overcoming their initial shock, they began to use their training, slashing at the darkspawn. There were as many darkspawn collapsed on the grass as there were men. How long would they last, though? The darkspawn kept coming.
From the haze of the fires, a seemingly infinite number of hounds kept charging at them.
Cal and Webil vigorously blocked bites with shields and hacked with swords as they inched
away from the forest.
A horn sounded in the distance from the rear of the formation. The next second, a wave of black arrows, dense enough to further blot out the sun, were shot into the air, arcing their way down to hail upon the darkspawn…and the recruits.
“Shield up!” shouted Cal to Webil.
The men raised their shields to block the incoming arrows, several of them wedging into and splintering the wood. It left them exposed to the darkspawn, they had to fend them off with only their sword.
“What are they doing, Cal!? Webil cried out.
“Blast it! Blast it all to damnation!” Cal bellowed.
Wave after wave of arrows were fired, landing on both darkspawn and recruits indiscriminately. They wouldn’t last much longer.
“Ahh!” Webil cried out.
Cal turned to find an arrow sticking out of Webil’s knee, forcing him to kneel. Cal couldn’t avoid a sinking feeling envelop his emotions, his friend was crippled, unable to move freely. Cal stepped in-between his friend and the forest, ready to defend his friend with his life. He couldn’t let him die.
He waited for the next onslaught of hounds, breathing heavily, trying not to cough against the smog filling his lungs. It was so hard to see through it, the fires were blazing with rage now.
Cal could see shadows forming ahead of him. He braced himself, adjusting his footing to ensure he had a good balance for a block and swing.
“Webil, can you crawl?”
“I…I think so.”
“Let’s go, nice and easy,” Cal instructed reassuringly. They began backing away, step by step retreating from the fight. But then something caught Cal’ eye. The shadows were growing into a different shape this time, not of hounds but of…human.
Cal squinted, forcing his sight to try and pierce the black and grey haze. He paused in his retreat, mesmerised with the form taking shape in front of him. It was human.
The recruits were reforming their ranks, huddling together into tighter formations, individual platoons becoming mixed and jumbled into a giant one. All but a couple of captains were slain, with the ones remaining no longer interested in leading but instead only to survive.
Maybe only a third of the recruits still lived Cal concluded as he assessed their numbers. The arrows had stopped as well, there seemed to be a false sense of calmness in the break of fighting.
The shadows go grew larger, closer until finally breaking through the haze, getting close enough for Cal to see that they were indeed human. Or at least in their shape, their skin was blackened, like that of the darkspawn hounds. They walked with a jerky nature to their movements, muscles twitching irregularly giving, these bodies a sickly appearance.
It was hard to make out their facial features their skin was so dark, unnaturally so, like the night sky. These human darkspawn dragged swords in their hand along the ground, as if too weak to carry them. Their eyes were dead, showing no thought, no emotion. The juxtaposition of it was unnerving.
Suddenly with a frighteningly unpredictable speed, the humanoid darkspawn broke into a run, charging at the recruits but making no noise. Swords raised above their heads before crashing them down upon shields, splintering them. Men were being cleaved apart, it was a gruesome sight.
Cal stood transfixed, unable to tear his eyes from the grisly scene in front of him.
A darkspawn was charging at Cal, forcing him to break out of his trance. This one appeared to be female, with more slender features. She closed the distance between them at an alarming rate. Cal raised his shield, readying himself to block. She raised her sword, but stopped dead in her tracks, sword held high above her head. Her body was jerking violently as if she was having a mental debate whether or not to continue her attack.
Cal, confused, lowered his shield slightly to try and take a look at what was happening. He peered into the female darkspawn’s jet black eyes, revealing the faintest hint of blue.
Facial features were slightly clearer from this close range, Cal could begin making them out. She had hair as well, but it seemed to sway in a breeze that wasn’t present. He took a step closer, holding his sword up, ready to smash it down upon the darkspawn creature.
His eyes widened as he recognised the face, the hair, the body shape.
“Fidum!?” Cal cried in bewilderment. “Is that you!? How?”
The darkspawn didn’t respond, it was just frozen in place, jerking back and forth.
“Fidum, it’s me! What’s happened to you!? Cal cried out.
No response. Another figure walked by her. Much smaller. A Boy.
“No…” Cal said in a hushed sombre tone.
The boy dragged his sword, walking right past Cal to stand beside Webil, looking down upon him.
“No Amet…stop…it’s me, your father.” Cal stepped slowly towards the darkspawn, but it stood still, just looking down upon Webil who was cowering, trying to hold up his shield to protect himself.
With sickening speed, the darkspawn boy kicked the shield away and with chilling quietness, pushed his sword into the chest of Webil.
The young man whimpered, holding onto the blade, trying to stop the sword from plunging through him. It was no use, his hand just became bloodied, as he started sputtering blood. Webil collapsed, his eyes becoming glassy. Cal rushed over and held his head up with his hand.
“Webil, hang in there. Just stay awake. Listen to my voice. Please, no Webil. Stay with me here, it will be alright.”
Webil, turned his eyes to Cal, connecting with him for a final moment before his body became limp, his eyelids slightly closing, his life now drained from his body. Cal ran his other hand over Webil’s face, closing his eyelids and resting his head onto the ground now pooling with his blood.
Tears were welling in his eyes. He had failed. Despair enveloped him as he looked up towards the darkspawn that murdered Webil. It looked exactly like Amet.
“How can this be?” Cal cried out loud, wiping his tears.
“How could you do this, son? No, you’re not my son! And you’re not my wife!” He shouted, looking back at the female darkspawn, still frozen, holding the sword above her head.
Both of these things were lifeless, creatures of darkness. In the next instance, they turned their heads to look directly at Cal. Both breaking out of their stillness, taking steps towards Cal. The boy darkspawn pulled his sword out of Webil and pointed it at Cal. How could Cal fight them, how could he swing his sword at his own family.
The boy jumped at him, sword first, Cal parried with his shield, then stuck his sword through the darkspawn with a trained reflex. The Amet darkspawn looked up at Cal, simply stepping back to remove the sword from its chest. It jumped toward Cal, again and again, no matter how many cuts or stabs it received, it didn’t go down. Cal gritted his teeth, fighting back tears he swung his sword in a wide arc, slicing the head off the boy.
The body dropped, now lifeless. From behind him, he heard an ear-shattering screech. It was Fidum. She woke from her frozen state, leaping at Cal, trying to kill him with ferocity. Cal could only defend, deflect what he could while stepping back.
“Blast it! I need support!” he shouted out. Why haven’t we received back up? We’ve been decimated!
He danced with the darkspawn in a duel of swords, Cal had become quite an accomplished swordsman from his years of training earlier, farming only making his body stronger. But he wouldn’t last forever. He had to end it.
He felt two deeply conflicting emotions fighting this darkspawn creature, so vile, so evil, yet it was in the shape of his beloved wife. What if this was really her? It can’t be, Cal concluded. But why did it pause? Did it recognise him?
Tears were welling in his eyes once more, knowing what he would have to do. He had to kill her, to kill his wife. The thought unthinkable.
Cal gritted his teeth, successfully deflecting a blow then ramming his sword in the neck of the darkspawn Fidum. She fell, her body now lifeless.
Cal dropped to his knees, exhausted, both physically and emotionally.
“What is this, damnation?” he mumbled to himself, hanging his head.
At this moment, he didn’t care if he lived or died. All was lost. Why were Fidum and Amet here? he wondered. Does it mean they’re dead? Is it a trick? Have they succumbed to some dark magic and forced to fight? Cal had so many questions racing through his mind. Then, like a thunderbolt, a thought came to him.
“Volare!” he shouted. Cal’s eyes darting around, looking for his other boy. Nothing. Only death, blood, darkness and smog around him.
The recruits were all but lost, only the last few dozens of them remaining to fend off thousands of darkspawn humanoids. It was over for them, they had been sacrificed to absorb the brunt of darkspawn, but it wasn’t enough. Not even close. They still came, all around him, he was surrounded.
A swordsman stepped by him, fully clad in armour, a sword resting on his shoulder, a reinforced shield strapped to his other arm. A few more walked past him, some carrying spears or heavy axes. The military was finally making their move.
A different sounding horn sounded from once again the rear of the army. The ground began rumbling again, Cal could hear the clash of metal plates as the bulk of the career soldiers finally entered the fray at a run. They were far more organised, moving up in unison, fighting as one, with rhythmic motion, they methodically cut down swathes of darkspawn. They communicated with each other, constantly, warning their comrades of danger, asking for help, instructing battle formations. Not even these creatures of darkness could stand against the organisation and might of the military.
Cal could only watch, still frozen on his knees, occasionally looking at the body of Fidum, then at the carnage taking place around him. He turned to Webil, half expecting him to open his eyes and get up, but he didn’t.
A monstrous black horse leaped over Cal, landing with a force to shake the very ground around it. A man, wearing black plate, embedded with gems with a large flaming sword, looked around the battlefield. Trajan! Cal thought. He is responsible for this! The recruits! Their deaths! It’s his fault!
Cal, in a rage he hadn’t felt before, picked up his sword and charged at Trajan.
“DAMN YOU!!!” Cal bellowed. He swung his sword at Trajan.




The Assault – Part 2

Trajan patted at his horse, Fergus, keeping him calm and focussed on the task ahead.
He had grown bored of watching frail recruits be slaughtered. But he was satisfied they served their purpose of absorbing the brunt of the charge, giving him and his soldiers a chance to assess their enemy.
The darkspawn numbers had been culled by a significant margin, with the fires raging in the forest, the hail of arrows bringing them down and recruits fighting for their lives, their initial battle was deemed successful. But it was time to bring it to an end.
“Mitchim, you have command here, I’m going in,” said Trajan.
“But, sir!?” Captain Mitchim sputtered.
“Shut it Mitchim, I’m not walking away from this without the darkspawn tasting my sword. Do you want to be a commander one day or not?” said Trajan in a challenging tone.
“Y…yes, sir! Orders, sir?”
“Launch our remaining trebuchet fireballs, launch the chained ballistae spears, launch everything we have across the span of the forest. Force the vile things out. I want them all. If you see their numbers swell, send in the mounted brigades. We’ll crush them from all sides.”
After making his intentions clear to Mitchim, Trajan turned to Shala.
 
“Shala, relay my intentions to the other high commanders through the communication orb. If we work as one, we will make this day a short one.”
Both Mitchim and Shala nodded and set off on their assigned tasks, leaving Trajan to focus on the coming fight.
He kicked the side of his horse, encouraging him to charge into the chaos below, his horse galloping at a feverish pace, mirroring his master’s hunger to crush the darkspawn under his hooves.
They leaped over bodies and the carnage of the battlefield, snaking their way through the battalions joining the fight. He reached the front, where he belonged, where he thrived. He could feel the fire engulfing his sword and rage rising from within him, he lusted after the fight, becoming one minded, his senses acutely sharpened to the sounds and smells of the glory around him.
“DAMN YOU!!!”
Trajan turned to find a man, face covered in blood, sweat, dirt and ash charging at him, sword held high. His demeanour was that of anguish personified.
The man swung wildly, but Trajan, in his black plate, atop his warhorse was more than mere man or soldier. Trajan deflected the man’s swing with his sword, kicking him to the chest, feeling the vibration and hearing the sound of several ribs cracking under the force of his boot, sending him flying several metres.
The man collapsed, unconscious or not, Trajan didn’t have time to worry about a crazed recruit. He jumped off his horse, wanting to get closer, face to face with the darkspawn. He didn’t fear them, he was adamant that they should fear him.
The soldiers around him cheered when they noticed he had entered the battle, raising their swords, revelling in the glory of the fight. Trajan saw other black plated warriors now also entering the conflict along the front lines. He felt satisfaction, Shala must have been successful in convincing the other commanders to end this battle with him.
There were now tens of firebrand sword-wielding warriors scattered throughout the battlefield, leaving embers behind in the wake of their swings. They were beacons of power, beacons of the might facing the darkspawn.
Trajan turned towards several darkspawn who had noticed him, it was a mixture of humanoid, hound…and dwarf shaped darkspawn.
Trajan grunted to himself, he breathed in and out deeply, the sound of it amplified within his helmet. He couldn’t help but notice the appearance of these humanoid darkspawn were remarkably similar to those of his dreams. He felt some nervousness about its meaning but forced it aside. He decided the worry would only spur him to fight even harder. Preventing the outcome of his dreams happening in this reality.
The darkspawn charged at him, but Trajan was not intimidated, he smiled, steeled himself and charged right back at them. His swings were broad and vicious, devastating any darkspawn daring to challenge him. His garrison was gathering around him, wanting to share in his glory, the humans were on top, that much was clear, but what remained a mystery was what would lie within the forest itself.
Trajan needed to worry about that later, in this moment, he just wanted to do what he did best.
The battle continued for an hour or two longer, with seemingly endless hordes of darkspawn pouring out of the forest. They appeared to have no limit to their numbers, and the battle had reached somewhat of a stalemate, if anything darkspawn numbers were greater now than before.
Piles of their bodies were mounting across the battlefield, mixing with the bodies of mostly recruits.
Even the fires were beginning to die down within the forest, they should have blazed for hours longer, which left Trajan concerned. All the fireballs had been launched, it was now just men against darkspawn. They needed to turn the tide of battle once more.
Trajan could now see the mounted brigades riding down the hills of the battlefield, approaching from the side to execute a pincer manoeuvre. Yes, Trajan thought, smiling. Mitchim must have read my mind! Excellent timing, I’ll need to reward him after this.
As the mounted soldiers began to turn into the fight, Trajan heard a booming roar from above. It was still so hazy from the fires, he could barely see through it to the sky above. He could only make out a shadow, a massive one, with wings, spanning what must be tens of metres.
“It can’t be. Not now. Please tell me this beast is on our side,” said Trajan to himself.
For the first time in this battle, he felt nervous, not the excited kind but the fearful. The dragon got closer, it was flying directly towards the front lines, diving towards them. Its shadow growing enormous, even at a distance. A horn sounded. Its note instructed a retreat.
“No!” Trajan bellowed.
But his voice fell on deaf ears as soldiers cowered under the approaching beast and began their retreat. The darkspawn only followed, not reacting to the dragon’s presence, not showing fear. Trajan concluded that it was probably a bad sign and decided retreat was perhaps the best option, but it was too late.
The dragon burst through the smog, assessing the situation below. It was mostly coal-black, with streaks of crimson red along its body. This is a different dragon to the one that flew over my garrison thought Trajan.
“How many of these blasted dragons are there!?” he exclaimed.
It didn’t matter at this moment. The dragon wheeled around for another flyby, this time its mouth was open, with an orange glow building from within its throat.
It launched massive streams of fire breath upon man and darkspawn alike. Not discriminating between friend or foe. All would die today to its fiery fury. The dragon missed Trajan on the first run before wheeling around once more, launching more fire upon the ground, scorching everything into a blaze beneath.
This time, the dragon came directly at him, the stream of fire heading towards him with alarming velocity, there was no escape, he couldn’t outrun it. The firewall created was massive, tens, hundreds of men and darkspawn at a time were burnt to ash in an instant.
“It can’t end this way,” Trajan found himself saying as he watched the wall of fire coming at him.
He curled himself into the smallest ball his armour would allow, exposing his backplate to the oncoming flame above. The flame passed over him, for what seemed an eternity, he could feel the plate of his armour heating up, searing his skin, cooking his flesh within his armour. He could hear his skin searing underneath the plate. It was blisteringly hot.
The smell, it was the smell of the ordeal that left Trajan nauseous. The flame finally passed by, providing some relief from the excruciating and overwhelming pain. His mind was swimming in deliria, he couldn’t think straight. The pain was so deeply rooted in his mind, unable to be pushed aside, the smell, trapped within his armour forcing its way into his nostrils, it was overwhelming. Trajan threw off his helmet and vomited on the battlefield, feeling ashamed of his weakness.
He always considered it weak for men to heave during a battle, yet here he was, collapsed, vulnerable, injured, unable to fend for himself against harm. It reminded him too much of his childhood. The hopelessness. No, he had fought his way out of that, he could do it again.
But as he stood, his legs gave way, all his energy sapped from him, he felt his vision narrowing, his peripherals darkening until he could only see a point directly in front him. He fell onto his stomach, smoke rising from his burnt plate.
In the distance, he made out a beast of blonde colouring. Not another dragon, please, by the gods. It wasn’t a dragon, it was a horse, galloping towards him, atop it was Shala.
It can’t be, I’m dreaming, I’m dead Trajan thought.
He could barely stay awake. The white horse skidded to a stop right next to him.
“GET UP!” UP! UP! UP!” Shala ordered.
Trajan could only groan back, not believing his eyes.
Shala jumped off the horse, kneeling beside Trajan, touching her hand to his face.
“GET UP YOU FOOL!” Shala ordered Trajan.
Trajan, coming to his senses opened his eyes wider, taking in Shala’s beauty, her braveness, her courage, her intellect, her very being.
“Gah, I’m done for woman, what are you doing here, go!” he commanded.
“Oh shut up will you, are you going to let a little dragon breath get you down?” Shala said as she tried to lift Trajan.
Impossible with the weight of the plate.
“That’s no way to speak to your commander,” Trajan grunted.
“Well, you better live to issue some consequences then,” Shala said cheekily while winking at Trajan.
Trajan gave a painful chuckle, spluttering blood from his mouth. He used his hand to push himself up, his back feeling like it was being torn apart with every little movement.
“Get my helmet and sword,” Trajan instructed, as he climbed to his feet.
Shala did so, hanging them on the straps of her horse.
“It comes again, hurry!” she urged him.
Trajan grunted with pain as he forced himself up onto the horse. The diamonds on his plate were still intact and glowing fiercely white. Shala jumped up nimbly taking the front position.
Trajan rested against her back, holding her tight trying to stay awake. She kicked her horse into motion, but it was struggling, the weight of a plated soldier could be too much for an ordinary horse, let alone the weight of both of them.
They galloped as fast as the horse could manage, but it was breathing heavily, too laboured to keep this pace much longer. Trajan placed two fingers to his mouth, blowing a loud whistle, a tone recognised by his warhorse.
Fergus, came charging from atop the hill towards him, responding instantly. Trajan had never been so grateful for this horse in all his life. Out of the direct line of fire for the moment, he climbed onto his horse. He and Shala rode up the hill, where Trajan could now see the rest of the army scrambling away to safety. This was no longer a controlled retreat but a frantic run for survival.
The dragon circled, breathing fire upon the army over and over, utter devastation soaking the battlefield. Trajan caught up with Mitchim who was admirably still trying to direct soldiers and provide command, but it was no use.
“Report Captain!” Trajan demanded with a hoarse voice
“Sir, we’ve no more ballistae arrows, we have no means to bring the dragon down. A retreat was sounded. It’s mayhem, there’s no controlling this. We need to get away.”
“Blast! Form a guard for me Mitchim, I’m badly burned.
Mitchim, now noticing Trajan’s state, bowed and hurried off looking for soldiers to form a new personal guard for Trajan. He and Shala rode away from the scene, staying close to each other.
“Thank you, Shala,” Trajan said solemnly.
“Don’t thank me yet. We need to get away,” said Shala as she looked back at the dragon still raining fire.




** Chapter 21 **





The Aftermath

Calidum coughed himself awake. He felt a crushing weight upon him, he could barely breathe, and was enveloped in darkness. He wasn’t sure if he was dead or not.
He tried moving his arms and legs, but could barely budge them. His muscles were so sore, his chest giving him stabbing pains with each breath he drew.
He gritted his teeth, forcing his muscles to awaken and push himself up. Movement. He felt the weight above him shift and slide off him. He kept pushing, displacing more of the weight pressing down upon him. With a final heave, he tucked his knee underneath his body and pushed up, his head penetrating up above the mound of bodies that had piled upon and around him.
He coughed hard, plumes of ash fell from his face and hair. There was so much smoke, ash and soot suspended in the air, reflecting the glow of both moons high in the sky giving the scene monochromatic hue.
Cal’s legs were still trapped amongst the bodies, he freed them with what little energy he had to finally step away to take in the scene around him. He realised he had been trapped under many darkspawn and soldiers. There were thousands of them, bodies strewn all across the battlefield, as far as the eye could see. The moons above giving no colour to the hazy view beneath.
Many of the bodies looked burned to a blackened crisp, with some corpses appearing to be frozen in time. Soldiers were cowering on the ground curled into a ball, some holding up a hand to shield themselves. Some were even frozen in a running motion. Cal limped his way over to one of these eerie bodies, one that was still standing somehow, looking up at the sky with his mouth open.
He was blackened from a burn, but his expression of terror had been captured in the moment of his death. Cal poked the shoulder of the man, resulting in him disintegrating into dust. The gentle breeze carrying a little of his ashes away with most of it simply dropping into a pile at Cal’s feet. What happened here?
Cal drew in a breath, reminding him of his broken ribs. He was lucky to be alive, although he wished he wasn’t. He looked toward the forest, it was silent, but for the gentle rustling of the trees. The battle was over, perhaps the war itself. He looked around, trying to find the darkspawn bodies of Fidum and Amet, but it was impossible, a needle in a haystack.
With a sigh, Cal began walking back up the hill towards the staging camp, perhaps he would find the rest of the army there. Each step was made gingerly. He felt so thirsty, his mouth dry with ash and dust he couldn’t spit out.
Cal crested the hill to find a handful of horses, some wandering aimlessly, some grazing of what little grass wasn’t burned away. As calmly as he could, he approached one, saddle still securely fastened. The horse nickered nervously, threatening to bolt at the first sign of trouble from Cal.
“Shhh easy there boy, c’mon now, we need to get back. Let’s work as a team you and me,” Cal said, trying to calm and reassure the horse.
He reached for the reins, grabbing them, gaining control of the horse and calming it with pats to the bridge of its nose. It appreciated the attention, nuzzling its face into Cal.
“That’s a good boy. Come on now, let’s go.”
Cal mounted the honey brown horse and trotted towards the camp. He knew it wouldn’t take him long to get there at this pace, and he was thankful for the two moons allowing him sight and direction in the darkness.
The concentration of bodies lessened the further he moved from the battlefield. Maybe the rest of them got away? he thought.
He gave a gentle kick to his horse, anxious to get back. As he approached, however, he could see even from a distance the camp was abandoned. There were no torches, no guards or patrols, no sounds, nothing. It was deserted.
He walked his horse through it, taking in the scene of disarray. Wares were strewn everywhere. The footsteps on the ground showed the men to be running, seemingly panicked.
“HELLO!? ANYONE OUT THERE?”
Only silence greeted him.
“Well boy, where to from here? Should we try the garrison?”
Cal’s new companion neighed in disagreement.
“You’re right, I need to see my family. We’ll ride to Vicus, it’ll take us a couple of weeks, but we should manage hey, boy?”
The horse trotted on the spot, excited to get away from this place. Cal wondered what kind of horrors did this horse witness.
“I better name you then boy, we’ve got a bit of a journey ahead of us. How about Auran? Do you like that boy?”
Auran nickered in approval.
“Alright then Auran, let me gather some supplies for us, and we’ll be on our way
from this damnation,” Cal said as he patted his new horse.
**
Cal’s ride away from the battlefield to Vicus was uneventful. He was careful during his travels to avoid any potential encounters with people, he didn’t know what the state of the country was in. He could be hauled off again to the garrison if it still stood.
Vicus was now within his sights, it looked to be wrecked, broken, with much of it burned down. Cal gave a deep sigh, his ribs starting to feel a little better, but still tender to the touch. As he approached the village boundary with Auran, he began noticing bodies.
“No, please, not here too, it can’t be,” he said out loud to Auran.
Cal urged his horse into a trot, directing him to Cal’s home, passing decomposing bodies on his way. A disgusting sight, emphasised by a crippling smell of rot. He thought he recognised some of their half decomposed faces from the battlefield with the darkspawn, but he couldn’t be sure.
He arrived at his front door, staring at it for a minute, reluctant to look inside. Cal stepped off his horse and approached the timber door, it hadn’t been touched by fire.
He placed his palm upon the door, it was unlocked, giving little resistance to open. Cal pushed. Stepped inside as he held his breath. Besides some leaves and other debris that had been blown in, it was empty. He let out his breath.
He dropped his eyes to the floor, noticing two distinct pools of blood that had stained the timber. As his eyes adjusted, he saw more details in the room, scatterings of blood also covered some of the walls. His anxiety grew, tears welling up in his eyes.
Cal looked around, checking each room, he noticed the cupboards had been rummaged through, with many things taken. He moved to the basement trapdoor, sliding away the bed that was covering it. He opened it to find many of his family’s belongings had been moved into it. Odd Cal thought.
He stepped away, now heading for the back yard. He looked out, to see two mounds of dirt on the ground, newly dug and roughly the size of bodies. Personal items belonging to Fidum and Amet sat on top of the mounds, with some being blown away by the wind. The realisation washed over Calidum like a tidal wave. Overwhelming his very being. He dropped to his knees, where he would stay for the next few hours, crying in despair, mourning the loss of his beloved and youngest son.
Where are you Volare, where have you gone, my son? Come home, I’ll be here for you. I won’t leave you again. I’m so sorry son, so sorry Cal thought, hoping by some miracle his son could hear his thoughts.
**
Faber and Porro were making their way around the Pointed the Forest. They were following the northern shoreline on their way to Brevis, the capital city of Nni and the homeland of the dwarves.
Faber used the chaos of the retreat to his advantage, choosing to drive his wagon full of wares and tools away from not only the forward battle camp but Honour Haven too. It was his chance for freedom, and he took it, making sure to bring his young apprentice with him.
He had been forced to join the march to ensure they had enough smiths for continued weapon production and repairs, after all, things did tend to break during war.
“Are we there yet?” asked Porro for the hundredth time. Faber grumbled bitterly in response, which Porro had learned means no.
“Can I drive?” Porro asked. Faber looked over to the boy, considering his request.
“I’ve been watching you carefully, I think I can do it. I won’t let the horses’ bolt, promise.”
Faber, slowly handed the reins over to Porro, giving him control of the two horses towing the wagon.
The scenery along the shore was picturesque, contrasting the bleakness of what they were retreating from. It was a sight for sore eyes and a welcome change, to say the least. The air itself smelled cleaner, with a hint of saltiness.
They were still at least three weeks from reaching the city, but they both enjoyed the serenity, the simplicity of their travel.
“So what are we gonna do in Brevis?” asked Porro.
“Well y’see, I’ll need to catch up with err, my wife.”
“Your wife!? I didn’t know you were married.”
“Aye boy, well, it’s complicated, technically we’re still married but, I may have don somthin stupid y’see. She threw me out on my backside. She’s a fiery one.”
“Why?”
“Have you always been so blasted curious boy?”
“You’re my master aren’t you? A good apprentice is supposed to ask questions.”
Faber grunted in response, then softened his demeanour towards his young apprentice.
“My eyes strayed boy, beyond worrying about my forge…and wife.”
“Strayed? Strayed where? What were you looking at?”
Faber gave a long sigh. “Do I gotta spell it out for ya boy? Lasses! It was lasses and drink boy. One ruined my marriage and the other my work. Y’see in dwarven society cheatin’ is seen as deeply dishonourable. I was weak. It cost me everythin’, so I fled to live with humans.”
Porro listened intently, finally understanding the true meaning behind the word ‘stray’.
“Oh,” he replied.
“That’s it? Just oh?”
“Well I mean, cheating and drinking too much in human society is pretty bad as well. I think it’s bad everywhere,” said Porro.
Faber gave another long sigh, looking down now.
“Sorry,” continued Porro. “I mean to say, I’m sure she’ll forgive you. If you…you know, try to make things better with her.”
“You don know’er like I do, she can hold onto the pain until the very sun freezes over. But…I’ll try. I need to return to my people, warn them about what’s going on out there. Help’em where I can.”
Porro gave Faber a big smile.
“Well, you’ve got me now, so your chances of succeeding have at least doubled!”
“Really now? Here I was thinkin’ my chances were halved!” said Faber as he chuckled.
Porro folded his arms, giving Faber a look with squinted eyes.
“Alright, alright, I’m glad you’re coming with me…Porro. C’mon, let’s set up camp for the night.”





** Chapter 22 **





Zelogh, The God Dragon

“The chamber is below us Volare, I can now sense it!” boomed Ferox. “Here too the sands have swallowed the entrance.”
Volare and Ferox had been flying for several days across the planet. Their destination was the country of Terram on the continent of Ozos, the homeland of the humans.
They were far from any human settlement, exploring central Terram which was dominated by the Harena Desert. It was a barren and desolate land with little to offer in the form of shelter, food or water.
Volare and Ferox prepared as best they could for the final leg of the journey, but they needed to find the sleeping chamber of Zelogh soon.
“Can you blow the sand away?” shouted Volare.
“Only one way to find out.”
Ferox nose-dived towards the sands below, sending Volare’s stomach to his throat during the frightening descent. Volare always found the nose dives to be both an exhilarating and nauseating experience.
Ferox adjusted his approach, decreasing the angle of his decline. In the final moment before skidding onto the sand, he gave several mighty beats of his wings, to not only stop his descent in mid-air but also blow away the sands beneath. He generated huge gusts of wind, whipping up the sands, sending it flying off into the distance.
Volare shielded his eyes from the fine granules enveloping the air around him.
“It’s working!” Volare cried out, seeing glimpses of metal being exposed from beneath the sands, glittering under the suns light.
“A little more then I will land us.”
Ferox kept beating his wings until he had cleared a massive volume of sand, totally exposing the metallic gates to the sleeping chamber. There were familiar markings of symbols on its surface that Volare recognised .
Ferox, slowed his beats, gently descending once more in a controlled and calm motion. Volare couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief every time the dragon touched his feet to the ground to make a landing.
Volare’s ears always needed adjusting after landing as well, popping and clicking with the change in altitude. It was also striking how quiet it was around him once the noise of wind and Ferox’ wings beating ceased. Nature around him always seemed to have such a contrasting sound of calmness when compared to the rush of air filling his ears.
Ferox’s feet crunched the sand beneath as he drew in his wings, folding them into his body. Volare was regularly impressed with how graceful and nimble the movement of the dragon was, considering his massive size. His scales always shone with brilliant purples and blues in the sunshine, exuding not only power but beauty.
Volare slid off Ferox and approached the metal gates, making sure not to stand on them directly. The last thing he wanted was to fall into it.
“Can you open it?” Volare asked.
“I cannot, I tried to will the gates open from above and now on the ground, but they will not respond. It is unusual that two sleeping chambers now don’t respond to my commands.”
“Can you sense Zelogh below?”
“I cannot, also troubling.”
Volare pushed his hand underneath his shirt, gripping the keystone. It was hot to the touch, just like when he discovered Ferox’ chamber.
He willed the gates to open, the keystone glowing blue in response. The symbols on the gates started to pulse blue.
“Is it supposed to do that?” asked Volare.
“No…”
Volare could hear gears and other contraptions beneath the surface trying to operate but seemed to be stuck, jarring against each other.
“We must get in,” said Ferox with a determined tone.
He stepped onto the gates and rammed his talons into the seam where the two sides of the gate met. He pushed hard into it, prying it ajar. He slammed his other set of talons in, flexing his tremendous shoulders, forcing the gates open in a screech.
Volare was left stunned watching the dragon demonstrate such sheer strength. The gate was finally now open. Volare stopped trying to will it open, the blue glow of his keystone and symbols on the door dissipating. Without another word, Ferox dove headfirst into the chambers, rapidly descending the stairs.
Volare peered into the darkness below. There was sand already piled up on the steps as if it had been opened before. Strange Volare thought.
He followed Ferox down into the depths, the symbols on the walls coming alive in response to his desire for light. The next second, there was a ferocious roar from within the depths. Volare rushed deeper, trying to catch up with Ferox, who appeared to have already made it to the sleeping chamber itself.
Volare ran down the corridor, his sapphire studded boots lending him what seemed to be an unnatural speed. Volare gasped at his swiftness as he ran down the corridor.
Ferox now in his sights was looking down at something. As Volare approached, he could see another body, another dragon, lying upon the floor. The smell of decaying now filling Volare’s nostrils. There was a great pool of blood on the ground beneath the dragon. The dragon lay motionless, not breathing. It had striking crimson scales, similar in layout to Ferox. This dragon was much bigger, however.
“Is it dead?” Volare asked with a sombre tone.
“The ‘it’ you refer to Volare, is the mighty Zelogh, god dragon of humans,” Ferox responded coldly. “It is through His power and Koralinth, that you and all humans exist today.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to…I didn’t know…sorry,” Volare stammered while looking at Zelogh wide-eyed.
Ferox let out a deep grumble from within his throat, once again similar to that of a cat, but much more ominous.
“Mirardos is responsible for this. He is responsible for too much. We have to find a way to end this Volare.”
“How did he kill…Zelogh?” asked Volare.
Ferox gripped a large black spear between his talons, pulling it out from Zelogh’s side.
“This weapon is the creation of Mirardos, known as the Fodico Spear. It carries magic strong enough to pierce scales and poison corrosive enough to stop even the mightiest of hearts. This weaponry is responsible for the death of many dragons, too many,” said Ferox while looking at the spear disdainfully.
He threw it to the floor, the spear clattering to a stop near to Volare. It was bigger than he was, simple in shape with no apparent markings. The most telling feature of it was its ability to swallow light, appearing pure black. The spear immediately dissolved into black gas, evaporating into the air.
“Volare, we must reach Peritus before it’s too late.”
“That’s the dragon god of the dwarves, right? Confirmed Volare.
“Yes. We will head towards Nni, immediately. Before we set off, however, I sense something hidden here. Behind the walls.”
Volare looked around curiously, the chamber looked identical to the one he found Ferox slumbering in. Rocky in nature, with strata showing the age of its depths. There were symbols carved into the walls here too but glowed only faintly. This chamber had been tampered with.
“Over here Volare, come,” directed Ferox.
Volare walked around the dragon to the back of the chamber. Ferox was peering at the wall, but Volare couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Just a rocky wall.
“There is a chamber behind here, I can sense it. Something powerful stirs within. It remains undiscovered by the intruders. Try to open it.”
Volare stepped up to the wall, almost trying to see through the rocks themselves. He held onto his keystone tightly, willing the rocks to open for him. He noticed his amethyst also glowing, giving him clarity of mind.
The symbols on the wall began pulsing, but nothing moved. Volare placed his hand upon the wall, the rocks themselves felt as warm as his keystone and amethyst. He felt vibrations streaming into his fingers.
Open he thought, trying to give the rocks life. The vibrations grew, as gears and levers activated. Smaller loose pebbles shook themselves free in the vibration, falling to Volare’s feet.
With a sudden crack, the rock wall split itself unevenly, creating a fissure in front of Volare. The rock gates pulled themselves apart with the sound of crushing stones.
A much smaller chamber lay in front of Volare, blue symbols on its walls coming to life, illuminating what lay inside. In the centre, were two pedestals, holding two of the largest gemstones Volare had ever seen. Not that he had seen very many in his life, but these stones were the size of his fist.
“The gems of Koralinth, ruby and diamond, fire and power-infused,” said Ferox as the dragon drew in a breath.
“Why are they here?” Volare asked.
“I suspect Koralinth wanted to leave the gems for his dragon, to feed upon its power when the time came. Koralinth had these gems infused into his armour Volare, giving him unparalleled power. Atop Zelogh, together they were unstoppable. The pair of them spent an eternity hunting Mirardos to the ends of the cosmos, never being able to catch up with him, always only discovering the destruction he left behind. It is curious that you can open this chamber. We are lucky the intruders did not gain access. These gems are enough to turn the tide of war.”
“Do we take them?”
“Yes. If you are able, try to pick them up. Magics often protect the relics and artefacts of the veleon, serving to prevent their misuse.”
Volare stepped closer to the pedestals, peering into the lattice structure of the two gems. They were so beautifully cut, intricate angles producing a flattened sphere shape, light refracting in its depths to create dazzling reflections.
The ruby glowed with a deep dark red colour, while the diamond had a glasslike tint. Volare reached out, his hands shaking as they approached the diamond. He could feel its warmth radiating outwards, tingling the tips of his quivering fingers. He touched the diamond, which immediately sent his mind into a vision.
Volare opened his eyes to find himself standing on top of a snow-capped mountain. He felt no coldness upon his skin. He couldn’t even feel the air entering his lungs as he drew breath.
The clouds stirred beneath him, obscuring the land below. Looking up, Volare saw a ferocious battle unfolding. Dragons of all colours, patterns and sizes flying with riders atop them. Fire and thunder were thrown out from the throats of dragons and the weapons of the riders.
They faced opponents that looked remarkably similar in shape, displaying a stark difference only in colour. Inky black dragons with merely the slightest streaks of colour did battle against the brightly coloured dragons.
Their riders were adorned in black robes. Hundreds of them were engaged in fierce combat to the death. Volare could only stare at the scene unfold before him, stunned. A voice came to him.
Volare, you have done well in bonding with Ferox and journeying to my chamber. I have been watching you since you activated Gandizar’s keystone. We all have. I sense my beloved Zelogh has been slain, I sense great pain and darkness on your world, Celestus. We cannot come. We cannot send aid for our portals are blocked.
You must close the portal to your world. You must stop the stream of darkspawn. All will be lost if you fail. Take with you, my most powerful possessions. They will aid your quest. Forge them into weaponry and armour, and all will fall to you.
I send you memories Volare, memories of combat. Use them to aid your training. Learn. Fight. Close the portal, at all costs. Drive out the darkspawn.
Today, now, I choose you Volare, pure of mind and heart, seek to destroy your enemies.
Witness the scene before you, it is a reflection of what transpires throughout space and time.
Help us Volare.
The voice trailed off, and Volare’s consciousness was teleported back to the chamber. He collapsed under the sheer weight of what he had seen and heard.
“We have much to do Volare,” said Ferox quietly. “Gather the gems, we must leave now. We head for Nni.”
Volare blinked several times, trying to collect his thoughts. He looked to his hands, trembling even more so. He clenched them hard, trying to get them to stop.
“What was that?”
“A vision. Koralinth wished for you to see what is out there. He demands more of you, Volare. More from both of us. We must heed his demands. Can you stand?”
Volare forced himself up, his legs feeling like jelly. He noticed the sapphires in his boots, giving a slight glow. His balance and strength to his legs seemed to return rapidly.
He turned towards the gems once more, reaching for them and picking up each of them in a hand. They were heavy, too heavy to carry. This time, the emeralds in his bracers started glowing a deep green, lending his hands and arms the endurance he needed to hold them.
“I’m starting to like these gems quite a lot,” Volare reflected out loud.
“Wait until you harness the power of these new ones you carry.”
“I can’t carry them around with me, though. We need to get them embedded into something.”
“Quite right, Volare. You’ll need black plated armour to hold those, only master smiths can forge the alloy necessary to hold them. We will need to worry about that later; however, our immediate concern is Peritus.”
Volare gave a nod of approval, and the two of them set out for the entrance.
“Are we leaving Zelogh here?” Volare asked.
Ferox gave a deep throaty grumble. “Go, Volare, I will meet you on the surface.”
Volare gave a quizzical look to Ferox but didn’t question his request. He climbed his way out and waited at the surface by the entrance.
He could hear the echoes of Ferox moving underneath, the sounds getting louder. A rumble shook the sands underneath Volare’s feet. He could feel a warmth coming out from the entrance.
A faint hint of smoke started to stream out of the opening, growing in thickness. The smell of burning flesh wafted towards Volare, forcing him to cover his nose and mouth with his shirt.
Ferox slowly emerged from the opening head first, obscured by the smoke enveloped around him.
“It is done,” he said solemnly. Close the gates. We have a long flight ahead of us.”




** Chapter 23 **





The Black Hands

“My lord, the king’s armies were squashed at the Pointed Forest battlefield,” reported Kemp.
“You are sure, then?”
“Yes, my lord, I have been in contact with my agent directly.”
Lewin embraced in his black robes, leaned back in his leather chair with a smirk of satisfaction. His guards standing statue-still on his flanks, always keeping a watchful eye.
The room was dark and oppressive, a stink of dampness filled the air. Torches flickered creeping shadows onto Lewin’s face. Scarred from torture many years ago for his attempted escape, he had grown bitter resentment towards the king. He would see to his destruction.
“There’s more, my lord,” Kemp continued as he kneeled on the cold stones before Lewin. “The dragon…it came. They have command over it. It was the deciding power in the battle,” continued Kemp.
“As we predicted,” Lewin replied. “We are nearly ready to bring an end to the kingdoms then. From the ashes of today’s sacrifice and suffering, will rise a just and prosperous future, that is what we fight for.”
“We have found the dwarven dragon then?” asked Kemp.
“I am told the Shadow Lord is close to discovering its location. The dwarves fight hard, they are well equipped, perhaps even better so than us humans. It slows the Shadow Lord’s progress, but it is inevitable.”
“My lord, what of the missing eshin dragon?”
“It is but a minor thorn. Once the dwarven dragon is slain, the Shadow Lord will have the assets he needs to advance,” explained Lewin. Nonetheless, Kemp, I will charge you with finding its whereabouts. There have been recent reports that a blue dragon with a rider was seen heading east towards Terram. No doubt seeking the human dragon. They will find quite the surprise waiting for them within the chamber,” said Lewin grimly. “Use your network, we must be informed of their movements. The Shadow Lord will smile greatly upon us if we can aid in its destruction before the final phase is in motion.”
Kemp nodded, making sure to avoid eye contact. He couldn’t escape the feeling of there something being wrong with the whole situation, however. He paused for a moment, in silent contemplation.
“You worry too much Kemp,” said Lewin with a smirk.
“I’m sorry, my lord. If I may…how do you know the shadow lord will leave us be after all of this is over? How do you know he will not destroy us as well?”
“Very simple Kemp…I don’t. What I do know is, it was the king torturing me and murdering my family. It was the king rampaging across these lands. Ambitions which attracted the shadow lord to this planet in the first place. The deaths Hastam and his father are responsible for, fuelled the shadow lord, guiding him to us. It is his own doing that he meets his destruction. You know first-hand Kemp what the king is capable of, you have suffered it. Has the Shadow Lord hurt you in any way? Have I hurt you, Kemp?
“N…no my lord.”
“Then, we proceed. It is time for change Kemp, I recommend you embrace it before it is too late. We are close, do not stray, do not waver in your resolve,” said Lewin with a hint of a threaten carried in his tone.
“Y…yes my lord.” stammered Kemp.
“How goes our little project? Did he survive?”
“My agent reports that he is on his death bed, badly burned my lord. An infection has a grip over him.”
“Such a shame, he could have been a powerful ally. Perhaps his demise can still serve a valuable purpose. Have your agent ensure his passing, make it seem natural from his infection, however. I intend to drive the garrison’s morale lower.”
“Yes my lord, I will see to it. There is one last thing. I received reports of…I don’t quite know how to say it. Reports of human and dwarven darkspawn in the battle.”
“It is not your concern. Leave me. You have much to do, and I must meet with the Shadow Hand.
Kemp winced at Lewin’s dismissive tone. He kept his head bowed as he walked backward towards the door. Turning at the last second as he left Lewin and proceeded to walk down the narrow, cold and dank stone corridor.
Only a few torches hung from the walls, barely lighting his way. Each footstep echoed deep into the tunnel network. Other sounds were carried to him. Men running and shouting in surrounding corridors and rooms. Screams, chilling in nature. It was the screams of women that pierced him most.
He still had so many questions reeling in his mind, but pushing further would only cause him trouble.
The reports of human-like darkspawn fighting in the battle disturbed him deeply. Would he become a darkspawn?
Kemp snaked his way through the tunnels beneath Erystin city, a network of secret passages, hiding the Black Hand organisation. An organisation which had infiltrated all levels of government within all kingdoms. Their power and influence only growing with time, further accelerated by the arrival and alliance with the Shadow Lord.
Kemp snuck out of a stinking sewer opening, it wasn’t glamorous, but the stench always ensured some privacy. He made his way back home, ensuring to not draw attention in the ever-vibrant nightlife of the city. Word of the catastrophic defeat had not reached the people yet.
Kemp laughed at the idea of how ignorant these people were. They were on the brink of facing their destruction, yet here they were, drinking and partying in the bars and taverns like tomorrow would be as bright as today.
They weren’t his concern; however, he had a mission to carry out. He needed his communication sphere.
**
A hooded figure condensed from the air around Lewin, appearing before him. His face hidden beneath his hood, he approached Lewin’s desk. He raised his head, revealing a face that was somehow a mixture of a human, eshin and dwarf. The blending of each of the lifelings gave the figure a truly distinctive look.
“You have done well for us Lewin,” the hooded figure said with a deep croaky voice. “The Shadow Lord is pleased with your work. He will have a place for you after we are through with this miserable rock of a planet.”
“Thank you, Lord Simus,” replied Lewin, bowing his head.
“Take me to the labs, I wish to assess our progress.”
“As you wish.”
Lewin stood up from his desk, walking with a severe limp, to the back of the room. He pushed into a particular stone, activating gears from behind the wall. Machinery came alive, whizzing and whirring to part the wall and reveal a hidden corridor beyond.
The pair of them walked in silence, the gloom of the corridors would weigh anyone down, except those who thrive in the shadows. The guards, kept pace behind them, all of the footsteps echoing throughout the corridors.
They arrived at a distinct and sizeable double timber door. Lewin pushed it open to reveal a massive cavern inside. More black hooded figures were walking around, assessing humans that were tied to the walls with chains. Some were tied down on timber beds and other contraptions. Tens of them lined up through the entire space of the cavern.
There were hooded figures actively operating on some of the people. Screams of anguish washed over the cavern, falling on deaf ears.
“The experiments proceed with success, my lord,” reported Lewin. “The city provides us with ample stock for us to continue our work. The war’s recruitment needs serve as an excellent cover for the disappearances, although there are whispers of suspicion within the city watch. We are keeping an eye on the matter.”
“My, my, Lewin, you have come quite a way since that time I found you all chained up, bloodied and beaten to an inch from death. Not even I could have predicted how loyal you would be to your new duties. I have done well, pulling you out of your demise, giving you a second chance, a chance to serve your new God,” said Simus with a smirk.
“Yes, my lord. Thank you for your kindness. I won’t fail you, or…my God. I have learned the essence transfer was a success?” Lewin probed.
“Indeed, it was. Thanks to the gems your people acquired from the ruins, we can transfer the essence of this planet’s lifelings into the Shadow Lord’s darkspawn creations. It is truly remarkable and has never been seen before. We suspect the gem’s powers are the work of Discite, from before the desolations of this planet. There are stories of old that she hid on this world, cowering from the Shadow Lord, looking for ways to fight back against his creations, the darkspawn. Your discovery suggests these are more than mere stories. Keep searching, there are likely more secrets to be uncovered,” instructed Simus.
“Of course, my Lord.”
“I’d like to see the process, my child,” said Simus while gesturing with his hand towards a man writhing on a wooden bed.
“Please allow me the honour my Lord,” replied Lewin.
He led Simus to a man tied onto a bed, wriggling, fighting in futility against his restraints trying to escape.
“Pathetic,” spat Simus.
“No! Please! I beg you! Don’t do this!”
“Your days of fighting for your king are over,” said Lewin coldly as he drove a knife into the man’s chest.
The man gulped for air, only for it to escape through his punctured lung. His heart, also pierced, bled vibrant red blood, flowing out from his chest.
In the centre of the room sat a metal contraption, housing a giant Lapis Lazuli. The gem started glowing, sucking in a translucent mist barely visible, from the man’s body, absorbing his very life essence.
“Beautiful,” said Simus as the flowing mist illuminated his transfixed face. “The Shadow Lord, with the help of these gems, can now harness the essence collected, creating new darkspawn to wage war on unexplored fronts.”
“I live to serve my lord,” said Lewin with a bowed head.
“You will rise quickly Lewin, heed my words, stay on this path, research, experiment on these worms and perhaps with the help of the Shadow Lord, you will be able to bring back your Biwen from the very clutches of death itself.”
Lewin, stood taller and puffed his chest at the thought. For the first time, he felt he was in control of his future, for the first time, it was he that was wielding knowledge and power.
He would stop at nothing to see his beloved once more. To bring her back. Even if it meant helping the Shadow Lord conquer this world. It didn’t matter, he would earn his place, carving out immunity for himself, as long as he continued to serve loyally.
Simus, without warning, evaporated into black smoke, leaving Lewin to stare upon the man that was bleeding out. “Your life serves a greater purpose now, rest, until the end of time.”
Lewin thought back to the time Simus had rescued him from his imminent execution. He remembered being caught in that field, beaten mercilessly for his attempted escape. He endured the pain for days, hoping Calidum would return for him. He never did.
Lewin endured beatings and whippings day after day as he was made to be an example to the other men. Traitors had no chance of forgiveness. No escape beyond a torturous death. One which Lewin welcomed.
His only thread of hope was tied to Cal coming back to set him free. Only Cal could allow him to return to his beloved Biwen. Even that was squashed. The commander informed him that she had been executed, as punishment for his attempted escape and warning to others.
It was cruelty Lewin couldn’t imagine. He stewed on the thought of Biwen being murdered because of him. It twisted him. It warped his sense of self. His pain was his own fault. The death of his love was his fault. He cursed Calidum for escaping, leaving him to die. He wished death upon him. He wished death upon everyone. He remembered the feelings of guilt and pain, weighing down on his chest, he remembered the saltiness of his tears and blood.
On the morning of his execution, however, Simus appeared before him in his cage. He remembered it so vividly, the pain sharpening his memories.
“You have suffered a great deal, my child, I can feel your pain. It burns from within you.”
“W…who are you?” spluttered Lewin.
“I am a hand of the Shadow Lord. I have come to make you an offer.”
“What offer?” asked Lewin.
“You have a decision to make today, child. You can choose death, or you can choose life. You can choose weakness, or you can choose power. You can choose hopelessness, or you can choose control. Which do you choose?” asked Simus.
“I…I choose life.”
“Your choice is accepted. Do you choose to serve the Shadow Lord for his greater purpose?”
Lewin stared blankly at Simus, barely able to open his swollen eyes. He didn’t know anything about a Shadow Lord, but in that moment, his mind blanketed with a painful haze, he didn’t much care. He just wanted freedom. He wanted to be away from here.
“Yes, I will serve.”




** Chapter 24 **





The Infection

Trajan lay on his side, half-conscious in his private quarters within the medical barracks of Honour Haven garrison. It had a sterile smell to it he always disliked. Candles were alight throughout the room, giving it a gentle orange glow. He had been rushed back to the garrison after the routing at the Pointed Forest battle.
Initially, it seemed he would recover from his burns, but infection had now set in. The strapecot paste the doctors kept applying held the infection at bay at first, but its effects were becoming less effective with time. Trajan was in the grips of a fever, causing him to shiver and sweat into the stark white sheets of his bed.
The generals had ordered a full-scale retreat back into the border garrisons. The army would now focus on defending their boundaries through the winter while new battle plans were forged. Plans that would need to hold off a dragon no less.
Shala sat beside Trajan’s bed, rarely leaving his side. She wiped the sweat off his brow with a cold damp cloth.
“Drink this, you need to keep your fluids up,” she instructed.
With Shala’s help, Trajan sipped the water with a hint of honey.
“Shala, this fever, this infection, it has me. I can feel it getting worse. I don’t know how much longer…
“Shhh, quiet now. Just rest. That’s all you need to worry about. I can take care of the rest with Mitchim’s help.”
Trajan closed his eyes to Shala’s soothing words. He would already be dead if it wasn’t for her, left to die on the field with the wretched darkspawn.
“How did we lose like that Shala? How? Never in my life have I seen…how…how many men?” Trajan coughed.
“Mitchim tells me about half were lost. Either in the battle…or to the dragon.
“That dragon, it was different Shala, to the one that flew over the garrison. It looked different. It didn’t look like what the stories describe.”
“What could it mean?” Shala wondered out loud.
“Mitchim, I need to see Mitchim.”
“No. You need to rest Trajan. Mitchim is able to run the garrison in your absence. Here drink some more,” Shala said as she pushed more water to Trajan’s mouth.
“When did you get so stubborn, woman?” Trajan asked half chuckling and coughing at the same time. “Please Shala, don’t make me beg. As long as I draw breath, I will command.”
Shala gave a deep sigh and stood from her stool. “Very well. I have duties to attend for a while so it will be good for Mitchim to remain by your side.”
“You treat me as a child,” Trajan said.
“No. I treat you as someone important to me. Someone dear to me. Try to get some sleep before your dinner,” said Shala as she held his hand.
“Any word from Nelk? Trajan asked.
Shala shook her head side to side. “Our messenger confirmed the letter reached her property in Erystin, but we’re not sure if she received it, or if she’s on her way.”
It had been weeks since his letter to Nelk requesting her assistance was sent, if she left straight away, she should be here at the garrison any day now. She had worked a small miracle for him during the Warrior Games in Erystin, he desperately needed another one now.
“Erystin city has been reporting…strange activity of late. Disappearances. We’ve checked our recruitment records and can’t match any to the missing Erystin citizens.”
Trajan groaned. “Shadows dance all around us, and we have no light to extinguish them.”
Shala knelt to kiss Trajan on the forehead, rubbing his fever sensitive hair. Trajan closed his eyes, enjoying her touch. He had thought about kissing her many times before, but never committing, he found it hard to trust. He promised himself at this moment if he is to live, he wouldn’t waste any more time with her. He loved her. He had loved her for a long time. Shala wheeled around to walk out of Trajan’s private quarters, leaving the timber door ajar.
Trajan’s entire body ached, pins and needles torturing his skin, his muscles spasming him to move while his blistered and peeling back begged him to remain still. He tried to relax, pushing the memories of the battle and the dragon out of his mind. He tried to focus on healing, getting better, training, fighting…Shala.
**
Mitchim walked through the corridors of the medical barracks with slumped shoulders, weighed down by taking over Trajan’s duties for the time being. He too kept reliving the dragon’s fire.
He had been lucky to escape, but his eyes were still witness to thousands of deaths, lives brought to a fiery end by a savage beast. He shook his head, trying to clear the vision. He noticed Trajan’s servant Seritum walking a tray of food to his door. It was about dinner time Mitchim realised. The days and nights were beginning to blur into each other.
“Seritum,” called out Mitchim.
“Yes, sir?”
“I will serve the commander’s dinner tonight,” Mitchim stated.
Seritum gave Mitchim a look of consideration, daring to look him up and down.
“It is always I who serves the commander his food. Those are his orders,” Seritum also stated, matching Mitchim’s tone.”
“Know your place, Seritum. I am grateful for your care and attention for our commander, but I will serve him tonight. I will be sure to let the commander know it was I who dismissed you,” said Mitchim as he held out his palm.
“Very well sir, I meant no disrespect,” replied Seritum, deciding to back down.
He took one final look at Mitchim, then silently turned and walked away. “Oh, one more thing, the vial on the tray beside his bowl, that is his medicine. The doctor says to mix it in with his food just before he eats. I will return later to apply strapecot to his back.”
Mitchim gave a grunt of satisfaction as he opened the doors. Trajan was lying, fast asleep. Mitchim approached his bed, sitting on the stool. He peered at his commander, taking in just how pale and frail he appeared. Trajan had always commanded such dominance and power to the very air around him. But here he was, vulnerable, an infection bringing an end to his life.
Mitchim looked down at the food he had brought in with him. A simple bowl of chicken soup and spices with bread. A soothing dinner with the right nutrients to fight off sickness. He eyed the vial of medicine in the corner of the tray, popping its small cork and pouring it into the soup.
Trajan stirred from his sleep, his face giving expressions of discomfort and pain.
“Sir? It’s Mitchim, I’ve brought your dinner.”
Trajan continued to stir until finally lifting his heavy and swollen eyelids. His eyes stung and were red from the lack of restful sleep.
“Mitchim? Is that you?”
“Yes, sir. I’m here. I have your dinner.”
Trajan gave a chesty cough, splattering blood onto Mitchim’s trousers.
“Sorry,” Trajan said.
“Please don’t be, sir. Here, have something to eat,” said Mitchim as he spooned soup into Trajan’s mouth.
“Where’s Seritum?” asked Trajan.
“I sent him away. You wanted to see me, sir, I thought we could have some privacy.”
Trajan chuckled, nearly choking on his soup.
“I’m surprised he listened to you. He has been very diligent with his treatment. Making sure I never miss a dose of medicine or getting my fill of soup. By the gods, I’m so sick of soup,” exclaimed Trajan.
“Mitchim chuckled. “I was firm with him, sir. And I’ll bring you something sweet next time,” he said while smiling.
“How go the preparations Mitchim? The snows must be close now. Report,” Trajan croaked.
“Sir! Preparations go well. We intend to reinforce our fighting numbers from the mainland. There are rumours the king is reluctant about this idea. It seems he wants to hold the bulk of his forces on Terram. I will keep you informed of developments.”
Trajan nodded as he listened carefully to Mitchim. He could understand the king’s hesitation for sending more fighters into a losing war. Trajan winced at the thought of having lost so badly.
“Fortunately, all our tradesman remain with us. I’ve received a report of a couple of blacksmiths escaping during the commotion of the retreat, but we have more than enough remaining, I wouldn’t worry about it,” Mitchim said as Trajan grunted.
“I have them working double shifts to strengthen our fortifications. I have increased our ballistae towers by threefold, due for completion in the coming days and weeks. They are now built onto metal bearings, allowing for greater manoeuvrability. The fletchers have also been crafting steel-tipped arrows. If that dragon shows up here, we’ll bring it down, sir. We are dug in. Our supplies will now last twice as long, there is more than enough to go around, even if it’s a long winter,” concluded Mitchim with a proud tone in his voice.
“You have done well in my absence Mitchim. You will make a great commander one day.”
“One day?”
Trajan locked eyes with Mitchim. “When the time is right, I will promote you. For now, continue your duties. My death may see you promoted anyway,” said Trajan as he sunk his head back into his pillow.
Mitchim gave a frown Trajan didn’t see. He had been the commander of this garrison for weeks. It wasn’t easy, his rank of captain still held him back from making certain decisions and requests of the generals. A promotion to commander now was the opportune moment. Mitchim decided to bite his tongue.
The bowl now empty, Mitchim stood from his place. Trajan was drifting into sleep once more, so he decided to leave his commander to his peace.
**
Days flowed into each other, with no improvement to Trajan’s condition. His sheets were changed continuously, his body bathed with soft towels, but no amount of medicine or attention brought him relief.
Shala loyally remained by his side, praying to whichever god would listen. She had nearly given up hope when Seritum stepped quietly through the doors to Trajan’s quarters.
“Shala, there is a woman by the name of Nelk here. She claims she has arrived at High Commander Trajan’s…and your request?”
“Let her in!” Shala exclaimed as she looked to the unconscious Trajan. My love, wake up, Nelk is here! Wake up!”
Trajan stirred from his sleep, half opening a single eye to spot Nelk walk through the timber doors.
“Am I dreaming,” he murmured.
“I’m sorry, I tried to get away as fast as I could,” said Nelk as she hurried to Trajan’s side.
“What held you?” asked Shala.
“It’s complicated. The medicine I needed for his kind of infection…was not easy to come by,” said Nelk looking into Shala’s eyes, telling her not to ask more questions.
Shala simply nodded and made room for the large woman. Nelk sat on the stool and lifted Trajan’s eyelids, holding a candle close to his face.
“He is barely conscious. He doesn’t have much time left,” she concluded, as she hung her head.
“Can you help? He told me you had special medicines that no one else had. That you helped him once,” said Shala.
“It may be too late…but I will try,” said Nelk as she examined his face and body, looking closely at details only she understood. “There is something else here…something more than just infection. What exactly is your connection to him?” Nelk asked.
Shala blushed and looked away. “I, uhh…help with the running of the garrison.”
“Oh…I see,” said Nelk as she revealed a cheeky smile.
“Trajan never told me the circumstances in which you helped him?” Shala said, returning the question.
“Did he ever tell you the story of how he gained his black plate armour and firebrand sword?”
“He hasn’t.”
“Ask him once this is over. It makes for a good story,” Nelk said as she opened up her leather bag.
Nelk took out a conical glass bottle with a cork stopper firmly driven into its opening. The liquid within was a deep purple that had shimmering specks of what seemed like metal, suspended throughout the bottle, reflecting warm candlelight.
“Bring me that cup, we must administer this in smaller doses. Too much in one go could send his body into shock, shutting it down,” explained Nelk as she poured a thumbs volume of the potion into the glass.
She held Trajan’s head under one hand, lifting it to help him drink the potion as she poured into his mouth.
“Drink this Trajan,” Nelk urged.
Trajan gulped down the liquid without giving any conscious response. His face contorted into anguish as if the taste was souring his mouth.
“Now, we wait. His next dose needs to be administered six hours later. I also need to brew additional medicines now that I have assessed him” said Nelk.
“I’ll stay with him. You must be exhausted from travel,” said Shala.
Nelk gave Shala a serious look, then nodded in approval of her suggestion and walked out.
Trajan, rolled onto his stomach, falling into a deep sleep, his eyes were darting back and forth.
“What are you dreaming of my dear Trajan. Rest, it will all be over soon,” said Shala as she stroked his hair.
Trajan found himself tied to his bed. His mother’s idea of punishment for disobedience was to restrict his every movement.
It was the kind of punishment he hated the most. Not being able to move. The ropes cut into his wrists and ankles. He could deal with his father’s beatings, that was just pain, he was used to that. But being restrained like this, he could never grow used to it.
His mother, Crucia, walked into his room, holding a jug of water. She poured it over Trajan’s face, smiling as she did so. Trajan coughed and spluttered, swallowing and choking on the water.
“Stop!” he shouted.
“I will stop when you start to listen!” shouted Crucia.
“I…I promise I will!” Trajan shouted back.
“Good. But I think I’ll keep you here a while longer, just to make sure you understand.”
“NO! NO! Please! Don’t leave me like this!” Trajan begged.
Crucia paid no attention to his wails.
“You’re useless! You can’t work! You’re always sick. I’m ashamed to have given birth to such a pathetic son. No woman will ever take a weakling like you Trajan. Even Shala treats you as a child. You are no man. No matter what you command. You will always be weak. Always bedridden.”
“W…what? Who’s? How do you?”
The front door opened and closed. Trajan’s father had arrived home, his footsteps creaking the floorboards as he walked towards Trajan’s door.
Crucia gave a chilling wide smile. “Wait until I tell your father about this. Then you’ll really get it!”
Trajan’s eyes widened. He never understood how his parents could be so cruel. They seemed to enjoy hurting him.
“I just hope you last longer than your brothers did,” said Crucia as she walked away.
Trajan, realising the implication of what she said, fought against his rope bindings. He had been writhing against them all day. He needed to break free, he needed to escape, or he would die. He knew that now.
He kept jerking hard against the headboard of his bed, breaking it and releasing the ropes.
“Yes!” he exclaimed in excitement, then covering his mouth in regret. He worked frantically on the restraints on his bed, finally freeing his feet.
Crucia burst into his room.
“What is this!? Ledo! Ledo get in here now, he’s free!
Crucia leaped towards Trajan as his father burst into his room behind her. Trajan tried to scramble away, but Crucia had a hold of his foot, dragging him closer. Trajan reached behind him to feel a piece of the headboard. He swung it hard, breaking it across his mother’s head. She fell to the side of his bed, unconscious.
“What have you done boy!?” bellowed Ledo.
“I…I didn’t mean to!”
“I’ll have your bones, you wretch!” screamed Ledo as he stormed towards Trajan.
“S…s…stay back!! No!!”
Trajan, reflexively pushed the splinter of wood into his father’s gut…his eyes glassing over. The two of them locked their gaze with each other as Trajan watched the life drain away from his father…
Trajan gasped for breath as he shot bolt upright in his bed, sweat running down his face, his heart rate elevated.
“It’s okay! You’re safe now,” calmed Shala.
Trajan looked to her, still breathing heavily, his dream swimming in his head.
“It was just a dream, you’re okay,” Shala reassured.
“I’m awake…how? I feel like I’ve been dreaming forever,” gasped Trajan.
“Nelk arrived a few hours ago,” replied Shala.
“Nelk is here? Trajan asked as he looked at his hands, the pins and needles sensation no longer there.
Shala smiled as she nodded. “In fact, I think you’re due for your next dose of that potion she gave you. I’ll go fetch her so she can take a look at you.”
“Shala…”
“Yes?”
“Have you been by my side the entire time?”
“Well I do have duties to attend to you know, but I try to find the odd minute or two in the day,” she joked.
“Thank you. I never thought…” Trajan started, pausing for a long moment. “I never thought I could trust anyone Shala. If I make it out of this, things will be different between us. Better,” he said.
Shala beamed a smile in return, holding his face between his hands.
“Of course you’ll make it, and I’ll be right here waiting for you,” she said before planting a kiss onto his lips.
She walked out to fetch Nelk, leaving Trajan to dwell on his dream. He promised himself he’d never feel that helpless again. He felt re-energised, not only from the potion but from Shala’s kiss.
He had closed the door to love long ago, his parents made sure of that. Trajan grew up trusting no one. He saw everything as a fight. Maybe this one thing in his life, his beautiful Shala wasn’t. Perhaps he could let go with her.
Shortly after both Nelk and Shala walked into his quarters together.
“Well, well, well, we meet again, Trajan,” said Nelk with a laugh.
“It is good to see you again, Nelk. I see you’ve continued your enjoyment of pastries,” Trajan joked.
Nelk gasped, holding a hand to her heart.
“How dare you Mister High Commander Lord, you watch your tone thank you, I happen to hold the key to your good health!” she exclaimed.
“Of course, of course! My apologies lady of health. I am grateful for your continued assistance,” Trajan replied.
“Assistance!? More like coming to the rescue!” said Nelk as she waved her arms about dramatically.
It felt good to laugh again, though it pained him, he loved hearing Shala laugh, to be happy, he wanted to do more of that.
Trajan took the hand of Nelk, “Truly Nelk, thank you, I am forever indebted to you…again.”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here commander, we still have quite the road ahead of us. But this should help,” said Nelk as she poured another dose of her potion for him.
Trajan drank it with thirst.
“Try to sleep, it speeds recovery,” Nelk instructed.
With a groan, Trajan lay back down into his bed, for the first time in weeks, he could see an escape from his hospital bed, the idea invigorating him.
**
Days past, each one bringing a clearer Trajan. Nelk had nearly finished her treatment and Trajan was just about ready to return to his duties. He still felt exhausted, weak even, but fever had lost its hold on him, releasing the ache from his muscles.
The first snowflakes had begun to fall outside, collecting on the tops of spires and walls. He now had the strength to walk to his small window to watch the comings and goings of his garrison residents. They had held up well without him, a credit to Mitchim.
There was a knock at Trajan’s door.
“Come,” he commanded.
Mitchim strode in with his lunch. “I’ve got your soup, sir, I managed to sneak in some veamber too,” he said with a smile.
“Thank you Mitchim, I am impressed with what you have accomplished in my absence. It bodes well for your future.”
“Thank you, sir. Am I to be a commander then?”
“No,” coldly responded Trajan. He sighed and continued. “At least, not yet Mitchim. I need you here, with me, when the time is right, I will promote you.”
“I understand, sir,” Mitchim replied, looking directly at Trajan.
“You are taking it well, another sign you would make for a fine commander.”
“I…I live to serve Commander.”
They shared a look before sitting at the table in the room.
“Report Captain,” said Trajan as he began sipping his soup.
Mitchim gave a sigh before beginning. “You weren’t supposed to live, sir.”
Trajan narrowed his eyes, trying to understand Mitchim’s meaning.
“You’re not a part of his plan, at least not anymore. Why couldn’t you just accept his offer?”
“Who’s offer, Captain? speak plainly!”
Suddenly Mitchim leaped over the table, spilling the soup all over the floor and wrapping his hands around Trajan’s throat. His eyes were cold and calculating.
“Why won’t you just die! I’m supposed to be the commander here! I’m supposed to have Shala! I’ve seen how you look at her! Damn you!” Mitchim shouted hysterically. “You have everything! Not anymore! I’ll have it now! It’s my turn!”
Trajan, struggled under Mitchim’s weight, he was still so weak, all he could manage was to scratch at Mitchim’s face. He gasped for breath, his vision narrowing, he could feel himself losing consciousness.
“It’s useless fighting it, Trajan. Can’t you see? The Shadow Lord comes for us all. There is no resisting. You saw what happened out there. You were supposed to join us! It’s too late for that now. Those who won’t join, have to die!”
Mitchim’s grip abruptly loosened. His dark eyes widening as Trajan observed the man’s pupils dilate. Trajan pushed him off to the side to find Shala standing behind him. Her trembling hands barely gripped the sword she stabbed him with.
“Shala…,” Trajan stammered.
They both looked to Mitchim laying on the floor, as a communication sphere rolled out from within his jacket pocket.
“How did you know?”
“Nelk first suspected sabotage when she first examined you. She’s been carefully watching everyone’s movements since then. She only started trusting me a few days ago, revealing her suspicions. We weren’t sure about Mitchim…until now I guess,” she said as she dropped the sword.
Trajan picked himself up, Shala coming over to help. He embraced her in a bear hug.
“You save me again, Shala,” said Trajan with a tear running down his cheek.
“I really don’t plan to make a habit of it Trajan, so if you could please stop getting yourself into these situations.”
“I’ll do my best,” said Trajan as they shared a warm embrace.
Trajan couldn’t help but laugh to himself with Shala giving him a querying look.
“There’s a deep irony here, being saved by two women, two times now. Remind me to tell you about it later. The cosmos twists our fates in peculiar directions Shala, ways which we can’t predict.”
“Let’s get you out of here my love, back into your chambers where I can administer my own special kind of medicine, more personal in nature of course,” said Shala with a devilish grin across her face.




** Chapter 25 **





Peritus, The God Dragon

“Ferox! Look below! cried Volare.
“I see it! Shall we say hello?” boomed Ferox.
Without waiting for a response, Ferox plunged into another stomach-churning nose dive. Down below, Volare could see the small dark outlines of darkspawn rushing out from the Pointed Forest, clashing with the dwarven army.
For the first time in his life, he was excited about a battle. Probably because it was from the relative safety of atop a god dragon, but it was still nonetheless exhilarating flying in on a dragon.
He thought back to his mother and brother, who had been killed by these vile creatures. He felt a sense of satisfaction, knowing he was about to bring down a rain of fire in retribution for their murders. He knew it wouldn’t bring them back, but he could feel his emotions spilling over knowing it was his turn to fight back. The very least he could do was cull their numbers to make it easier for his father and these dwarves.
He wanted to shout at the top of his lungs. Ferox, as if reading his mind, let out a thunderous roar, shaking the trees themselves. Both the darkspawn and dwarves were retreating fearfully in opposite directions.
Ferox headed straight for the darkspawn, releasing a massive jet of blazing fire. The heat singing the tips of Volare’s hair and eyebrows, but he didn’t mind, he felt powerful. He wanted to turn right and burn entire swathes of the forest hiding the darkspawn.
Ferox again, as if reading his mind did as he imagined. The dragon unleashed fury upon the darkspawn. Both Ferox and Volare fighting with the fire of vengeance in their belly. Again and again, Ferox swooped on the darkspawn, scorching thousands of them at a time, until none were left alive.
The outer edges of the forest were ablaze with volatile dragon fire. A spectacle that would surely gain the attention of the darkspawn and give them pause on their next attack into Nni.
Volare looked to the dwarves who had stopped retreating. Instead, they were now cheering, holding up their axes and shields in honour of their saviours. Volare puffed his chest feeling proud.
“Let’s go say hello to our new friends Ferox,” suggested Volare.
The dragon adjusted his flight, slowing his speed and approaching the dwarven army at a gentle incline to suggest non-aggression. He landed before them as Volare gave everyone a wave with a huge smile across his face, revealing his youthful nature. Ferox too attempted a smile for the dwarves, only to have them take a step back. It wasn’t exactly the warmest of smiles exposing a row of brutally sharp and pointed teeth. One dwarf stepped forward, walking towards Ferox and Volare.
“Ahem,” the dwarf cleared his voice. “ I am General Nanus, leader of the dwarven army here. We are forever grateful for your intervention here and thank you.”
Like Faber, he was well built and stocky, exuding strength. He had dark brown hair, that came down to his shoulders, combining with his dark brown beard which had a single plat at the centre. His eyes were a light blue which made a striking contrast against his hair and tan skin tone. He wore the most intricate metal armour Volare had ever seen, with shoulder guards, graphical patterns, combined with plate and chain sections. It had a striking dark golden colour mixed in with streaks of green and blue.
“We are…ahem, I am Volare Fortem, I come from a village to the east called Vicus.
“And I am Ferox, God Dragon of the eshin,” added Ferox.
The dwarves now gathering around him gasped at once, in shock to hearing the dragon talk. Suddenly they dropped their shields, axes and swords, plunged to their hands and knees to bow deeply towards Ferox.
Ferox released a grumble of satisfaction from deep within his throat. The vibrations resonated right through Volare’s body.
“T…the stories are true then. We had almost given up hope,” stammered Nanus as he held his head down.
“Rise!” boomed Ferox as the dwarves hesitantly raised their heads to stand once more.
“There is always hope Nanus, as long as you draw breath, there is hope. But time is short. I seek my sister, Peritus.”
“Yes, of course. We came across what we believed to be an ancient structure below ground within one of our mines a short distance from here. We have been unable to open it, but the darkspawn have been desperate to reach it. We have defended it as long as we could, but we grow tired, our numbers dwindle with each battle,” explained Nanus with exasperation in his voice. “Your timing is vital.”
“Take us there immediately, we must release her,” commanded Ferox.
A party of armed dwarves escorted Ferox and Volare a few hundred metres away from the battlefield. A huge opening in a rock face greeted them. There were rails leading into the darkness with carts resting by the mouth of the opening.
“This is our mithril mine Great One, said Nanus addressing Ferox. “About three hundred metres deep, we found a metallic door with symbols we don’t recognise across its face. We have been excavating the rock around the structure for tens of years. We suspected it was from a time before the destructions but didn’t dare dream it was our god.”
“You have done well Nanus, protecting this sleeping chamber could mean the difference between our destruction and survival. We will enter the mines, continue to guard its entrance at all cost, the darkspawn will no doubt realise why we are here. They will most likely launch a desperate retaliation,” said Ferox.
Nanus thumped a fist to his chest. “We will honour the gods Great One,” he said proudly.
The rest of the escorting party followed the action, standing straight. The dwarves were a proud and astute lifeling. Their building and ingenuity had always been unmatched across the world.
Ferox confidently strode into the cave opening. Volare held his keystone tightly, trying to get a sense of direction in the darkness. He willed it into life, the keystone responding with a bright blue glow. Enough to provide some relief against the encroaching darkness.
Deeper they descended, the temperature rising as they did. Volare now had beads of sweat running down his face. Some corridors were tighter than others, forcing Ferox to scratch away chunks of rock that were in his way. Little obstacle against a dragon god.
Ahead of them, from the darkness, a metallic wall came to life with blue, glowing symbols. With a loud click, the double metal doors began to open inwards, revealing a massive cavern inside. More blue symbols came to life on the walls within the cavern, illuminating the slumbering dragon within.
She was smaller than Ferox, but with scales and claws equally ferocious looking. Peritus had a deep orange colour to her scales, fading into a lighter yellow as the scales approached her tail. Ferox slowly approached her, leaning closer to smell her.
“She has grown weak over the centuries Volare,” stated Ferox.
“Is she alive? We’re not too late, are we?”
Without another word, Ferox placed a hand on top of her back, feeling the gentle and worryingly shallow rise and fall of her body with each strained breath. Ferox closed his eyes, releasing a rumble from within his throat.
Volare could feel a tingling sensation within his body, he felt power, both rising and falling within him at the same time. A sensation he hadn’t felt before.
“What’s happening!?” Volare exclaimed.
“Focus, Volare! I must make a transfer of essence,” instructed Ferox.
Ferox’ hand started glowing a deep blue, fading into orange at the point of contact on Peritus’ back.
Peritus shot her eyes open, leaping away from Ferox with a threatening roar. Volare had to cover his ears the roar was so loud, echoes amplified by the sleeping chamber. The dragon flared her scales, showing her serrated teeth, extending her razor talons and pointing her triangle tipped tail at them. Her eyes were alight with a wave of deep red anger.
“Calm Peritus! You were in slumber!” Ferox reassured.
Peritus’ scales flattened, overlapping with each other.
“Ferox, it is you. How…how long was I…”
“Too long Ferox interrupted. There is not much time Peritus. The Shadow Lord has come. This world is under threat. Your children fight to protect us above ground as we speak.”
Peritus let out a deep grumble from within her throat. Without another word, she pushed past Ferox, marching through the doors towards the mine opening.
Volare felt the rush of battle returning to him. His heart fluttered at the idea of two dragons now on their side fighting with them.
Ferox ran behind her, keeping up with her rush. Both dragons burst from the mine opening, leaping into the air. Peritus stretched her stiff wings, flexing them, relishing in the fresh air and freedom she dearly missed. Both dragons flew around each other in a dance, rekindling their bond, energising each other as they purred. Volare could only hold on and watch.
Thunderous cheers erupted from below as the dwarves witnessed their god take to the skies. Volare noticed the dwarves had once again engaged with a rampaging horde of darkspawn. They seemed slower, somehow weaker in appearance when Volare compared their movements to the night he saw them attack Vicus.
It was a patchy sky, only allowing beams of sunlight to penetrate to the ground. The darkspawn seemed to actively avoid the brightest areas. When the sun did emerge from behind a cloud, the darkspawn seem to recoil from his light.
The two dragons, after dancing with one another for a brief moment, descended upon the darkspawn. They worked as a team, roasting the horde from both sides, not allowing space to retreat. The darkspawn were trapped within walls of blazing fire with no escape.
Their shrieks were music to Volare’s ears, he wasn’t sure why he enjoyed it, surprised even but he could feel the power emanating from Ferox, basking in it. Their wills merged into one mind as they commanded the skies raining death upon the dark beasts.
Peritus, now exhausted after destroying the threat to her children, landed safely amongst the dwarves. They once again immediately dropped to hands and knees bowing before her. They showed a deep reverence for Peritus as the dwarves still believed in the gods. They had always believed they would return, today their faith had been rewarded. Peritus puffed her chest as she breathed heavily trying to catch her breath.
Volare and Ferox landed beside her with the two dragons affectionally bumping heads. Volare found it odd for such powerful beings, gods even, vicious-looking as they were, be so warm and affectionate with each other.
“Volare, go with the dwarves, share with them all that we know,” instructed Ferox.
“Aren’t you coming?” replied Volare.
“I will go hunt with Peritus and return later,” said Ferox as Volare slid down his side.
Peritus now stepping forward “Rise, my children,” she boomed. “I am eternally proud of you. For standing up in the face of darkness. I am with you now. Together, we will bring an end to the darkspawn.”
Cheers once more erupted as the dwarves stood.
“Who amongst you is the leader?” Peritus asked.
Nanus stepped forward once again, now bloodied with black and red viscera from battle.
“I am General Nanus of this army, Great One. Please accept our heartfelt gratitude for returning to us. The winter encroaches upon us, we must pull back into the city walls before it takes hold. We are grateful for the timing,” he said as the dwarves nodded their heads in agreement.
“Return to your city Nanus, you have all earned my respect. I will arrive at your city later for I wish to hunt, the centuries of slumber have not been kind to my stomach,” she said with a half-smile.
“Of course Great One, we will prepare for you, for both of you and I will spread word to our king,” said Nanus with a deep bow.
Ferox and Peritus shared a glance, then beat their mighty wings to lift them into the air. The wind generated by their combined power pushed down upon them all, some bracing themselves on a knee.
Volare walked to Nanus “so, where are we off to?” he asked.
“You ever been to a dwarven city boy?” replied Nanus.
“I haven’t, but the stories say they’re grand!” said Volare with youthful excitement.
“The stories don’t do it, justice boy. We head for Brevis, the capital of Nni, the most spectacular city in all the world. We’ll hold up in there for the winter. It’ll be much easier defending with walls and machinery than trudging through the snow here. Our legs ain’t exactly built for it, you know,” he said as he slapped his short thigh.
Volare nodded with a smile. He was genuinely excited to see Brevis. He turned to watch the two dragons fly away. Although Ferox was not with him at this moment, Volare still felt a deep sense of connection with the dragon. A link he hadn’t noticed before until now.
“General Nanus?”
“Yes, boy?”
“I…I’d like to learn how to fight. I also have some gems with me that I need to embed into new armour for myself. Are there any master warriors and smiths in Brevis?” asked Volare.
Nanus’ face broke into a huge smile. Volare, my boy, we have the finest warriors in all the lands in Brevis. By the time this winter is over, you’ll be as deadly with a sword as a dragon is with fire,” he said with joy. Now about forging some armour for you…funny you ask. Our finest master smith has just returned to us this winter after a uhh…brief holiday, and he’s looking for work. I’m sure he will be thrilled to forge gem infused armour for you.
Volare’s face lit up at the news. Finally, he would learn to fight. He was no longer the whimpering boy from Vicus, he was now a dragon rider. He wanted to fight. To contribute. He couldn’t save his mother and brother, he was too weak. But not now. He would train, wield weapons and armour just like the warriors from the stories, and he would finish his mission of rescuing his father. He could envision it now, and it invigorated him.
“The finest smith? I can’t wait! I wonder if I’ve heard about him before,” Volare exclaimed.
“I’ll be sure to introduce you to Faber when we get there,” he said as he slapped Volare’s back.
Volare’s eyes lit up, his face now beaming with delight.
This is going to be a good winter, he thought to himself as he marched with the army, on his way to the most beautiful city in the world.




** Chapter 26 **





Brevis

Volare looked on with astonishment at the sheer measure of Brevis. He stood before its double timber with metal inlay gates, towering high above him. Everything about this city was truly on a grand scale.
Built into the side of the Dwarven Ranges, the city stretched not only far and wide but scaled the mountain face as well. Even from a distance, Volare could see the intricate stonework of the grand cathedrals and central palace high up on the ranges. The buildings were built with a handcrafted charm, even the dwellings of the common dwarves at the lower levels of the city showed sophistication in the stone and timber work.
“She’s a beaut isn’t she?” Nanus asked rhetorically.
“I’ve never seen anything like this,” breathed Volare, gawking at the city in awe.
“We built her right into the mountain itself, gave us all the raw materials we needed. The architects worked wonders in their design too, harnessing the natural beauty around us. I never get sick of coming home, boy,” said Nanus with a sigh of contentment.
Volare walked through the gates of Brevis, to be greeted by a welcoming party of dwarven citizens, cheering the army as they came home. Family members came running to the soldiers to embrace them.
Volare found it to be a heart-warming moment, but he couldn’t help but feel profound sadness. He knew he would never have this moment, this feeling of being reunited with his mother and brother again.
Nanus sensed Volare’s turn of mood.
“Come Volare, I will show you to Faber’s forge. Then I must attend to preparations. Word of our god returning to us will spread fast,” said Nanus.
Volare nodded in agreement as he followed the dwarf. He couldn’t help but lag behind Nanus, he was so intrigued with all of the architecture of the buildings. It wasn’t as colourful as the eshin village he had visited, Brevis took on more monotone colours with its buildings and clothing. Browns and greys dominated the scenery here, but they were presented in clean lines and detailed finishes. All of the roads were paved smooth and wide, allowing for carts of commerce to travel back and forth without being impeded. The pops of vibrant colour often came from shop fronts and signs, designed to catch the eye against the more neutral backdrop.
“Here we are,” said Nanus as he pointed up to a bronzed metallic sign.
Faber’s Fine Wares
“Wow. I never knew…”
“Never knew what?” asked Nanus.
“Uhh, nothing,” replied Volare sheepishly, cursing himself for not thinking faster on the spot.
Nanus frowned as he pushed open the door to the store.
Volare was greeted by a plumb dwarf with rosy cheeks. She revealed a wide and welcoming smile for her new potential customers, inviting them in.
“Welcome! Welcome! Please come in. My name is Ignis, how may I serve you.”
“Hello Ignis, I seek Faber personally,” said Nanus in a friendly but formal tone.
“Oh General Nanus, pardon me, I didn’t recognise you in your armour. Please go through the door, he is working in his forge to the rear of the yard,” said Ignis somewhat startled as she waved a hand towards a door to the side.
Volare followed the general through the store, taking in the beautiful metal works around him. Faber’s wares hung from the walls, covering every available free space, showing off his skill. He had even more beautiful and intricate creations here than he did in Vicus. His weapons and armour were presented as if they were pieces of artwork within the walnut timbered shop.
The light from the windows gave a shimmer to some of the pieces, reflecting rays of the sun into Volare’s eyes, catching his attention. He once again found himself lagging behind the general.
They stepped through the timber door to find themselves in a large courtyard of grass, with a blackened forge to the rear. To the side were training dummies of straw lined up with a couple of dwarves practising their swings and testing their new weapons.
Volare could hear the tell-tale sounds of billows blowing, fire raging and hammer shaping metal. The sounds and smells instantly transported him back to Vicus.
“Hoy Faber! I come bearing gifts!” called out Nanus.
Faber poked his head out from the forge, what little of his face showing through his facial hair was smudged black from the day’s work. Volare saw Faber’s eyes grow wide as he rushed over to embrace him in a crushing bear hug.
Volare tried to hug him back, but his arms were pinned by Faber’s embrace.
“What’s this? asked Nanus
“How in damnation have you ended up here, boy?” asked Faber, ignoring the general.
“It’s a long story,” said Volare light-heartedly. What about you? I thought you were taken by the army?” he asked.
“It’s a long story,” replied Faber as he rubbed the back of his head and smiling ear to ear.
“Ahem,” Nanus cleared his throat.
“Sorry General, Volare and I hav’a bit of a history you see. I found myself settling in his village, Vicus when I uhh…left.”
“I see. Well, we are glad you have mended your situation with Ignis, and we are pleased to have you back in these dark times. The king has taken notice of your efforts, and these times can bring upon forgiving winds amongst us all. I am especially pleased Ignis has decided to receive these winds.”
“Yes, general, thank you.”
“Can I leave the boy with you, Faber? He has quite the story, accompanied by an even greater task for you.”
“Y…yes o’course general. I’ll take him,” said Faber, still wide-eyed.
The general turned to leave the two of them together. Faber once again grabbing Volare into another bear hug.
Faber released Volare, “come, boy, ill close up the shop early for today.”
Volare sighed, “I don’t even know where to begin Faber. There’s so much to tell, so much to explain, to show, where do I begin?”
“Come, lemme show you my forge’n then we can go upstairs in the shop’n share a cuppa beside a fire. You can begin from the start. I think we both can, I’ve got some explainin t’do myself.”
**
“That is extraordinary boy,” said Faber, his jaw nearly hitting the floor the whole time Volare was explaining his story. Porro sitting beside him was even more mesmerised by the recounting of events with the crackling fire setting the ambience of the dark timber living room.
“It’s been a wild ride, to say the least Faber, literally speaking a lot of the time,” replied Volare with a laugh.
“Aye you can say that again,” chuckled Faber. “So uhh, can I see’em? The gems I mean…”
“Sure,” replied Volare as he pulled the two massive ruby and diamond gems from his rucksack.
“By the gods Volare, these are huge!” exclaimed Faber. Porro was also looking on with delight.
“Think you can forge them into armour and sword?”
“For you, boy? You’re not going to fight those blasted creatures, are you?”
Volare looked downwards at the gems he was holding. He could feel the rush of power emanating from them, filling him. He felt connected somehow to something bigger than him. He could now imagine himself fighting, wielding a sword, slaying the darkspawn. He realised these were unthinkable thought a few months ago, but he felt he had changed since he was in the village, he was stronger.
“I have to Faber, Koralinth himself spoke to me, shared his memories with me, shared the power of these gems. He wants me to use them. To…close the portal.”
“Aye, that’s heavy lad. A lot to burden a boy with,” said Faber with a tone of concern.
“I don’t think I’m a boy anymore Faber, or at least I don’t want to be. I’m ready. I want to fight. General Nanus said he would help me train over the winter. I have the memories of fighting now, the moves, the stances but…I need to train with them. In my armour, with my sword, I need to practice the memories given to me.”
“Very well…Volare, who am I to deny you such. Lemme take a closer look at’em,” said Faber as he reached for the gems.
Volare handed them over, feeling the weight of the power leave his fingertips.
“By the gods, these are extraordinary Volare, said Faber as he turned them over in his palms. I’ve got some treasures of me own that I’ve been savin, I think I’d like you to have’em, forged into your armour that is.”
“What are they?” asked Volare as Faber walked over to a cabinet. He pulled out two smaller gems, holding each in a palm.
“My father passed these on to me when he was teaching me how to become a master smith. This one is an opal, and this one is a topaz,” explained Faber.
“They’re beautiful!” replied Volare taking in the shimmering rainbow effect of the opal and vibrant yellow hue of the topaz.
“These are incredibly rare, only found in the deepest of mines. The opal you see here is said to help one cope with extreme emotions, channelling them to your advantage during times of stress. Invaluable during times of war. The topaz here hastens the healing of body and mind against injury. I believe both can serve in your quest,” said Faber as he puffed out his chest.
“Thank you!” Volare exclaimed. “They will combine well with my other gems. I’ve got quite a collection now, will they all work together in my armour?”
“I don’t see why not lad, but I’ve never forged anything with so many gems of power into it. It will be an experiment of such. There is one more thing,” said Faber with a broad grin. “I’ve got this special Platyium ingot in the workshop. It was my father again who passed it down to me, but I’ve never bin able to melt it down. It’s said to be from the time’o the gods, before the destructions. Hardest substance in the world. I’m thinkin…maybe with the help of dragon fire, I can blend it in t’your plate, what do ye say?” asked Faber excitedly.
“Oh, I think we will definitely need to try that!” beamed Volare. “I’ll ask Ferox or Peritus to see if they can stop by the forge.”
“Y…you mean here? A dragon god…at my forge?”
“Sure, it might be a tight squeeze for them, but I think the courtyard is big enough to hold Peritus at least.”
“Sure lad, sure,” replied Faber as he gulped.
“So you haven’t told me about this wife of yours Faber. I didn’t know you were married!?” inquired Volare.
“Aye lad. It’s an embarrassin story to tell if I’m bein truthful. I’d prefer to not share the details you see. Let’s just say I was behavin all kinds of stupid and needed forgivin.”
“How did you get your forgiveness?” pushed Volare, keen to pry details.
Faber gave a deep sigh, then went on to tell his story of reuniting with his love.
“We’re here, Porro. Best behaviour now,” said Faber as he nervously patted himself down.
“You can count on me!” replied Porro excitedly.
Faber looked at the boy and let out a groan. He knocked on the door to his shop. It had a closed sign on the front, so it was likely Ignis was going about her business in the upstairs living quarters. Faber knocked harder, hearing footsteps coming down the stairs.
The door opened to reveal a prim and proper dwarf. Ignis’ eyes widened, jaw, dropping as she realised who was standing in front of her.
“I’m sorry for…for everything. I regret…”
Without another word, Ignis embraced Faber in her strong arms.
“You’ve always been a stupid, stubborn dwarf Faber. I thought you dead,” said Ignis as she wept into his neck.”
“I know,” he replied as they separated.
The next second saw Ignis laying a slap across Faber’s face. Porro stumbled back with surprised.
“Damn you, Faber. I curse the day I fell in love with you. Now, who’s this poor boy you’ve dragged here into your mess?”
“This is Porro, my new apprentice,” said Faber as he rubbed his cheek.
“Of course, he is. Have you explained what a hopeless dwarf and even worse husband you’ve been of late?”
“I have,” replied Faber.
Ignis’ face softened at the response. Come on, let’s get inside before you catch a chill. You’ve got some makin up to do.”
“You’re a lucky dwarf it seems Faber,” teased Volare.
“The luckiest,” nodded Faber.
**
The days and weeks of winter passed with the city still exuberant with celebrations. Parties overflowed into streets, with wine and food filling the air with delicious smells. Not even the frigid temperatures and fall of slow could dampen the spirits of the dwarves. They simply drank the cold away, making sure to pay their respects to Peritus who patrolled the lands and skies surrounding Brevis.
Ferox had also returned home to the eshin, not only protect them from the darkspawn but share the battle plan beyond the long winter season. The eshin would need to get involved in the fight if they were to stand a chance in penetrating the forest.
Reports of darkspawn activity were few and far between during these winter months. The landscape all over Kragea was blanketed in snow, no doubt also troubling the movements of the darkspawn. The respite in combat was welcome, but it left the generals with a feeling of uneasiness for they didn’t know what their enemy plotted behind the walls of snow and forest.
Volare never lost contact with Ferox, they had grown a bond that could overcome any distance. Volare didn’t quite understand, but he would grip his amethyst and keystone tightly anytime he wanted to speak to Ferox. He couldn’t imagine his life without the dragon now.
Faber had never left the forge to partake in the celebrations; however, he remained by his wife’s side, focussed on his work. He had spent the time planning and hammering Volare’s new armour and sword.
Volare used the time to train his skills within the courtyard of Faber’s forge. General Nanus had sent several tutors to educate him in the ways of war. Volare was a fast learner, drinking in the knowledge, never quite satiating his infinite thirst for more.
The memories provided him by Koralinth through the power of the gems served him well. His skill was beyond his years, and he learned faster still. He couldn’t wait to wear his new armour and strike at the darkspawn with his firebrand sword. He had asked Peritus if she could stop by the forge today to help Faber melt the platyium to be mixed with the black plated steel. The dragon was due at any moment.
Volare remained focused on his training while they waited. He swung his training sword with precision and confidence. His breath was heavy, condensing in the frigid air around him. Flakes of snow collected on his head and shoulders, only to fall off as Volare danced around the courtyard with sword and shield. Moving was the only way to stay warm these days.
He stepped to the side as his training partner thrust a spear at him. Volare stepped in and slapped the dwarf on the shoulder with the flat side of his blade. Another dwarf entered the fray, teaming up against him. Volare was not troubled, he had outgrown his tutors. He could easily fend off multiple at a time.
A shadow passed over the ground, urging Volare to look up. Peritus circled high above triggering Volare’s heart to skip a beat in excitement.
The dragon descended upon them, just small enough to fit into the courtyard that Ferox wouldn’t have been able to. Volare’s dwarven tutors immediately took a knee and bowed deeply towards Peritus. They always showed a deep admiration and respect to the dragons. Volare didn’t feel the same urge, and the dragons never demanded it of him, so he simply continued being himself. He felt a closer connection to them. He felt he could share in their power.
“Is it ready?” Peritus asked.
The next second saw Faber stumbling out of the forge carrying a breastplate with trembling arms, closely followed by Porro.
“I…I…it’s here, I have it Great One”, stammered Faber as he placed the plate onto a bed of stone. “I have coated the stone in stensa paste, it should surpass the melting point of the platyium.”
“If you have prepared it as I have instructed Faber, all will be well,” reassured Peritus.
“Yes, o’course Great One. I followed your instructions to the letter.”
“Do you have the starsight dust?” asked Peritus.
“Yes, it’s right here,” said Faber as he pulled out a leather pouch from his pocket. “Mined and also prepared to your instructions.”
“Sprinkle the dust onto the plate, then place the platyium on top. The dust will help the metals bond with each other. After I have melded them, you will need to quickly embed the gems in their correct positions. I will fire it for a final time, and then, Volare will have his armour of gods.”
Volare’s face glowed with excitement. It was a sight he could never have dreamed of. A dragon god helping his master smith friend forge the armour of the gods. He looked on, with bated breath.
Faber followed the dragons instructions, stepping back once all was in place. Peritus then stepped forward, leaning in close to the stone bed now holding the starsight dusted breastplate with the platyium ingot resting upon it.
Peritus squeezed her lips, only allowing a narrow stream of fire to flow out from her mouth. The metals began glowing almost immediately, such was the intensity of the flame. Peritus focused her stream of fire, even more, melting the ingot to have it flow over the plate armour. She widened her flame, liquifying only the surface of the plate, allowing it to mix and bond with the platyium.
The metals swirled amongst each other mixing and bonding together. Peritus had such control over her flame, only allowing certain sections and depths of the metals to melt.
“Now!” she called.
With the help of Porro, Faber rushed over with the gems, hammering into place the amethyst, diamond, opal and topaz into each quarter of the breastplate. These gems would complement Volare’s keystone necklace, emerald bracers and sapphire boots, providing him with the powers of the gods.
Faber stepped back, and Peritus once again stepped forward, checking the position of each gem with a talon. Once satisfied, she blew fire once more, softening the metal so the gems could sink further into the plate to become embedded.
“It is done,” said Peritus with a tone of finality. “The time has come we free this world Volare.”
With that final comment, Peritus spread her wings and flapped down hard, lifting her into the air, allowing her to fly off.
Faber, Volare and his tutors all gathered around plate armour and watched as it cooled from a deep red into a dark grey. This plate, however, had specks of light grey and white spread throughout it, no doubt due to the mixing of platyium and starsight dust.
They all waited patiently as the plate changed its colour, cooling enough to touch. Volare reached for it, hand trembling as he tried to comprehend the power he was about to wear.
“It’s ready. My finest ever creation Volare. Helped by the very gods themselves. You are one lucky lad and well…I’m not afraid’o sayin I’m jealous,” said Faber.
Volare couldn’t help but smile as he lifted the plate.
“Couldn’t have done it without you Faber, you’re the only one skilled enough to pull this off. Or so Ignis tells me,” said Volare with a wink.
Faber blushed at the compliment waving Volare to stop with the flattery he secretly enjoyed.
The armour felt heavy and incredibly hard within Volare’s grip.
Faber helped Volare slip the armour over his head, threading through and tying the fasteners at the sides to ensure a snug fit. Faber had incorporated some adjustability for Volare, in case the young man wasn’t finished growing. A testament to Faber’s skill as a smith.
Volare sensed the surge of power immediately as if his blood was washed with adrenaline. This armour all of a sudden didn’t feel so heavy. Faber ducked into his forge to return with a sword.
“Your very own firebrand sword Volare. I’ve only made a few of these, this one being my finest one yet,” said Faber while handing over the sword.
The huge ruby was held at the base of the handle acting as the pommel, the biggest to have ever been incorporated into a firebrand sword. Volare took hold of it, urging the ruby to come to life and provide fire for the sword. The gem granted his desire, and the sword came to life with a wicked flame. The gems in his breastplate, bracers and boots all glowing vividly now. Volare was ready.
“I think this is where the training really begins,” said Volare with a cheeky grin. His new gem infused armour powered his muscles, his thoughts, his movements, they were all guided by the memories of Koralinth and the powers of the gems.
“It’s time we really tested the power of these gems. I’m ready,” said Volare, as he held his fire enriched sword into the air.




** Chapter 27 **





The Lifelings Strike Back

Four Months Later…
What do you mean the king doesn’t want us to march again?” asked Trajan, more aggressively then he intended to.
“King Hastam does not wish to risk the stronghold we have established on the border, commander, surely you would understand this better than most,” explained General Brite.
“So he wants us to just sit? Just wait while the eshin and dwarves march into the forest? It’s cowardly!” shouted Trajan, giving up controlling his frustration.
“Careful, your words get away from you commander.”
“I don’t care, general. You know as well as I do this is our best chance to rid us of the darkspawn. We can’t just sit back. We need to get involved in this conflict. The dwarves and eshin are bringing a blasted dragon each to the fight! We can’t afford to not forge an alliance during this critical moment,” said Trajan.
General Brite was left scratching his chin, contemplating deeply the implications of the king’s order to not join the coalition.
“And just what do you think that eshin dragon is going to do to us after the darkspawn are gone? You think it’s going to just let us occupy these lands? The gods themselves have returned, and we cower in the shadows. The lands have thawed General Brite, it is time to march once more,” Trajan went on. “Speaking of which, I have still not received an explanation as to how our dragon god Zelogh came to be a darkspawn. Something is wrong here general, our own god attacks us, driving us away from the darkspawn. There has been no intelligence provided as to why and how we ended up facing humanoid darkspawn…”
“I hear you, Trajan!” interrupted General Brite. “But that is precisely why we must not march. We don’t know enough! We have the garrisons now that can fight off the dragons. We can hold Dritura, against darkspawn and dragons…and anything else that comes at us,” retorted Brite.
“You’ve all gone mad! We can’t hold anything, it is winter that allowed us respite from them, nothing else! The king wants the dwarves and eshin to march into the forest, he wants them to fight, wants them to become weakened by the coming battle and for what? So that he can conquer the dwarves and lands to the south as well? To what end, Brite?” asked Trajan.
“That is enough, Commander Trajan. You have your orders, and you will follow them. This discussion is over. You have already strayed into traitorous language, and you will stop,” said General Brite as he stood and made his way for the door.
“I will not stop General. Fate has brought us to this crossroad.”
The general stopped by the doorway, pausing for a moment, then without looking back left Trajan in his private chambers.
“Fools!” Trajan exclaimed.
Shala having watched the general leave, entered Trajan’s chambers. He was hunched over his desk, looking over the map of Kragea. Weeks ago the dwarves had sent messengers with a planned date and time of when to begin the combined assault into the forest. Each message was hand-delivered to the high commanders and generals along the front lines.
After Trajan’s experience with Mitchim, he now knew for certain there were spies amongst them. He warned his comrades to be vigilant against suspicious behaviour. Some heeded his warning more seriously than others.
“What do you intend to do?” Shala asked
“Something is profoundly wrong here, Shala. I know it. It is not like us to shy away from a battle, especially one with such dire consequences. Our fate could depend on the outcome of this. I can’t stand by,” explained Trajan as he breathed heavily.
“You plan to defy your orders?”
Trajan paused for a long moment, considering which course of action he should take. Conflicting emotions and strategies competing for space inside of him. In the end, however, Trajan knew what he needed to do. He wanted to be a part of history, not sit idly and watch it go by.
“Please bring my communication sphere Shala, I must speak with the other commanders,” instructed Trajan. “I also require the company of Captain Vix, she will organise our coming march.”
**
Three days later Trajan’s garrison had marshalled beyond its gates ready to make the march to the Pointed Forest for the second time. They had only received limited reinforcements from Terram during the winter, but it would need to do.
The snows had melted, and the sun’s rays warmed the skin, providing an opportunity for the humans, dwarves and eshin to advance upon the darkspawn. Reports of darkspawn activities in surrounding areas had also been increasing, giving Trajan a sense of urgency.
Less than half of the other high commanders had committed their armies to the march. They were heavily undermanned for the mission ahead. It didn’t matter, they had been threatened with execution under that law of treason, giving Trajan the impression he would probably die either way. He was surprised by his self-sacrificing attitude, he felt it went against his goals he had only a year ago. This darkspawn war, however, his burns which still gnawed at his back, the betrayal of Mitchim and the love he had grown for Shala had changed him. He still felt the ruthless desire to fight, but it was focussed on the blight that had infested the lands. So fight he would.
“The troops are ready to be mobilised, sir,” reported Captain Vix.
“Very good, we will not delay any longer. Sound the horn, we march. We will combine with the other garrisons to present a united front,” replied Trajan.
Vix, with a nod, placed the horn to her lips and sounded the instruction to march onwards.
**
“My lord, we have received reports some commanders have defied their orders and are on the march,” said Kemp.
Lewin leaned back in his chair, considering the situation.
“Let me guess Kemp, Trajan is the leader of this treachery?”
“Y…yes my lord.”
“He is supposed to be dead Kemp. Lord Simus warned us about his rise to power.”
“I know my lord. I’m sorry. My agent failed in his mission. We haven’t been able to get anyone else close to him,” stammered Kemp.
“No Kemp, it is you who have failed.”
“I…I’m sorry, it won’t happen again…”
“No…no it won’t,” said Lewin coldly as he glanced to his guards that were flanking him.
The guards moved toward Kemp, who recoiled back, trying to crawl away from them.
“NO!” Kemp shouted. The last word he would ever speak.
**
The eshin entered the forest from the south first. Their connection to nature had grown stronger since the return of Ferox. They could communicate with the trees and wildlife, aiding them in their sneaky advance deeper into the forest.
Volare, riding atop Ferox circled high above, ready to swoop down at a moment’s notice. But the forest was telling Ferox and the eshin the darkspawn were not near.
It was Coniun that was charged with leading the advance below. There were no military ranks amongst the eshin, but Coniun was seen as not only one of the wisest amongst them but had also demonstrated a clear affinity and bond with nature. Able to manipulate the life around him.
Deeper they crept, the forest growing more dense and dark as they headed for the centre, where the portal was thought to be. The improvised eshin army followed behind with makeshift weapons made from farming tools. They were determined to play their role in ridding the world of darkspawn. They would lie in wait until the time came and use the cover of the forest to their advantage.
**
The dwarves had set up their forward battle camp near to the Pointed Forest. They made preparations for their assault, rolling in machines of war even larger than what the humans could build.
Though they lacked individual height and reach during combat, they made up for it with their teamwork, quality of weapons and armour and their highly effective machines of war. Mechanised to throw boulders far off into the distance, where approaching armies would be torn apart and blown away before even having a chance to engage the dwarves directly.
General Nanus looked to the ominous Pointed Forest ahead of him as Peritus circled above, ensuring no darkspawn would catch them off guard. It was nearly time, in a couple of days, the dragons would give the signal to attack, then there would be no turning back.
**
Volare was soaring high above the forest and could now see Peritus approaching to meet them. It was approaching dawn with the sun kissing the horizon as it rose, casting the skies into warm glows. All the armies had assembled around the forest, ready to begin the coordinated strike.
Volare’s stomach knotted with anticipation. He had grown accustomed to wearing his new plate armour, developing his skills using the powers of the gems. He finally felt like he had control over his life, he could make a difference and save those around him.
“It is time, we can begin,” boomed Peritus, overcoming the winds high above the ground.
The two dragons circled each other, looking downwards before releasing a massive stream of fire which formed into a ring above the forest. The ring of fire could be seen by all three armies from their respective positions, signalling to begin the advance into the forest. It was the lifelings that would need to fight within the forest, with the Peritus and Ferox providing cover against the absent darkspawn Zelogh.
It was concluded that spreading the darkspawn across three fronts would give them the best chance to reach the centre. The eshin, able to communicate with trees and sneak through the forest, were most likely to reach the centre before the others.
In the distance, the dwarves and humans launched massive boulders and rocks into the forest, in an attempt to not only displace and kill any hidden darkspawn but to also carve some space to march through. Meanwhile, Peritus and Ferox remained vigilant in the skies, to ward off any threats.
As the boulders ran out, the dwarves and humans marched into the forest itself, slowly advancing through the dense growth. The boulders had served their purpose, clearing some of the way, providing openings they could execute formations in while sending out scouts to provide reconnaissance.
**
“THEY COME!” shouted a scout who had climbed up a tall tree.
“HOLD! Shields up! Today men, WE TAKE THE FIGHT TO THEM!” shouted Trajan as a wave of darkspawn hurtled towards them. They danced around the trees, climbing and leaping off their trunks and branches.
They were deadly in the forest, in these tight and close quarters, they had the advantage. Trajan willed his firebrand sword to life, the other commanders and black plate wearers following.
Swords lit up all around Trajan as the few commanders who decided to join him led their soldiers and recruits into battle. Trajan’s heart raced with excitement, this is what he enjoyed most.
A darkspawn hound and humanoid sprinted towards him, only to be welcomed by the force of his strength and swipe of his deadly sword. Today, Trajan would get his revenge.
**
General Nanus roared as he led his dwarven army into the forest. The trees loomed high above the dwarves, but that didn’t stop them, their courage and resolve would overcome the darkspawn today.
They were spurred by their god returning, and they would not fail Peritus. They would fight for their very existence. The darkspawn would not relent; however, they would not give up, they would not leave the forest unless they were killed.
Darkspawn met the dwarves with a wave of fury, with charging hounds and dwarven darkspawn going to battle against the dwarven army.
Nanus screamed as he swung his battle-axe in wide arcs, cleaving multiple darkspawn at once. He could be reckless, he could be overly aggressive, for the darkspawn claws and teeth were little match for dwarven armour. Their fighting numbers matched the darkspawn, in this battle, there would be no retreat, only the relentless advance of the dwarves.
**
All three armies were doing well, advancing steadily into the heart of the Pointed Forest. It would take them until at least the morning to reach the inner sections. They would be stretched to the limit, but fresh supplies could be brought in from behind, feeding the march onwards. The eshin remained undetected, sneaking ever closer. The darkspawn were too occupied with the humans and dwarves to worry about their southern position, allowing the eshin an opportunity to launch a surprise attack.
Ferox and Peritus continued to patrol the skies with Volare also lending his eyes in trying to spot the darkspawn dragon. It would need to show itself eventually if it wanted to stem the advance of the lifelings.
The hours passed as the sun danced its way across the sky to finally bring an end to the day. The dwarves and humans were making camp for the night within the forest. It would present as the most dangerous time during the assault. The darkspawn behaved even more aggressively during nights, they showed increased speed and strength, as if the very light of the sun diminished their capabilities.
The lifelings had timed their assault to coincide with a double full moon, shining high above the ground. It cast a monochromatic glow over the forest as fog descended upon the camps in the still chilly night. Gloomy shadows filled every corner of the forest, unclear if it was cast by a harmless critter or awaiting darkspawn.
Sightings of wildlife all over Kragea had plummeted, suggesting that the darkspawn were feeding off them at an unsustainable rate. Even the top predators that roamed the lands hadn’t been sighted in months. Ferox and the eshin were most troubled by this, committing to investigate and correct the balance of life should they succeed in defeating the darkspawn.
“Volare, the hot updrafts have ceased, it is difficult to maintain this altitude much longer, Peritus and I will need a rest,” explained Ferox.
“I was thinking it was time we took some more direct action Ferox,” said Volare.
“You wish to set the central forest ablaze?”
“I do. I want to force their hand, tens of thousands of darkspawn have been slaughtered today. I don’t think we should give them time to recover through the night. Press our advantage, I say,” explained Volare.
Ferox released a grumble of satisfaction from his throat with Peritus mirroring the sound.
“Very well Volare, Peritus and I will let our children know to prepare for a potential wave. I will drop you off with the humans to communicate our plans.”
Ferox descended upon the northern regions of the forest, torchlight indicated the location of the human camp within the forest.
“They have done well securing this much land. Zelogh, would have been proud of them,” said Ferox.
The eshin dragon swooped low along the tree line, the humans rushing for cover fearing the darkspawn dragon had returned.
Volare leaped off the dragon, freefalling to the earth below. It rushed toward him at an exhilarating pace. He no longer feared the heights, the rush of wind, or the looming hard ground. Instead, he savoured in the rush of it.
With a boom, Volare landed hard upon the ground, cracking the earth around his feet. His plate, bracers and boots were glowing brilliantly as he harnessed their power to perform the superhuman feat. Soldiers gathered around him, gawking with awe. They couldn’t believe their eyes. Volare had grown much taller since leaving Vicus, he was no longer skinny but muscular, fit and trained in the ways of combat.
He stood as tall and nearly as broad as his father, commanding respect from the onlookers. He puffed his chest as he assessed the soldiers. He almost felt like he needed to take care of them, as if they were his children now in the absence of Zelogh and Koralinth.
“Who is in command here?” shouted Volare with a tone of authority.
“I am,” came another strong voice as Trajan stepped out from the shadows.
“You!” Volare shouted as he marched directly for Trajan.
Volare drew his sword, igniting its brilliant flame as Trajan also drew his sword. His fire burning not as brightly as Volare’s. The soldiers around him also drew their swords, with more of them rushing to the scene and enclosing around Volare, unsure what to do.
Trajan held his sword out, trying to maintain distance from his aggressor. Volare didn’t hesitate, he engaged with Trajan, disarming him almost instantly, sending his sword flying away. He swung his sword for Trajan’s neck, stopping his blade centimetres from making contact. Trajan stood frozen in place not daring to move, enduring the slight burn that Volare’s sword was causing to his neck.
“Do you remember me, Trajan?”
“No!” Remove your sword!”
“Where is my father!?” Volare demanded.
“I don’t know who your father is,” said Trajan taking a step away from the sword. Volare kept his sword pointing directly at Trajan.
“Calidum Fortem! Where is he!? You took him from me! From us!”
Trajan’s face grew pale as it dawned on him who Volare was.
“I’m sorry…I truly do not know where he is. I believe…he died during our first assault in the forest months ago,” said Trajan quietly.
Volare drew breath, his realisation that his entire family had been lost to the darkspawn dawning on him. He lowered his sword as his eyes began welling up with tears.
“Not you too,” he whispered to himself as he hung his head.
“Volare, I am with you, I feel your pain, but you must push it aside. Focus on the mission. We will deal with Trajan later. Peritus and I are in position,” said Ferox, his voice flowing through Volare’s mind.
“I will deal with you after this is done Trajan,” said Volare in a disturbingly calm voice. “The dragons are ready to set the forest ablaze, ready your men in case of a darkspawn retaliation.”
Trajan’s eyes widened as he began barking orders.
“Form up, men! Take your positions! Captain Vix, keep our flanks clear and our formation tight!”
The soldiers scrambled into their formations, instructions fanning out from Trajan and being relayed to the surrounding battalions.
“We are ready,” Volare sent a thought to Ferox.
The next moment Peritus and Ferox were launching massive streams of fire upon the forest, bringing a fiery glow from above the tree line. The blaze set the night sky itself alight, drowning out the stars, replaced with embers floating on the air currents.
Screeches of anguish could be heard from deep within the forest as the ground beneath Volare’s feet began to vibrate.
“They charge, be ready!” he shouted.
Volare and Trajan marched to the front of the formation to meet the wave of darkspawn head-on. Volare found it unnerving to be fighting beside the cruel man that broke apart his family. He hated him. Yet at this moment, as he held his firebrand sword beside him, powered by the gems and memories of Koralinth himself, he reflected on the fact that Trajan was responsible for Volare beginning his journey in the first place. It was almost fitting that the darkspawn war would come to a head with the two of them at the tip of the spear.
The darkspawn hounds and humanoids charged at the human army as they escaped the brutal flames, there would be no rest for the armies on this night. They were entrenched and well-fortified in their makeshift camps, they could not only hold off the darkspawn but slaughter them in their droves.
Volare fought with blistering ferocity, leaving no darkspawn creature alive in his wake. He spared nothing in his path, feeling only passion and thrilling excitement, bringing an end to the beasts. Trajan was equally possessed in the heat of the battle, fending off countless darkspawn.
Unfortunately, the soldiers were not faring as well, the darkspawn, although mostly attacked mindlessly, could over-power the armies with the sheer weight of numbers.
More creatures came at them, not only hounds, not only humanoids but the very predators that the forest hid. Massive licerta now rampaged toward them, toppling trees over as they swung horn covered heads. They were joined by the faster and more agile acinonyx, galloping and leaping its way into the fight. Even the birds now swooped down on them. The situation was degrading into mayhem.
“Keep it tight! Shields up! Don’t allow gaps! Archers release at will!” Trajan bellowed as he fought and commanded his army at the same time. They wouldn’t be able to hold them off much longer.
“There is no end to them!” shouted Trajan.
“We have no choice now! We must fight until the end!
An earth-shaking roar sounded from within the depths of the forest that was slowly being consumed with fire. A huge shadow leaped into the air, taking flight to escape the flames.
“The dragon!” a soldier cried out, pointing into the sky.
Ferox! Beware! Volare sent his thoughts to Ferox.
**
Ferox turned his head as Volare’s voice streamed through his consciousness. He could now see the darkspawn Zelogh take to the sky.
“Peritus! It’s time!”
The two dragons re-joined each other to fly in formation, they would meet Zelogh as a team, each attacking a flank. All three dragons roared as they circled the skies looking for an opportune moment to strike at each other. It would be Zelogh to launch the first attack, as the darkspawn beat its wings hard, surging towards Peritus who tried to hold Zelogh at bay with a fireball.
Zelogh was the largest, the most powerful of the three dragons, Peritus and Ferox would need to be exceptionally cautious in fighting him. If Zelogh were to grab hold of either one of them, either in his talons or mouth, it would spell disaster for them.
Peritus, being much smaller, was able to nimbly dart away from Zelogh’s reaching talon. Ferox took the opportunity to attack from the other side, looking to puncture Zelogh’s scales with his talons. He managed to only scratch the massive blackened beast, dislodging a scale to expose a patch of oily black skin. Zelogh turned away from Ferox, trying to protect its bare skin only to be met with a swooping Peritus breathing fire onto its exposed skin.
Zelogh let out a mighty roar of pain as he tried desperately to escape the stream of fire. Ferox following up by nosediving directly towards Zelogh, he would grab the darkspawn by the talons and throw him into the flames below.
Zelogh, turned at the last second swiping with a front leg to inflict a deep gash into Ferox’ side. The eshin dragon, reeling from pain fell from the sky, unable to collect his thoughts. It felt like the darkness itself was spreading within his blood, burning inside of his veins and arteries. The fires below, rushed upwards towards Ferox, threatening to swallow him up.
**
Volare fell to his knee as he felt a searing pain in his side.
“What is it!? Trajan called out mid decapitation of a darkspawn.
“I…I don’t know! My side!” cried out, Volare as he felt his armour. There was no cut.
Volare searched his mind for Ferox’ presence. The dragon’s consciousness was barely there. Volare realised he was injured.
“WAKE UP FEROX! It’s not over yet, we need you!” Volare urged. He closed his eyes, focusing the power of his Topaz, sending it to Ferox.
**
Ferox, spurred by Volare’s thoughts forced his eyes open. He spread his wings just in time to stop his descent into the flames. Ferox beat his wings hard, urgent in his efforts to return to the fight above. Peritus wouldn’t last long without his help.
Before ascending, however, Ferox noticed a dim and deep purple oval portal within the flames. The fires had swallowed the trees, exposing the portal!
A black hooded figure stood at its entrance, shielding the portal in a magical barrier against the fires. An endless stream of darkspawn poured from the portal, not caring about the flames, they threw themselves out and charged in the direction of the dwarven and human armies. There was no relenting in their stream.
The hooded figure looked up to Ferox, the dragon flames illuminating his veleon face.
It can’t be thought Ferox. “Volare! I have found the portal, can you follow my gaze?”
“Yes, I can see,” came Volare’s response.
“You must reach it, Volare! There’s no end to the darkspawn, our only hope is closing the portal. Be warned! There is a veleon guarding it. It is the black hand of Mirardos himself.”
After a momentary pause came Volare’s response once more. “I will end this.”
Ferox beat his wings hard, rising above the smog of the flames to see Zelogh had Peritus in his talons, trying to tear her apart. Peritus’ blood was raining upon the forest.
Ferox launched himself at the darkspawn dragon, biting its neck hard and sinking his talons into its body. Zelogh let go of Peritus to send her crashing towards the flames below. It was now Ferox, and Zelogh entangled together, trying to land a finishing bite or slash on each other. Both dragons became bloodied, but Zelogh wasn’t fazed, the darkspawn did not care about its own life.
With a final effort, Ferox stabbed its talons into Zelogh’s neck that had its scales ripped off from Ferox’ earlier bite. The talons sunk in deep, severing several vessels. Zelogh fought on, it didn’t matter how much blood the darkspawn lost. Ferox knew he had to decapitate the dragon, so he bit once more, over and over until the eshin dragon had chewed his way through Zelogh’s neck, freeing his head to crash to the earth below.
Ferox threw Zelogh’s body to the side and nose-dived to the forest in an attempt to catch Peritus, but it was too late. Peritus lay motionless amongst a patch of burned and broken trees. To Ferox’ surprise, however, the eshin were now moving to surround the dragon, as they extinguished the flames around them. Ferox granted the eshin affinity to nature, which included limited control over fire. He felt a surge of pride from within him as he watched his children rush in to protect and heal Peritus.
Ferox circled above, maintaining a guard above Peritus and his children, looking out for any approaching darkspawn.
**
Coniun directed the eshin amongst the trees, urging them to provide a protective circle around the god dragon.
“Hold back the flames brothers and sisters! Healers, to the front! It is time to work your magics,” commanded Coniun.
The eshin worked feverishly trying to use magics that have been long lost to them in order to weave torn flesh back together.
Coniun looked up towards their god circling above, protecting them from any encroaching darkspawn. A long narrow shadow flew through the air at alarming speed directly for Ferox.
“Beware Great One!” shouted Coniun, but it was no use. The Fodico Spear slammed into the side of the dragon. Coniun was now witness to his god, careening to the ground, he could only look on with terror.
“Warriors! With me!”
**
Ferox, blinded with agonizing pain could feel his consciousness fading. He couldn’t hold himself up in the air, strength completely drained from him. He could feel the poison surging through him.
An idea came to him within the depths of his mind, spurring him to stay awake for moments longer. Ferox adjusted the angle of his wings, directing his flight path into a collision course with the portal and the veleon controlling it. If he were going to die, he would end this damnation in the process.
**
Volare was barrelling his way through the darkspawn. His armour glowing so brightly now it was warding them off. The sapphires in his boots flashed blue as Volare launched himself in leaps and bounds towards the centre of the forest.
He felt a vicious stabbing pain to his shoulder, followed by the absence of Ferox’ consciousness. Volare feared the worst which spurred him to run, bound and slash even harder. He was a supernatural force, about to unleash his power. Volare could sense the portal now, the power emanating from it. He pushed with his boots hard against the ground, leaping over the top of the trees to come crashing down upon the clearing containing the purple portal, darkspawn swarming out in an endless tide.
Volare saw Ferox on laying on the ground, eyes closed, only managing shallow breaths. The eshin surrounded him, holding off the horde of darkspawn but they wouldn’t last long. Healers were chanting over the body of Ferox, trying to work their magics for him but Volare suspected they were less effective while their dragon was so severely injured.
Stepping out from behind the, portal the veleon came into Volare’s sight.
“You have done well to come this far Volare, but you will come no further. There is no resisting, no escaping Mirardos. All within this cosmos shall be his,” said the hooded figure.
“Who are you?” demanded Volare, gritting his teeth as he set his stance and sword into an aggressive position.
“I am Lord Simus, a hand of the Shadow Lord Mirardos. I am here to bring an end to the pitiful resistance the lifelings of this planet have mounted.”
Volare let out a mighty battle cry, not interested in any more talk, he wanted to see Simus dead, skewered on his sword. He glowed as bright as the sun as he launched himself at the veleon. Volare was driven by the death of his family, the destruction wrought on the lands, the decimation of all life, the vile inhuman darkspawn, the wounds inflicted upon Ferox, he drove his anger down upon Simus in a flurry of overhead smashed with his sword.
Simus deflected each one with his staff, also glowing now with a Lapis Lazuli embedded on top.
“It was you! you were on those cliffs during the attack on Vicus,” shouted Volare.
“Oh, I enjoyed ravaging that pathetic village, they cried and wept as the Shadow Lord’s children tore them apart,” Simus shouted back with a snarl.
Volare pushed hard against him, landing a chest breaking kick against Simus, sending him crashing into a tree trunk. Simus was sluggish getting back to his feet. Volare didn’t allow him the time, he came crashing down on the veleon once more, driving his sword forward into the tree trunk. Simus narrowly dodged as he rolled to the side.
Simus swung his staff to strike Volare’s head, soaking his vision with stars popping in and out of view. He stumbled back trying to collect himself.
The two traded blows for what seemed like an eternity, both growing tired. Volare willed himself to maintain his energy, relying on the emeralds in his bracers to keep holding his sword firm. Volare searched his memories for battle experience, combining them with the power of the gems, he continued to slash at Simus without rest. The veleon was growing tired, unable to control the darkspawn and fight Volare at the same time. The eshin were now in control of the battle around him, protecting both Ferox and Volare.
Volare felt an opening in Simus’ guard. He kicked at the staff, sending it flying out of the veleon’s grip. With no staff to protect himself, Volare drove his sword into Simus’ gut.
Volare felt a surge of power combined with relief as he twisted his sword within Simus’ gut, slicing and searing his flesh simultaneously. Simus’ black eyes grew wide as his blood dripped to the ground. His hood fell back to reveal ashen hair. His black robe caught alight with ruby fire, as Volare withdrew his sword from his gut, enjoying the sight of the veleon’s eyelids drooping. Simus dropped to the ground in a heap amongst his black robes, consumed by the ruby fire, he was rapidly reduced to ash.
Around him, the darkspawn, now without instruction, faltered in their aggression, not knowing what to do. It was only for a moment, however, as the portal had a surge of power, glowing more brightly, triggering the darkspawn into life again, lashing out with a new ferocity.
Volare marched to the portal, held out his palm and activated his ruby once more. A massive stream of fire enveloped the portal as it flickered, showing its first signs of weakness. Volare strained as he channelled power through his body and out through his palm, into the portal. He wasn’t sure if he could maintain it.
He looked to Ferox and noticed his Topaz glowing once more, combining its energy with the eshin’s powers of healing. The dragon’s eyes opened, as Ferox stood once more. The dragon had a look of seriousness to him. He swiped away the darkspawn as if they were pests and rushed to Volare’s side, unleashing a stream of fire to combine with Volare’s.
The portal flickered more vividly, its existence disappearing momentarily only to snap back. Volare and Ferox pushed themselves, harder than they ever had until finally, the portal disappeared. The purple glow dissipating into nothingness. The portal was closed.
Volare and Ferox were left gasping for breath, exhausted. A sense of relief washing over them as they looked to each other with a sense of pride.
The darkspawn once again stopping their aggression, taking pause, now not receiving any instruction once again. The eshin didn’t need to be invited to finish them, wiping out the darkspawn in the clearing. The stream had been stopped, giving the dwarves and humans a fighting chance to finally end the darkspawn.
“There is still the remaining darkspawn within the forest,” said Volare as he tried to catch his breath. There would be no time to rest. Ferox lowered his shoulder and Volare climbed atop the dragon once again to take to the skies. Peritus joined them from behind, still injured but now able to fly.
“Don’t count me out yet,” said Peritus showing her razor-sharp teeth. Your children work wonders Ferox, you did well in their creation.”
Ferox beamed at the compliment, he did indeed feel great pride for his children. He looked forward to returning to them after this. The two dragons flew towards the human and dwarven fronts, where they would help bring an end to the now mindless darkspawn.




** Chapter 28 **





The Reunion

Two Weeks Later…
Volare was in the Viridi stables brushing Brun.
“I missed you, boy,” said Volare.
Brun nickered and bumped his head against Volare’s shoulder, showing his care for the young man. He was grateful to the eshin for their care with Brun, he had never looked so clean and happy.
Volare had only arrived in Viridi, the new capital of eshin civilization a few days ago. He had spent some time with Trajan and the other commanders within Dritura, explaining the process of reparations that would be taking place in the coming weeks for the eshin. The returning of their land, their resources, as well as ample compensation.
With Ferox and Peritus standing imposingly by each of Volare’s shoulders, Trajan, nor the other commanders, made any protest to his demands. The military would have six months to completely leave the lands of Dritura with further negotiations planned for the settlement of civilians.
Viridi and the surrounding towns and villages spent a week mourning their dead after their return home. The eshin had fought bravely, even saving the two dragon gods, but it came at a high cost.
For a second time in a generation, their population had been severely threatened. Every single eshin was touched by the sting of death in some capacity. It would take many more generations for them to recover and prosper once more. Ferox committed to staying with the eshin for the time being, to ensure the reparation process was honoured. Peritus and the dwarves, as well as Volare of course, offered assistance.
“Where should I go from here, boy?” asked Volare as he continued his brushing.
Brun, either by accident or by instinct, flicked his head northwards.
“Back to Vicus? I…I’m not sure Brun, there’s not much left there,” said Volare.
Brun scratched at the hay below him with his hoof.
“I suppose you’re right, I should lay the village to rest.”
Volare gave a deep sigh as he remembered the scene he had left. The torn bodies flashed through his mind, the blood-soaked ground and stench of death. Volare wasn’t sure if he was ready to confront those scenes once more, confront the origins of his story.
His Opal embedded into his plate glowed gently, refracting all the colours of a rainbow. He rubbed his hand over it, feeling its calming effects. He remembered the graves he had dug for his mother and brother. He wanted to visit them, pay his respects, say a proper goodbye. It was time for him to return home.
**
Ferox soared above the clouds, the sun’s rays now growing much warmer with each passing day.
“Should we go for it?” asked Ferox.
“Let’s do it!” replied Volare excitedly.
Ferox, dropped his head, pulled in his wings and dove headfirst towards the ground. Volare, now thoroughly enjoyed the rush of it. Flying with Ferox not only made him feel powerful but free as well.
Faster and faster they fell, the ground rushing up to meet them, details focusing into Volare’s view.
Something is different here, he thought.
Ferox did a couple of flyovers, assessing the ground for an ideal landing space. The dragon touched down in one of the outer farming fields, breathing in the fresh sea breeze.
Volare slid off Ferox and jogged towards the village centre.
It’s gone. The bodies, they’re all gone.
Volare, now walking through the streets of Vicus, was stunned to find it, clean of blood and bodies. It’s as if the very land itself had erased the atrocity that occurred here. The air, only had a scent of salt diffused through it, absent of rot. Volare could hear the calming sounds of waves washing up on the beach, all was calm. He started back into a jog towards his home, keen to see the state of his mother’s and brother’s grave.
“It can’t be!” he exclaimed as he walked around the hut to the backyard. There was a whole sea of graves back there. Each with a simple tombstone, engraving revealing who lay beneath. Volare could only look on with shock.
“Who are you?” came a quiet voice from behind.
Volare reeled around to see a somewhat dishevelled and heavily bearded man.
“Father!?” Volare exclaimed.
“Volare…it can’t be…how? You look so…” Calidum said wide-eyed.
“I could ask the same of you,” said Volare as he walked to his father.
The two embraced one another, holding on tight, not letting go for what seemed an eternity. Both men had tears flowing down their cheeks, tears of shock, sadness and pure joy all mixed in together.
Ferox walked along the edge of the village, wanting to look at what was happening. He could sense the rise in Volare’s emotions, stirring his curiosity.
“V…Volare! A…a…dra,” Cal stuttered.
“Calm father, that is the eshin dragon god Ferox,” explained Volare still holding his father’s shoulders tightly. Volare for the first time, noticed his height now matched his father’s, shoulders nearly as broad, he was no longer the boy his father knew. He now appreciated the shock he must have caused his father.
“I have quite the story to tell you, father,” said Volare with a grin.
“Clearly! I too have…things to share,” replied Cal as he peered past Volare’s shoulder towards all the graves.
Volare looked to Ferox, giving the dragon a nod of thanks. Ferox beat his wings hard, launching himself into the air. He looked back to his father, a wave of relief washing over him.
“You promised me we’d have streaky keef meat father, and I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” said Volare with a huge grin.
Calidum, tears still flowing down his cheeks, nodded and smiled back.
“Come inside, my son, I am not a man to let a promise go unfulfilled,” said Cal.
The two men, arms around each other, walked into their home.
“I can’t wait to hear how you got yourself that armour and sword son…and a dragon no less,” said Cal as he gave Volare’s black plate a poke.
“Oh father, you won’t believe the half of it. But something tells me, our journey is only just beginning.”




** Chapter 29 **





Hope In The Shadows

Trajan fearing the worst had decided to sneak into the palace in the City of Kings. His communications, along with the other commanders involved in the negotiations with Volare and the dragon gods, had gone unanswered by the king.
Equally troubling was that an order for their arrest was issued despite their success in the Pointed Forest in ridding the world of darkspawn. There would be no pardon for soldiers and commanders alike, now on the run with no permanent home in Dritura nor any place that would welcome them within Terram lands.
Trajan could not shake the feeling that something terrible was occurring here. He disguised himself as a black plated palace guard, choosing to knock out a man that resembled him unconscious, taking his place for the overnight shift.
Trajan stalked the corridors, red carpet ran the centre of it softening his steps. The palace had always been an overly lavish building, with priceless paintings and sculptures lining its walls. Gold trimmings soaked the eye in a successful attempt to show off wealth of unparalleled measure.
Trajan learned where the king slept for the night, he would sneak into his chambers and confront him directly, a risky move to say the least but he didn’t see any other choice at this point. If he didn’t do something, there would only be another war breaking out.
The servants didn’t dare question his movements, black plated guards were granted a measure of freedom in their movements, expected to take the initiative in the protection of the king. So he passed through the corridors with relative ease, maintaining an expression that suggested he belonged there. He wasn’t sure if he was pulling it off or not but so far, had not been stopped by anyone.
He approached the final set of spiral stairs that would take him to the upper levels, which were guarded by two black plated soldiers, firebrand swords resting on their shoulders.
“You’re late,” one of them said.
“Apologies, got held up,” said Trajan, somewhat unconvincingly. He cursed himself for not being better prepared, but he had no experience with sleuthing.
The guard looked him up and down, considering Trajan for a moment before stepping aside, allowing him to climb the stairs. Trajan wasted no time in stepping past the guard and ascending the stone stairs.
He reached the top, turned the final corner to find a lone black plated guard standing in front of the doors to King Hastam’s chamber. Trajan’s heart was racing now as he approached the guard.
“You’re late,” he said, much the same way as the guard before.
“I know. Sorry,” Trajan said, looking everywhere except at the guard in an attempt to hide his appearance.
“You look different…” the guard commented.
Trajan, now sweating inside of his plate, looked straight ahead, not turning towards the man.
“I’ve been sick, that’s why I’m late,” said Trajan in the calmest most confident voice he could muster.
“Really? You seemed fine a few days ago. Besides it’s not that, there’s something else about you, I can’t quite…”
Trajan, without warning, turned to the man and punched him square in the face with his gauntleted fist, knocking him unconscious. His eyes rolled to the back of his head, exposing the white parts as he fell backward. Trajan leaped forward, grabbing hold of him and lowering his body slowly.
“By the gods, what am I doing?” he whispered to himself.
Trajan pressed his ear to the door and could barely make out some muffled speech. The king was talking to someone in there. Trajan strained his ears but couldn’t hear anything.
He reached for the handle, pushing against the door with his shoulder as gently as he could, Trajan pried the door ajar. The voices were still too quiet, too distant for him to make out.
He pushed it open wider, poking his head in. Trajan’s eyes grew wide as disbelief took hold of him. He saw King Hastam, now an old sickly looking man with ashen skin, long grey hair and beard, hooked nose and moles littering his face. The king was kneeling before a shadow of black mist and smoke standing before him.
“You have failed me Hastam. You are but a worm, worthless and insignificant to the workings of the cosmos,” scolded the shadow.
“I…I’m sorry Lord Mirardos, please I beg of you, forgive me,” coughed Hastam in reply.
“You have allowed the gods to return to this world, it is unforgivable. You have allowed hope to sprout where there should have been none. I will have your head Hastam, then I will take your essence to feed my armies,” continued Mirardos.
“No! Please! I can do better, I’ll show you! croaked Hastam.
The shadow paused, suddenly turning to look directly at Trajan. The shadow shared the same facial features as the hooded figure from his dream. A veleon Trajan concluded.
“You cannot even secure your own chamber from traitors,” said Mirardos as he turned to Hastam and evaporated into nothingness.
Hastam turned, the dim candlelight casting shadows into his sunken cheeks, giving him a skeletal look. He struggled to his feet, looking far more fragile than Trajan had remembered him from the Warrior Games.
“Who are you!? demanded Hastam, coughing as he pointed to the intruder.
“What has happened to you? What have you done?’ asked Trajan, breathing heavily.
“I do what I must to protect my kingdom, my people!” Hastam spat back.
“At what cost?” asked Trajan.
“Everything,” said Hastam, almost at a whisper.
Trajan turned away, unable to look at the sickly king any longer. He paused, searching his very soul for the action he needed to take.
“Now I remember you…the warrior…the high commander that would defy me. I will have you hung for treason Trajan. Forever known as a traitor,” said Hastam with a snarl.
Trajan lowered his firebrand sword from his shoulder, holding it to his side, igniting it into life. The light cast from it revealing a now terrified look on Hastams face.
“You wouldn’t! I am your king! Guards!” shouted Hastam.
“I will do what I must…for MY kingdom…MY people. I sentence you to death!” said Trajan with an air of authority as he stepped toward Hastam, closing the door behind him.
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	Diamond

	Grants the wielder enhanced strength
 


	Ruby

	Grants the wielder control over fire
 


	Emerald

	Grants the wielder enhanced vitality and endurance
 


	Sapphire

	Grants the wielder enhanced speed
 


	Amethyst

	Allows the wielder to be clear of mind
 


	Opal

	Allows the wielder control of one’s emotions
 


	Topaz

	Grants the wielder enhanced healing
 


	Lapis lazuli

	Grants the wielder greater affinity with life essence








Final note from the author…

My deepest gratitude goes to you, the reader, for making it to the end of this epic journey. I hope you have enjoyed reading this story as much as I enjoyed writing it.
It has been a labour of love, months in the making and signifies my first publication. With your support, it will hopefully be the first of many adventures to come.
Thank you.
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