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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   The Elven Field of Dreams. Nath lay face down in a pile of yellow and pink lilies, waving his arms and letting the fragrant flowers tickle his nose. 
 
   “Ah-hahahahaha!” 
 
   He rolled, hugging and kissing Fang. If there had ever been a time in his life when he had doubted his survival, it had been today. Surrounded by giants, wurmers, and the titan king Eckubahn, he’d cheated death once again. 
 
   That he was elated was an understatement. He rolled on his back and kicked his legs. 
 
   “Fang, you are amazing!”
 
   “Tang is amazing!” said Pepper, the giant halfling. “What is Tang?”
 
   “Fang,” Nath said, sitting up and correcting the gray-headed halfling. “With an ‘F’!” 
 
   Pepper cupped his hand to his ear. “Who’s Jeff?”
 
   “He said ‘F’ for Fang!” yelled Brenwar the dwarf, looking up at Pepper and then glancing at Nath. “Where in the world did you dig up this oversized mop top, Nath?”
 
   Coming to his feet, Nath said, “The Urslay dungeons. He came to my aid, sort of.” 
 
   With one eyebrow cocked and his nose twitching, Brenwar said, “Sure he did. Seems a bit shifty to me. Those beady eyes.” His grip tightened on his war hammer’s haft. “I don’t like him.” 
 
   Looking down at Brenwar, Pepper said, “I like you too.” He wandered away, staring at all the lush greenery. 
 
   Brenwar yelled after him, “I said I didn’t like you!”
 
   “You don’t like anybody,” Selene added, rolling her eyes. She sauntered over to Nath and ran her thumb over a bloody scratch on his cheek. “You look terrible.” 
 
   The nearness of Selene’s beautiful face revealed a swollen eye and a bruise on her chin. Nath took her hand in his. “And you’ve never looked better. Didn’t I tell you two not to come after me?”
 
   “Yes,” Selene and Brenwar said together.
 
   “I just wanted to make sure you were each just as hardheaded as the other.” Nath stuck Fang tip first in the ground and marveled. “Sultans of Sulfur! I don’t know what made me do that. I didn’t know he was capable of such a feat. My scales are still tingling.” He turned his head. 
 
   The Elven Field of Dreams was a place of wonder and marvel. Every imaginable flower and bush of beauty was there. Lavender and sage splashed the tree line in the distance. Pink-, blue-, and white-spotted roses and knee-high daffodils spread as far as the eye could see. The fragrant aroma was intoxicating, energizing, and soothing. “I wonder why he brought us here.” 
 
   “Morgdon would have been far better.” Brenwar flicked Fang with his finger. “Take me to an ale house.”
 
   “Don’t do that,” Nath said, shielding the blade. 
 
   “Oh, pardon me.” Brenwar patted the blade on the pommel. “Apparently everyone else can have a sense of humor, but I can’t.” 
 
   “Oh, the dwarf made a jest.” Selene had bent over to pick some flowers. “How unfunny.”
 
   “You’re one to talk, frostbite queen,” said the dwarf. 
 
   “None of this bickering will make our wounds any better,” Nath replied. 
 
   “Maybe not you, but I’m feeling better already.” Brenwar rolled his burly shoulders and grimaced. “Ooh!”
 
   Selene chuckled. 
 
   “No, but seriously, why did Fang bring us here?” Nath cocked his head. Nearby was the sound of cascading water. He pulled the great blade out of the ground and started heading in that direction. 
 
   Alongside him, Selene said, “Isn’t that blade of elven craftsmanship? Perhaps that’s why.”
 
   “Pah!” Brenwar scoffed. 
 
   “Perhaps the elves had a part in it, but Father was always clear that he made Fang for me himself.”
 
   “Pah!” Brenwar said again.
 
   Nath turned around and walked backward so he could face his friends. “What are your thoughts, Brenwar?”
 
   “Only a dwarven forge could have sired that blade. Your father used the fires of Morgdon to temper it.” 
 
   “And you know that for a fact? Didn’t Laedorn say he was there for its making?”
 
   “I know what I know!” Brenwar stormed forward right by the both of them. “Now get out of my way. I’m thirsty. And if I can’t get any ale, I guess I’ll have to make do with this elven pond water.” 
 
   The three of them approached a pond so clear you could see to the bottom. Bright fish darted back and forth underneath. There was plant life too, like mushrooms with a soft radiant glow to them. On the other side, water cascaded over rocky falls, plunging into the pond to create foaming bubbles. It didn’t make any ripples. 
 
   Seeing the looks on his friends’ faces, Nath turned to look. “That’s odd.” 
 
   Selene lifted her brows. “That’s magic.” 
 
   “Hi-Hoooo!” Pepper yelled from out of nowhere. He was standing on some rocks to Nath’s left, gazing at the waters. He was waving his arms and only wearing his trousers. “Watcha waiting for? Get in!” 
 
   “No, Pepper, wait!” Nath cried. 
 
   Knees up and jumping high, Pepper cannonballed into the pond.
 
   Splash! 
 
   On his knees, scooping a mouthful of water into his bearded face, Brenwar glowered. “Dirty halflings aren’t good for anything. Now the entire pond is ruined.” 
 
     Floating on his back and paddling with his feet, Pepper waved his hand in the air. “Get in. This water is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. So exhilarating!”
 
   Nath lifted up his foot, tried to tug his boot off, and fell down. “Perhaps I’m a little wearier than I expected.” He rubbed the scales on his shoulder. He was aching all over. More so than he’d realized. With a grunt, he tugged at his boot again, but it didn’t come off. “I’m going to have to cut them off.” 
 
   Selene approached. “Maybe your feet grew.” Her tail snaked over and coiled around Nath’s ankle. She grabbed his boot by the heel and pulled it off. She did the same with the other. “You just needed a woman’s touch.” 
 
   “Apparently so.” Nath removed his chest plate and the tunic underneath. He moved toward the water and said to Selene, “Coming?”
 
   “Perhaps.” 
 
   Nath waded in. The cool water cleansed every pore and filled his body with a tantalizing sensation. The throbbing in his sore muscles and bones subsided. Elated, he submerged himself. A school of fish swam past his eyes. They were a brilliant lime-yellow with green stripes. One of them winked at him. He gaped, choked on some water, and resurfaced, coughing and laughing. Finally, he said, “This feels great! Get in, Brenwar!”
 
   Arms crossed over his barrel chest and sporting visible cuts on his arms and legs, the black-bearded dwarf said, “No.” 
 
   Nath splashed him. 
 
   Backing away, Brenwar said, “Cut that out!”
 
   “You really need to get in. There’s nothing to fear here. It’s the Elven Field of Dreams. A place of sanctuary.” He eyed Selene. “Join me?”
 
   Eyeing the surroundings and settling her gaze on an arm of the pond that jutted into a grove of trees, she picked up the hem of her robe. “I could use privacy.” 
 
   Nath nodded. “As you wish.” 
 
   Selene disappeared into the trees.
 
   Nath shrugged and splashed through the waters. He swallowed a mouthful and smiled. He’d been to the Elven Field of Dreams before, long ago when he was much younger. There was no other place like it in Nalzambor. The creatures were friendly, not one bit shy. Two stags with black coats and white horns drank from the waters on a nearby bank. Blue birds with red wings skimmed the surface. A family of pink-feathered swans swam nearby. As he lay floating, all of Nath’s worries faded away. 
 
   This is how life should be—for every creature in the world. 
 
   “Ho! Fighting Dragon, come and feel this!” Pepper sat beneath the small waterfall that ran over the rocks and fell into the pond. Its foaming bed now formed around him. “It makes me ticklish. I’d forgotten what it was like to be tickled. It’s funny.” 
 
   Nath found a spot near the giant halfling and soaked up the refreshment. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so good. At least, not in the form of a man. Being in dragon form was different, oh so different.
 
   “I want to thank you for coming to my rescue,” Pepper said.
 
   “To be clear, saving you wasn’t part of the plan.”
 
   “You never know what the true plan is until it plays out.” Pepper rinsed his puffy face off. The giant halfling’s bulk still dwarfed the gilded frame of Nath. “You can count on that.” 
 
   “It seems the waters have improved your hearing, Pepper.”
 
   The halfling cupped his ear and said, “What?”
 
   “Uh-huh.” 
 
   Nath soaked up the cool waters and enjoyed the warm sunlight. 
 
   I could sit here forever. 
 
   But out of the corner of his eye, he noticed some movement cutting through the cove Selene had vanished into. 
 
   Maybe I should check on her. Just to be safe. 
 
   He scooted out from under the falls. 
 
   “Where are you going?” 
 
   “Uh, just checking things out.” 
 
   Pepper pointed his huge finger toward the cove and winked. “Checking things out that way, I reckon.” 
 
   Nath’s throat tightened. “No, just…”
 
   Pepper leaned behind the falls and disappeared from sight. 
 
   Shaking his head, Nath paddled toward the grove. The waters were a little mistier below the surface once he crossed beyond the jetty of trees. Neck deep, he slipped through the coolness, but he saw no sign of Selene. The pond didn’t extend any farther, it just ended. Other than a distinct lack of wildlife, there weren’t any signs of Selene at all. He headed for shore with his heart racing. He spun around in a full circle. 
 
   She’d better not have abandoned me again. 
 
   “Brenwar,” Nath called out. “Brenwar!” 
 
   His gruff friend wasn’t anywhere to be heard from. He hurried up the bank, hoping to find a sign of her tracks. 
 
   Something seized his leg and pulled him under. 
 
   He started choking. 
 
   Ulp!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   Legs bound by an unseen force, Nath was pulled deeper into the pond. Thrashing and flailing his arms, he swam for the surface to no avail. A strong arm locked around his neck and squeezed his throat. He clutched at it. Without the use of his legs, his desperate maneuvering was futile. A strong supine figure had latched onto him, pressing its body into his and with angry force, dragging him up above the waters. He gasped and choked from his constricted throat. 
 
    A familiar voice with a sharp and biting tone spoke harsh words into his ear. “What kind of Dragon are you that spies on a bathing woman? Do you not know the meaning of privacy? Discretion?” She tightened her lock on his neck. “Hmmm, Dragon Prince?” 
 
   Coughing, he forced out his words. “Sorry. I was worried.”
 
   “Worried? About the likes of me, in this place of refuge? The safest spot in all the world? Don’t toy with me, Little Dragon.”
 
   “I thought you might have departed. That’s all.” 
 
   Her strong grip eased. “And why would I do that?” Her voice became more of a purr. “Especially after all we’ve been through.” 
 
   Nath swallowed. The mood had changed. The taut muscles of Selene’s majestic figure had softened into something else. His throat turned dry. He turned his body into hers. Her long arms no longer held him in her grip. Instead, they draped over his shoulders. 
 
   His eyes searched her face. He’d never seen Selene look like this before. Her hard features had softened. A playful smile was on her maroon lips. Her dark wet hair lay on the waters like black lily pads. The violet in her eyes sparkled. She was glowing. Happy. 
 
   His heart started pounding in his chest. 
 
   “What?” she said to him. 
 
   “Nothing, it’s just that you look so … beautiful. A hundred ballads from Helflim wouldn’t do your radiance justice. I’m at a loss for words.”
 
   Her tail came up out of the waters, pushed the hair from his eyes, and touched his cheek. “How flattering.” She eased into him, chest to chest. “I can feel your heart, Nath. Tell me more.” 
 
    Nath’s hands found her waist. He’d never felt like this before in Selene’s presence. He was excited and uneasy. Maybe it was the waters or the sanctuary, but she was different, in a very good yet confusing way. “Uh—”
 
   She put her fingertip on his lips and said with dreamy eyes, “No, let me speak. Nath, I don’t think I ever properly thanked you for all you’ve done for me. Nath, will you kiss me?”
 
   Nath could barely remember the last time he kissed a woman of any kind, but it must have been at least thirty years, aside from Sasha kissing him on the cheek. He closed his eyes and leaned in. 
 
   Someone interrupted. “Ahem.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   Nath’s eyes popped open. Selene’s were still closed. Slowly, they fluttered open. 
 
   “Ahem.” A voice repeated. 
 
   It was Brenwar. Nath was certain of that. 
 
   Go figure. 
 
   Wrapped up with Selene, Nath turned. “You always have to spoil every—”
 
   Brenwar wasn’t alone. He was surrounded by a host of elven soldiers clad in light but ornate black-and-green armor. Each had a tall spear. The slender-faced elves looked even taller alongside the bulk of Brenwar. They didn’t wear helmets. Instead, their handsome facial features were distinguished by their long, wispy moustaches. 
 
   “See what happens when you fool around?” Brenwar said. “These lanky predators show up.”
 
   A pair of elves lowered their spears on Brenwar’s ribs. 
 
   Another who was a half head taller than the others, with silvery hair, stepped forward. “You are trespassing on elven land, strangers. You taint our waters. There is a high price to pay for that.” 
 
   “Get those toothpicks away from me,” Brenwar growled. “Don’t point things if you don’t aim to use them.” 
 
   “Oh, we will use them,” the commander said to Brenwar, but he was looking at Nath. “On all of you.”
 
   Selene slipped out of Nath’s arms. “Strange, but I think they mean it.” She whispered to Nath, “Something doesn’t seem right.” She eyed the commander. “I hope the elves haven’t lost all of their manners to the point where a woman would be deprived of the chance to clothe herself upon getting out of the water. A moment of privacy, if you please.” 
 
   With the distinguished haughtiness of an elven commander, the leader said, “As soon as the red hair steps out of the waters and into our custody, you can dress yourself.” He let out a whistle. Another pack of soldiers came forward, shorter. They were hard-eyed elven ladies with blue meshed into the black of their armor instead of green. “Don’t let her out of your sight.” 
 
   Nath sloshed out of the waters. Trousers soaked and dripping wet, he said to the commander, “You wouldn’t happen to have a towel on you, would you? I’d hate to catch cold from this sudden frost.” 
 
   The elven commander looked around but zeroed in on Nath’s scales. “Oh, you jest. You can rely on your jokes to keep you warm, then. Bind them.” 
 
   “Now, now. Hold on.” Brenwar backed away. “Wait until I get ahold—”
 
   “Do as they say,” Nath ordered Brenwar, “and please, keep your thoughts to yourself. We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
   Brenwar looked like his beard was going to explode, but he fell silent. 
 
   The elves marched them to the other side of the pond, where Nath gathered his tunic. His breastplate was seized, along with Fang and his scabbard. Brenwar’s war hammer, Mortuun, had been gathered up as well. 
 
   Nath scanned the pond and the surrounding area, but Pepper was nowhere to be found. He felt Brenwar’s eyes on him. It was clear that the dwarf was at a loss too. 
 
   How does the biggest one of all of us evade the elves? Halflings never cease to surprise me. 
 
   “You know,” Nath lifted his bound wrists before him, “I can’t put my shirt on with my hands tied like this, and I just don’t feel right strutting around half naked.” He pulled his shoulders back, flung back his long, wet red hair, and smiled. “I fear I might distract the elven ladies from their duties.” 
 
   The commander gave a nod to one of the guards. The wiry elven warrior rammed his spear butt into Nath’s gut. It dropped him to one knee.
 
   Nath’s golden eyes burned like flames when he said to that elf, “I wouldn’t ever do that again if I were you.” 
 
   “Then you had better mind your comments,” said the commander. 
 
   Nath took a stand. The waters had completely refreshed him, healing up his wounds, but now he had a throbbing in his gut and was surrounded by elves with bad attitudes. 
 
   Can’t win for losing. 
 
   “Point taken.”
 
    “Let’s go,” the commander said. “Onward.”
 
   “Er, I can see by the insignia on your armor that you are a high commander, but I don’t recognize your crest. Do you care to identify yourself? Or selves, rather.” 
 
   “We are the guardians of the Elven Field of Dreams. Wilder elves. I am Slavan Fonjich, the leader.” He stepped up alongside Nath with his hand on the pommel of his elven-crafted sword. “I’m curious how you came here undetected. No one, especially a dwarf, has crossed into the fields for a decade—and hopefully not another stubby foot ever will.”
 
   Brenwar puffed hot air out of his beard. “Nath.” 
 
   Selene and the female warriors met up with them. Her playful gaze was still there. She winked at him. 
 
   “Uh,” Nath stammered to Slavan, “if my memory serves, the fields have never been guarded. Anyone who could find them was welcome to them. They were the reward at the end of the long journey for those who dared to seek them. Of course, that always made me curious. Why would travelers who came here ever leave?” 
 
   “Not that many travelers make it in the first place,” Slavan said, ducking under some branches. “And the fields have a way of sending one off with a renewed purpose. It’s not so remarkable to the elves. We already maintain the loftiest of standards.” 
 
   “Pah!” Brenwar clawed at his beard with his skeleton hand. “The problem with you elves is you think you’re better than everyone. But you’re not. Every good thing you ever did, you learned from us.”
 
   “It’s beneath me to argue about it with your kind,” Slavan said. “I’d be better served talking with hogs in pens.” 
 
   “Why, that impudent, scrawny, pointy-eared jackal!” Brenwar strained at his bonds. “I’m not putting up with this, Nath, and why are we captives anyway? Pah! There’s treachery afoot!” 
 
   Slavan let out a command. “Gag him!” 
 
   “What!” Brenwar said. 
 
   “Slavan,” Nath said, standing a full head taller than the commander, “this treatment is below your kind, and you can’t be foolish enough to believe we are enemies of the elves. We are well known among your kind. Just send word to the High Council, to Laedorn himself. He will certainly vouch for Nath Dragon and Brenwar Bolderguild.”  
 
   Slavan stayed his elves with his hand, faced Nath, and looked him in the eye. “It grieves me to inform you, but Laedorn is dead.” 
 
   Nath’s chest felt like it was collapsing within itself. Elves could die of old age, certainly, but that would take centuries, and Laedorn was far too young for that. He could still see Laedorn, noble and friendly, an exemplary example of the proud elven heritage. 
 
   With dread, Nath asked, “What happened? Was it a battle? Please don’t tell me it was the titans.”
 
   “He was murdered,” Slavan said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   “Murdered!” Brenwar said with alarm. He grumbled. “Where did such a crime take place?”
 
   “In Elohim, in the very heart of the city, right in front of everybody. His heart was pierced by an arrow, straight and true. It happened while he spoke to the people, warning them of the dangers to come, the power of the titan Eckubahn. He was telling us how Evil can turn one elf against another. To be wary. Hold fast and stick together.” 
 
   Still marching through the meadow of flowers, the troupe veered down a steep hillside that led into a valley. “His words couldn’t have been more true. Since his death, the elves have been divided. Without his leadership, many seem lost.” 
 
   “Who killed him?” Nath said. 
 
   “No one was ever captured. The assassin escaped.” Slavan motioned to one of his guardsmen, pointed deep into the ravine where the meadows merged with a dark forest, and said, “Take us in.” 
 
   “What do you mean you never caught the assassin? How is that possible? There must have been thousands of elves present,” Brenwar said. “I tell you what, no dwarf has ever been assassinated in Morgdon.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” Ginger footed, Slavan skipped over the rocky steppes that led into the ravine. “Uurluuk was killed just the same.” 
 
   “You’re a liar! Uurluuk Mountainstone is not dead!” Brenwar blustered through his beard. “It’s not possible! No single arrow could kill our top general.” 
 
   “He died by the same means: an arrow, straight through the heart.” Slavan’s face was a mask of confusion. “The entire dwarven realm, much like the elves, mourned for months. All of Nalzambor knew of it.”
 
   Brenwar looked at Nath. “He’s talking madness.” 
 
   “Agreed,” Nath said, eyeing Slavan. Everything the elf was telling him was bizarre. Out of place. Still, Nath felt deep sorrow inside his heart. Slavan’s words rang true, even while none of what he was saying made any sense. If Laedorn and Uurluuk were dead, Nath certainly would have known about it. “You say the elves and dwarves mourned for months, Slavan, so how long ago did all this happen?”
 
   “It’s been all of a year and a month since Uurluuk was slain. Almost a year to the day for Laedorn,” the elf replied. 
 
   The elves were leading them along a creek bed in a ravine that was thick in green foliage and shadows. It was a place where the day felt more like night. An odd still quiet prevailed. No vermin rustled over the ground they passed. 
 
   “Ever since,” Slavan went on, “a host of guards has been stationed at every corner of Elven lands. It is the same for the dwarves. Everyone is on guard—including the humans and even the orcs.” 
 
   “Have there been other assassinations?” Nath asked. 
 
   “No. That was the end of it, for security has become tight.” 
 
   Brenwar forced his way to Nath’s side and puffed under his beard, “These elves are quite mad. I’ve been to Morgdon since then. Crossed the dwarves. There’s been no mention of any of this over the past year. It’s not possible. Maybe within weeks, but months, a year? Preposterous.”
 
   “I assure you my words are true, Dwarf. I don’t know what mountain you crawled out from under the past year, but you’ve clearly missed out on the madness that is upon us. Upon all of Nalzambor. The titans have a presence in almost every known city. They now rule from the center of Narnum.”  
 
   “Narnum!” Nath gasped. “That’s not possible. They barely had a presence in the world just a day ago. They hold up in Urslay of the craggy mountains. Everything you’re saying is preposterous.” 
 
   “Agreed!” Brenwar said. 
 
   Nath found Selene’s eyes. She didn’t seem alarmed. Instead, there was a cattish playfulness in her eyes. He tore his gaze away, wondering what in Nalzambor was going on. It seemed his entire world had been turned upside down. Again. “Slavan, where are you taking us?”
 
   “I’m taking you where we have arrived,” the elven commander said. He stroked the fine long hairs of his moustache with the leather gauntlet on his hand. “The Inner Sanctum of Lheme.” 
 
   They stood before a wall of overhanging vines coated in white and yellow flowers. With a word—an enchanted Elven word from Slavan—the vines parted with life of their own, revealing an archway of rune-carved stone. The elves marched into the dark passageway. The lady elves went next, along with Selene. The guards behind Nath and Brenwar pushed them forward. 
 
   “I’m going!” Brenwar said. “Humph, at least it’s underground. A little cold dirt will do my bones some good.”
 
    In the front, middle, and back of the ranks, elven warriors lit and carried small torches. The tunnel was nothing more than packed earth held up by wooden beams, much like the miners used. It didn’t slope up or down, but had hairpin bends left and right, and it split off in many places. 
 
   They walked for an hour, then two, before winding up in a cavernous chamber. Its floor was checkered tiles in different shades of jade. The walls were sandstone, and archways that supported the roof and ceiling were made from blocks of marble. The elves with torches lit the iron lanterns that hung on the walls. The room filled with a soft glow. 
 
   “Hah!” Brenwar lifted a brow. “I should have known. This place is dwarven crafted.” 
 
   “And elven crafted as well,” Slavan added. 
 
   “So you say,” Brenwar grumbled. “And what is the point of bringing us into these catacombs? Did you want to ask me how we built it?”
 
   “Subdue your bickering, Brenwar.” Nath pushed his now dry hair out of his eyes, briefly enjoying how clean and silky the waters had made it. “But why are we here, Slavan? And why are we bound? You must know we are no threat to the elves, nor to any of Nalzambor’s people. What is the meaning of this?” 
 
   Slavan pointed at his chest and said with an angry voice, “Because you are a suspect, Nath Dragon!” His voice echoed. 
 
   “Suspected of what?”
 
   “Killing Laedorn and Uurluuk!” 
 
   “Madness, I say! Impossible!” Brenwar said. “I’m a witness to that!” 
 
   “I’m my own witness,” Nath replied, “and so is Selene. I haven’t been anywhere close to Morgdon or Elohim. Surely you jest.” 
 
   “I wish that I did, but I do not. Witnesses place you at both spots.” Slavan walked over to a large, round stone pedestal that was waist high. “It happened at the four hundred and tenth Festival of Raye. That is where Laedorn addressed his kinsmen, only to be shot down in cold blood. Witnesses recall a red-haired man with scales on his arms. When they gave chase, the assassin left his weapon behind.” He waved his hand over the pedestal and muttered some words. An image appeared hovering above the stone. He turned to Nath and said, “Does this look familiar?”
 
   Nath’s face turned white as ash. The image he beheld was of Akron.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Nath gazed at the exquisite bow. It was of the finest craftsmanship he’d ever seen. A glorious weapon indeed. “Where is the bow now?”
 
   “It is safely kept in Elome now.” Slavan shook his head. “Such treachery, Nath Dragon. That bow was a gift to you and your father. Laedorn carved it with his own hands, and now your betrayal has slain him.” 
 
   Nath felt Selene’s eyes on him. There was confusion in them. Worry. 
 
   The elves who surrounded them were not vengeful people, but they would want retribution. They would need answers. Like the dwarves, they would have justice, find the murderer. 
 
   Nodding his head, Nath said to the commander, “You say it was the four hundred and tenth Festival of Raye. I’m not crazy. I know the four hundred and ninth festival has not even occurred yet. Judging by the stars in the sky, it will occur this year, and soon at that.”
 
   “You are confused, Nath Dragon. Perhaps an illness has taken your thoughts. Maybe that can be your case when you stand trial.” 
 
   “Trial!” Nath said. 
 
   “Lock them up!” Slavan ordered. 
 
   “No elf is about to lock me up!” Brenwar stormed into a pair of elves, bowling them over. 
 
   Quick as serpents, the elven guard pinned him in with spear tips at his throat. “Go ahead, try and kill me!” 
 
   “Stand down, Brenwar!” Nath said. “We can’t be found guilty of something we didn’t do.”
 
   “You’d better hope for your sake you speak the truth.” Slavan pointed to the other side of the chamber, where iron doors led deeper into the cavern. “Of course, death would be a better recourse than what the elves have in store for you if you are found guilty.” 
 
   “And what about my friends? What are they being accused of? Let them go.”
 
   “Aiding and abetting, allegedly. And we can’t risk someone trying to break you out. Think about it this way, Nath Dragon. You are safer with us than you are outside. The elves and dwarves have not stopped their search for you since the incidents occurred. If you cross any of those armies or militias … you will be killed.” He lifted his chin. “You should thank me.”
 
   “Sure,” Nath said. “Thanks. In the meantime, with me in here—who is fighting the wurmers and the titans? I’m warning you, a plague is about to happen out there.” 
 
   Slavan scoffed. “That has already happened. Take them away.” 
 
   The elves marched Nath, Selene, and Brenwar through the iron gates and locked each of them in their own cell. The dungeon was small, with a thick iron door and barred high portals. Cramped inside a stone cell that just had bars above his waist in the front—with a solid iron door—his head brushed against the rock ceiling. Brenwar was across the way. Selene he could not see. Nath crouched and sat down, staring at the heavy steel bars that closed him in. 
 
   Great Guzan, what’s going on? 
 
   “Out of the fryer’s pan and into the pyre, eh Nath?” Brenwar’s voice boomed inside the small space. Their only company aside from one another was the glow of the torches they had passed when they entered. There was a rattle of bars. “We need to get out of here, you know. These elves, they are shifty ones.” 
 
   Arms clasped over his knees, Nath said, “We need to get a handle on what’s going on. How can anybody think I would ever kill Laedorn or Uurluuk? That’s insanity. Selene. Selene? It’s quiet over there. Are you all right?”
 
   “I’ll be fine so long as I am always near you, but I would be far better if you were in my cell with me,” she said, not shielding the desire in her voice. 
 
   Nath’s neck hairs stood on end. His scales tingled. Selene wasn’t anything like her normal self. The allure in her voice was almost opposing. “Er, they didn’t hit you in the head or anything, did they?”
 
   “Quite the contrary, my love. My head only aches because I’m away from you.”
 
   It sounded like Brenwar smacked his hand into his head. The dwarf said, “What is wrong with you, Dragoness? You’re all daffy in the head. Did you swallow too much of that pond water?”
 
   But Selene’s words stirred Nath. He crawled to the cell wall and reached his hands through the bars, stretching his fingers out. “Can you reach me?”
 
   “No, no, Nath my love, I cannot.” 
 
   “Will you two get ahold of yourselves?” Brenwar said through the bars that held him in. “She’s one cell over, looking like a dragon about to eat a herd of lambs. I think you’re in more trouble than you bargained for!” 
 
   Nath’s chest tightened. In a good way. He’d never felt so bonded with Selene before. A closeness was growing within his heart like a fire spreading. He’d felt love and passion with women before, but never anything quite like this. He grasped the bars and tried to bend them. The biceps underneath his scales bulged. The cords in his forearms knotted. 
 
   Across the way, Brenwar’s eyes widened. “You can do it, Nath.”
 
   The metal, thick elven steel, would not give. Nath gasped. He wiped the sweat from his brow. “Not this time, I can’t.” His passion for Selene eased. “We need to figure out what has happened. I’m worried. Really worried. Ben had Akron. Something might have happened to him. To Bayzog and Sasha. And the elves say they and the dwarves have been searching me out for over a year! How is that possible? Where did the time go?”
 
   Brenwar started banging his head into the bars of his cell. 
 
   Bang. Bang. Bang.
 
   “What in Nalzambor are you doing?” Nath asked. 
 
   “It helps me think,” the old warrior replied. 
 
   Bang. Bang. Bang. 
 
   Sounding a little bit more like her normal self, Selene commented, “Perhaps your sword did it.” 
 
   Nath lurched up. His golden eyes widened. The scales on his back shivered. Had Fang teleported them through time and space? “It can’t be possible.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   “Anything is possible,” Selene said. “And it would explain why I’m feeling how I’m feeling. I’ve never been so out of sorts with things. A female dragon’s life cycles differently than a male’s. Perhaps that’s why I’m so—”
 
   “Spare my ears from it,” Brenwar barked. “I don’t need to know.” He pillowed up a handful of beard in front of his eyes and grunted. “Seems I have a tad more gray than what was there yesterday. By the Sultans, Nath! You managed to age us all a year in a day.”
 
   “It looks more like ten years in your case,” Selene remarked.
 
   “Great Dragons, we have been gone a year.” It was Nath’s turn to bang his head on the cell bars. “Why did Fang do that?”
 
   Selene calmly said, “He saved us, remember? Assuming this is the truth, he took us all as far away from titan town as possible. I don’t blame him. I doubt we would have lasted a moment longer, surrounded by all those giants and wurmers. The funny thing is, Eckubahn has probably been looking for you all this time, and finding no sign of us at all. That must have been frustrating. It’s troublesome too. Just think of the power Fang must be able to unleash.” 
 
   Nath clutched at his skull. “And I don’t have Fang anymore! The elves do!” He staggered back, feeling all clammy inside. His greatest treasure was gone. It was unsettling. And being cooperative seemed to have only made things worse. If nothing else, he needed to secure his sword. A sinking feeling crept into his stomach. “Guards!”
 
   Brenwar yelled too. “Guards!” And then he turned to Nath. “What are we yelling for?”
 
   “Something about Slavan and this particular pack of elves bothers me. Does he not bother you? He was truthful in his words, but I sensed he wasn’t telling it all.” Nath grabbed onto the bars. “There was a shiftiness about him that made me very wary. Am I the only one who sensed it?” 
 
   “All elves bother me!” Brenwar threw up his arms. “I told you they couldn’t be trusted. A dwarf, now, a dwarf you can trust. We don’t lie about anything. We’d die first.”
 
   “This isn’t about lies, this is about half-truths,” Selene said, “And not about your blind loyalties to yourselves. You’re a proud and stumpy little fool, no less corrupt than the high-and-mighty elves themselves.” 
 
   “You watch your tongue. You’re the last one who should talk about honesty!” Hands clutching the bars, Brenwar pulled himself up to see out and banged his head again. “Guards! Get me away from this scaly woman!”
 
   Nath ran through his thoughts. Everything Slavan Fonjich had said rang true, but there were things Nath deduced from what the elf had avoided discussing. The elves fought among themselves. There was discord. A divide. The titans’ presence filled the cities abroad, and people had flocked to them. 
 
   Hah! Eckubahn is no fool. He hasn’t just been searching for me, but me and the sword. He sent the word out to every bounty hunter, cutthroat, and murderer all around, trying to manage my capture. I bet he’s promised them the world. 
 
   A pit formed in Nath’s gut. He hit the bars. “Guards!” 
 
   There was no response. Only the gentle flicker of the torches answered. The three of them were all alone, sealed away in the twist of the catacombs where no one would ever find them if they weren’t wanted to be found. 
 
   “They’ll be back. I’m sure they’ll be back. No elf can do without taking a jab at a dwarf. Well, I’ve got some words for them. Plenty.” Brenwar mumbled insults in Dwarven. 
 
   Fang had done his thing, had gotten Nath and his friends as far away as possible, but the plan had backfired. The Elven Field of Dreams should have been safe. It wasn’t. The world had changed, and in his heart Nath knew Slavan and the elven guard had changed with it.
 
   “Guards!” Brenwar said. “We need some food and fresh air! It smells like dirty elf down here.” 
 
    Nath broke out his conclusion. “There aren’t any guards, Brenwar. They took Fang, and they’re gone.” 
 
   “Gone! What about Mortuun!”
 
   Nath closed his eyes and concentrated. He and Fang had become closer, and he didn’t have to worry about the blade operating in the wrong hands. It could protect itself, but without the blade, he was almost defenseless against the giants and wurmers. That was hardly the problem now. He needed a way out of this cell. 
 
   Brenwar started ramming his shoulder into his iron door. 
 
   Wham! Wham! Wham!
 
    “Will you stop doing that, Dwarf?” Selene said. “All you do is make noise.” 
 
   “Perhaps Pepper will come for us,” Nath said with a sigh. 
 
   Brenwar stopped his charge. “Pepper? He’s too big to stuff his chubby behind through those holes. No chance that he will find us.” He lowered his shoulder and started ramming again. 
 
   Wham! Wham! Wham!
 
   “Selene,” Nath said over the loud noise, “can you cast a spell to get us out?” 
 
   “I’ll try.” She muttered an incantation. 
 
   Zzzz-pap!
 
   Pressing his face to the bars, Nath said, “Selene?” He looked at Brenwar. “Can you see her?”
 
   “It’s all smoky.”
 
   Nath bent his ear. He couldn’t hear anything. A green smoke rolled by his eyes. “Selene, say something!” 
 
   “Something,” she replied in a little bit of a moan. 
 
   Nath exhaled. “What happened?”
 
   “I shot a charge into the bars, but they’re too thick. Other than that, I’m all out of ideas. I’m sorry.” 
 
   Squeezing the metal rods in his clawed hands, Nath said, “Yes, they are pretty thick. Perhaps…”
 
   “Perhaps what?” Brenwar coughed and fanned the smoke from his face. 
 
   “I might be able to melt them.”
 
   “With your breath?” Selene said. “Can you do that now?”
 
   “I can at least try. I know I’ve melted metal thicker than this before. But it was different then.” 
 
   Not so long ago, he’d had dragon breath like a thousand infernos. He’d been a flying volcano. All-powerful. Capable of anything. Bars like this had been nothing. But he’d given all of that up. Given it up to save Selene. It was worth it, yet it still made him angry. He wanted to fly again. Have the dragon breath back. 
 
   Something stirred behind his breast. He took in a lungful of air, closed his eyes, channeled his energy, and envisioned turning the bars into liquid metal with a single huff. His lungs warmed. 
 
   Here goes! 
 
   He exhaled. Grey smoke rolled out of his mouth, filling his cell, filling the dungeon. In seconds, they all were covered in smoke so thick they couldn’t see a hand in front of their face. 
 
   Everyone was coughing. Nath groaned and struck the bars. It hadn’t worked. There was no way to escape, and it felt like time was running out.
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   It was quiet. Stark. Lonely. The minutes were long, the hours like eons. Nath, being a dragon, wasn’t bothered by the passing of time so much, except now. Now, he and his friends were trapped and left for dead. His stomach rumbled. 
 
   “Don’t do that, Nath,” Brenwar said from his cell. “I’m trying not to think of food. I’m a bit hungry, you know. A little parched. That battle with the giants expended my reserves.” 
 
   “Sorry,” Nath said, holding his stomach. Being hungry was hardly the immediate problem. He, Brenwar, and Selene could last for weeks like this, he figured. Being a dragon, chances were he’d hibernate. 
 
   Perhaps if I sleep, I’ll wake up and have more dragon powers. It’s happened before. 
 
   He couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to Brenwar, though. He’d have to think of something. 
 
   “Don’t blame yourself, Nath.” Brenwar’s voice echoed in the chamber. “You need to focus. Think of a way out.” 
 
   “We aren’t all sitting here twiddling our thumbs, you know,” Selene said with irritation in her voice. “Not that you could bring anything useful to the table.” 
 
   “I can argue you to death anytime if that’s the way you want to go! Have at it, then, you sorceress from the gates of the under realm!” 
 
   While Selene and Brenwar bickered back and forth, Nath closed his eyes and went into deep thought. His concern for his friends was heavy on his mind. The whereabouts of Bayzog, Ben, and Sasha worried him. And what of Sasha’s condition? She wasn’t well. Unstable. And then there was his father, Balzurth. Eckubahn was trying to bait the Dragon King. Draw him into a huge fight. Finish their rivalry once and for all. Without a doubt, all of them were in danger. Nath dipped his head into his hands. 
 
   And to think a year has passed! Eckubahn is the host in Narnum. People have started to worship him. So quickly? It’s inconceivable.
 
   Those were only a few of the items weighing on his mind. If he had to guess, Slavan and the rogue wilder elves had fallen in league with the enemy. Why else would they abandon him here? Would they come back and kill him and his friends? No, not even a fallen elf would have such blood on his hands. Instead, Nath and company were left to their own fate. And there was yet the major issue at hand. He’d been accused of murder! But Laedorn and Uurluuk’ s assassin was still out there. The dwarves and elves were hunting for him. But who had posed as him? There was only one creature on Nalzambor whom he knew for certain could do such a thing. 
 
   Gorlee! 
 
   The changeling knew about the bow, Akron. He was familiar with Ben and Bayzog. That was whom he had to find for answers. But Gorlee had been working with his father, Balzurth. Nath rubbed his temples. 
 
   See what a fine mess this world gets into if I’m not around? Maybe I’m useful after all.
 
   He sulked in the darkness. Selene and Brenwar’s bickering subsided. Nath counted down the hours that became a day. On and off, Brenwar would sing dwarven chants. 
 
                 With an axe in one hand and a hammer in the other, 
 
   Uurluuk slew the giants. 
 
                 With a brown beard filled with a jaw made of iron, 
 
   Uurluuk slew the giants. 
 
                 With a tankard of ale and chest plate armor, 
 
   Uurluuk slew the giants. 
 
                 He slew them, he slew them, and made a mighty stew of them!
 
                 He slew them, he slew them, and it wasn’t hard to chew them.
 
                 With a missing eye and a belly full of ham, 
 
   Uurluuk slew the giants. 
 
                 With a host of dwarves clad in nothing but muscle, 
 
   Uurluuk slew the giants. 
 
                 With the sun in his eyes and the ogres at his back, 
 
   Uurluuk slew the giants. 
 
                 He slew them, he slew them, and made a mighty stew of them!
 
                 He slew them, he slew them, and it wasn’t hard to chew them.
 
   The chant went on like that for half a day. Nath had his own songs that he could sing too, but he wasn’t in the mood. It wouldn’t do his mood a lot of good right now anyway. Back against the wall, facing his cell door, his eyes would open and close as he caught small naps between blinks. 
 
   A child-sized head appeared in the portal, between one blink and the other. 
 
   “Huh?” Nath leaned forward. There was nothing there. 
 
   I must be seeing things. 
 
   He leaned back against the wall, eyes open. A soft scuffle caught his ear. Two childlike hands grabbed one bar, and that small head came into view. A pair of little eyes was squinting, peering into the darkness of Nath’s cell. 
 
   “Pepper?”
 
   The figure dropped from sight. 
 
   Nath rushed for the door and grabbed the bars. “Pepper!”
 
   “What’s going on?” Brenwar’s face was pressed to the bars. “That halfling wouldn’t fit in here. Are you seeing things?”
 
   “I see everything,” Nath said with excitement, “and I saw Pepper. He was smaller.” 
 
   “You dream, perhaps.” 
 
   “I don’t dream, at least not like that. No, it was him. Pepper! Pepper!” Nath’s nostrils flared. He could smell the halfling now. Sense his warmth. “Where are you? Reveal yourself. Selene, can you see him?” 
 
   There was no answer. 
 
   “Selene?”
 
   “At least she’s quiet,” Brenwar said. 
 
   Nath sniffed. “Pepper, I know you’re in here. Please, reveal yourself.” 
 
   “I’m here,” said a little voice. It came from right outside Nath’s cell door. “But how do I know that’s you in there?”
 
   “Pepper, it is me.” Nath tried to peer downward. The halfling must have been right up against his door and out of his line of sight. “I’m the one who brought you to the Field of Dreams, by my sword, no less.” 
 
   Brenwar managed to pull his face up to the bars. “I see him! I see him! Get us out of here, you walking mushroom!” 
 
   Backing up, Pepper stepped into Nath’s view. He was barely three feet tall, if that. Just a little man with a mop of salt-colored hair and long, fuzzy sideburns. “I can see your eyes now. It is you.” He reached over to the latch on the iron door and pulled the pin out of it. “Eh, there’s still a lock on it. I’ll go and find the key.” 
 
   “No, wait!” Nath could see the fearfulness in Pepper’s eyes. There was danger out there. He didn’t like the thought of Pepper going beyond the threshold. He might not see Pepper again. He couldn’t risk it. “Don’t go just yet.”
 
   “But you need to get out. I need you to get out so I can get out. I’m lost.”
 
   Pepper vanished from sight. Nath’s jaw tightened. 
 
   Please come back. Please come back.
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   “Where did he go?” Brenwar asked. “Stupid halfling, where did you go?”
 
   A strange groan of the living came from deep within the caverns. Dark and disturbing. 
 
   “What was that?” Brenwar said.
 
   “I don’t want to know.”
 
   Moments later, Pepper reappeared. “I can’t find a key, and we … we need to get out of here.”
 
   “What’s out there?” Nath asked. 
 
   “I don’t know, but I think it wants to eat me.” The halfling eyeballed the lock, rubbed his chin, and tapped his foot. “You know, I used to be a locksmith. I think I can pick this.” He reached into his trousers and produced a leather satchel. Gingerly, he unfolded the flap, revealing some metal utensils. He eyed a long, sharp, slender rod with key-like teeth on the end. “That should do it.”
 
   Nath heard the tool fishing around inside the lock. 
 
   Pop. 
 
   The door swung open. 
 
   “Well done, Pepper!” 
 
   The deep moan from the tunnels started again. 
 
   “Hurry, get the others out.” 
 
   “Start with me,” Brenwar demanded. 
 
   As Pepper worked the lock, Nath asked questions. “Pepper, why are you so small? What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know. One moment I’m sitting in the pond, big as a boulder, and the next thing I know I’m buried underneath a bunch of lily pads. That’s when those elves showed up. They had a look about them, so I hid and watched them march you off. Huh, I don’t think I can pick this lock open. It’s stubborn.” He looked up at Brenwar’s face through the bars. “Go figure. Perhaps I should try the other.”
 
   The moaning came again, louder this time.
 
   “You will open this one now!” Brenwar said with wide eyes. 
 
   Pepper started picking at the lock again. “Be silent. You’re making me nervous. Anyway, I followed those elves to this place. Saw them depart and everything. Thirteen in and thirteen out, ladies included. My, they are something pretty. I snuck in to look for you, fell in a pit, climbed out, fell in a pit again, climbed out, got lost, and somehow found myself here.” The lock popped open, and he let Brenwar out. “Whew, what a relief. Come on out, Grumpy.” 
 
    Nath made his way over to Selene’s cell and peered inside the barred portal. “Selene. Selene.” He could see her body huddled in the corner, as if she was sleeping. “Selene, wake up.” 
 
   She didn’t stir. 
 
   “Pick it. Pick it now, Pepper.” 
 
   A howling moan tore through the tunnels. 
 
   Pepper dropped his pick and snatched it up again. “I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
   “Me neither,” said Nath.
 
   Working the lock, Pepper added, “It sounds big. Really big. But the tunnels are small. Maybe it’s not that big at all.” He twisted his tool in the keyhole. A click followed. “Got it. Three for three, not bad for an elder rogue, er, I mean an elder halfling.” 
 
   Nath flung the door open and rushed inside. Selene wasn’t moving, but she was breathing. He gave her a firm shake. “Selene. Selene. Wake up.” 
 
   “She must be really, really tired.” Pepper put his tools away. “And she looks heavy.”
 
   Nath scooped her up in his arms and tossed her over his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here. Brenwar, lead the way.” 
 
    “That’s the best advice you’ve given in months.” The dwarf marched them straight through the grand chamber of the Inner Sanctum of Lheme. The gorgeous room was far from threatening. If anything, it was peaceful, and a pair of torches still flickered. He cut right through the middle of it and made a beeline straight for the archway that they came through to begin with. “This way.” 
 
   From down the dark corridor, a loud moan hit Nath right in the face, jangling his nerves. 
 
   Pepper covered his ears.
 
   Spinning on his heel, Brenwar pointed to another exit on the right side of the chamber. “That way sounds better.” 
 
   With Selene over his shoulders, Nath followed the dwarf. “We don’t know where that goes.” 
 
   “It’s got to go somewhere, and if I can’t find it, by my beard, I’m not dwarven.” 
 
   Nath snatched a torch off the wall and handed it to Pepper. He had plenty of faith in Brenwar. None knew their way underground better. Facing whatever guardian roamed the tunnels was a different matter entirely. Aside from his claws and his tail, they didn’t have any weapons to defend themselves. 
 
   Selene was out of commission. Out in a strange way. 
 
   Ahead, Brenwar marched through every twist and turn, choosing the way at forks instantly. “This way. This way.” The only time he came to a stop was at a triple fork in the corridor, and even then he only scratched the back of his head with his skeleton hand before he headed into the one in the middle. “This way.” 
 
   They were moving along at a brisk pace when Pepper, looking side to side and back and forth, gave a warning. “There are pits. Be wary. You move too quickly.”
 
   “If there’s a pit, I’ll find it before it finds me.” Brenwar argued. “Come on, then, I sense a twinge of fresh air this gaaaaaaaah!”
 
   The floor opened up underneath them, and the company plummeted down. Nath hit the bottom hard, with Selene landing on him and knocking the wind from him. 
 
   Pepper lay on Brenwar’s broad chest. “I told you about the pits. But you didn’t listen. I knew it. I knew it.” He glanced up. “My, this is a deep one. Really deep. I’d say fifty feet at least.” 
 
   Pushing himself up onto his elbows, Brenwar replied, “More like thirty.” 
 
   “Heh, look at this.” Pepper held up a skeleton’s head. “It matches your hand.” 
 
   Nath propped Selene against the wall and stood up. The pit floor crunched beneath his toes. Bones were everywhere. The walls were sheer and high. He stuck his claws into the rough-hewn stone. “I can’t jump to that ledge, but I think I can climb out. No worries. Hauling Selene out will be the difficulty.” 
 
   The howl returned. It was right on them, a thunderous moaning that brought out the goosebumps on every inch of Nath’s skin. 
 
   Pepper’s lips peeled back in a horrified smile. He covered his ears once more.
 
   Brenwar stood up with a grunt. “I’ve never heard a sound like that before. It’s as awful as an elven accordion.” 
 
   The death moan continued. Louder. Closer. Debris and dirt from the rafters high above rained down into the pit. The vile and horrible sound cut to the bone. 
 
   Nath balled up his fists. Whatever it was, spirit or beast, he’d fight it with everything he had left. “Pepper, get behind me.” 
 
   “I already am.” 
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   The ear-splitting moan came again. It was right on them. Nath feared nothing, but that sound made his skin crawl and his stomach churn. Whatever it was should’ve woken the dead, but Selene didn’t stir. 
 
   Pepper clamped onto Nath’s leg with his eyes squeezed shut. “Save me, save me!” 
 
   Head tilted toward the clamor above, Brenwar picked up a thighbone and walked backward.
 
   Two huge sets of claws appeared on the lip of the pit’s edge. They dug into the stone. A frightening howl started up again, shaking the very earth, weakening Nath in the knees. He set his jaw and prepared himself for an epic battle against the monster that waited above. 
 
   The horrifying sound came to a stop. Over the ledge, a head on a long neck revealed itself. It had four long horns stretching along its neck. A beard of skin and scales started underneath the monster’s jowls and ran down its neck. It cocked its head and looked at Nath with bright-green eyes, opened its mouth, and said, “Urp?”
 
   The pounding in Nath’s chest slowed. He said in Dragonese, “Hello, thunder beard.” 
 
   The dragon’s tongue flicked out of his mouth. His head was small, compared to his claws. He hissed at Nath, lowered his head into the pit, and said again, “Urp?”
 
   “Come, come down,” Nath said in Dragonese. “Come, friend, please.” 
 
   The dragon shook himself, flapping his beard. 
 
   “What is that thing?” asked Brenwar. 
 
   “A dragon. A thunder beard. They make excellent guardians. Not too big or violent, but their roar can scare a hundred bull dragons away.” Nath extended his clawed hand upward. “Come, come down, little brother.”
 
   The dragon slithered over the edge and stuck to the wall of the pit like a great lizard. His body was long and lean, his feet very big and awkward. He had no wings, but a very long tail. His scales were green and blue with some pink mixed in. He climbed down the wall and crept by Brenwar, flicking his tongue at the dwarf. 
 
   Nath kneeled down and petted the dragon’s head. “You had us terrified, little brother.” 
 
   The small dragon batted his snake eyes. “Urp.” 
 
   Stretching his small hand out, Pepper said, “Will he bite?”
 
   “No, not now at least. We’re in good company. As a matter of fact,” Nath said, picking Pepper up, “I think you’re just small enough to ride him, if he’ll let you.” 
 
   “Hey, wait,” Pepper objected, “I’m too old to start riding dragons!”
 
    “Just hang on to his horns,” Nath said, “and have a go at it.” 
 
   Pepper clenched his teeth and hung onto the horns of the dragon. The beast lurched forward and then, smooth as spider silk, it raced up the pit wall and vanished. 
 
   “Harrumph,” Brenwar said. “You don’t see that every day, but the rest of us are still stuck in here.” 
 
   “I’ll be back. Just keep an eye on Selene.” Nath dug his claws into the stone wall and made his ascent.
 
    “It’s not like she’s going anywhere. Just make it fast. I don’t want to be stuck down here when she wakes up.” 
 
   Nath pushed up over the lip of the pit and found Pepper still on the back of the dragon. The old halfling had a smile on his face. “Aw, you like it, don’t you?” 
 
   “As long as it keeps its mouth shut, I think I could get used to it.” 
 
   Nath started to yell down into the pit just as Brenwar flung the torch up. Smiling, he called down to his oldest friend, “You read my mind.” He found another torch in the tunnel and lit it along with a couple more. “We need some rope, or a ladder or something.” 
 
   “Do you think he can help?” Pepper said of the bearded dragon. 
 
   “Perhaps.” Nath spoke in Dragonese some more, asking the dragon where the materials he could use might be. The dragon made a rattle in his throat and took off with Pepper.
 
   “Eeee! Where is he taking me?”
 
   Nath didn’t answer, just watched Pepper’s torchlight disappear around the bend. And then he dropped one of his torches down into the pit. “Heads up.” 
 
   Brenwar snatched it out of the air. “What do you want me to do with this?”
 
   “Stay cozy.” 
 
   “Pah.” 
 
   It was more than an hour before Pepper and the dragon returned. The halfling held a coil of rope—and Nath noticed a shiny new ring on his hand. He took the rope from Pepper. “Where did you get that?”
 
   Pepper covered his ring with his free hand. “The rope?”
 
   “No, the ring.” 
 
   Cupping his ear, Pepper said, “Huh?”
 
   Lowering one end of the rope into the pit, Nath said a little louder, “I said where did you get the ring?”
 
   “Pardon?” Pepper said. 
 
   From down inside the hole, Brenwar yelled, “What ring are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m not talking to you,” Nath said down to Brenwar. “I’m talking to Pepper.” 
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   Holding the rope tight in one hand, Nath grabbed Pepper’s ring hand with the other. “Where did that come from?”
 
   “Oh, that ring. Well, the dragon led me to the most marvelous place… Actually, it’s not anything you should worry yourself about, but that’s where the rope came from. We really need to get out of here.” Pepper rubbed his narrow shoulders. “It’s chilly.” 
 
   Nath noticed a bulging leather pouch tied to the back of Pepper’s trousers. He snatched it.
 
   Pepper objected. “Hey!” 
 
   Nath emptied the pouch on the ground. Gold coins and gemstones spilled out. “Did this dragon take you to its trove?”
 
   Pepper scooped up the treasure and shrugged. 
 
   Brenwar emerged from the pit, sniffing the air. “I smell gold.” 
 
   Nath looked down at his friend. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Selene. You were supposed to tether up Selene.” 
 
   Brenwar leaned over the hole. “I didn’t see the point in it. I say leave her here. Let her sleep.”
 
   “Guzan!” Nath stuffed the rope into Brenwar’s hands, glared at him, and hopped into the pit. He loaded Selene over his shoulder, and hand over hand, he climbed back out of the pit. When he got to the top, he said to Brenwar, “You really should know better by now.” 
 
   Brenwar grumbled and turned away. 
 
   Nath then said to Pepper, “Were there any weapons where you went?”
 
   Looking up and seeming to see far away, Pepper said, “Yes, I believe so.” 
 
   “Good, because we’re going to need them.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
   The small bearded dragon led them to a cave full of supplies. Everything from weapons and armor to dried rations and kegs of wine. Brenwar sat on a bench at a table, helping himself to some jerky and remarking at the horrible taste of the elven wine as he guzzled one goblet after the other. 
 
   “We are most fortunate,” Nath said, strapping on a belt and scabbard. He had an elven longsword in his hand. He cut the air. It was well balanced. Finely crafted. He tried to find some clothing in some chests, but everything was too small for him. He grabbed an oblong shield. “Why not?” 
 
   Finishing his food, Brenwar came across some dwarven arms. He hefted a battle-axe with a handle carved from black wood. “Not bad.”
 
   Nearby, standing atop a table, Pepper managed to make a fitting shirt from an elven jerkin. He cut the sleeves down and stitched up the neck. Spinning on the table, he said, “How do I look?”
 
   “Old and stupid,” Brenwar said. 
 
   Pepper shook his head. “It’s a good thing I don’t understand Dwarven.” 
 
   “I didn’t say it in Dwarven.” Brenwar turned to Nath. “Now what?”
 
   “I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I was a tad fearful of what we might face out there. One year gone, and now it sounds like the entire world hunts me again.” Nath sighed. “We need to get our weapons back. But even more, we need to clear my name.”
 
   “The dwarves won’t stop until they find you. That’s for sure.” Brenwar rubbed his beard. “And I don’t think those rogue elves are angling to turn you in, either. No, they have something else up their sleeves.” 
 
   “I’m of the impression they’re trying to appease the titans.” Nath pushed the hair out of the pretty closed eyes of Selene, who was lying on a bear rug on the floor. “I do wish you would wake up. I could use some of those thoughts of yours.” 
 
   “I know you don’t like it, but she might be safest here. She’ll just slow us down.” Brenwar swung his axe around his head. “Let your dragon friend keep an eye on her.” 
 
   “That’s what you did for me, isn’t it?” Nath was referring to what had happened to him. He had slept more than twenty-five years—the longest slumber of his life, but not the only long one. What if this was a long sleep for Selene? He placed his hand on her cheek. The skin was smooth and warm. It stirred him. “I just can’t do that. Not here anyway. Perhaps somewhere else.” 
 
    “The Mountain of Doom, perhaps?”
 
   “They’ll be watching, that much is for sure.” Nath picked Selene back up and placed her over his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   Nath had to make a decision. It wasn’t easy. He was worried about his friends Ben and Bayzog. His father, Balzurth. But the other mystery bothered him most in the moment. It fluttered in his guts. Slavan and the rogue elves. They’d taken his sword, and wherever they had gone with Fang, that was where he would find answers. “We’re going after the weapons.” 
 
   Brenwar slapped his hands together. “That’s what I like to hear. They’re no more than a day off. We can catch them.” 
 
   “Only if they don’t catch us first. And remember, we’re deep in elven territory. I’m sure we’ll be noticed if we’re not careful.” 
 
   Brenwar dug some traveling cloaks out of a chest. 
 
   “I don’t think that’s going to work,” Pepper said. “They’re too small for him.” 
 
   Brenwar tossed one to Nath. “Just try it on.” 
 
   Nath slipped it on. The elves were skinny, so it was snug, but it fit. He wrapped Selene in one against the cold and put her gently back over his shoulders. “Let’s give it a go, shall we?” 
 
   ***
 
    Getting out of the Inner Sanctum didn’t prove to be too difficult, and to Nath’s surprise, the bearded dragon agreed to come with them. Pepper never even left his back. Before long, they found the trail of Slavan and the rogue elves. It led them right out of the Elven Field of Dreams. 
 
   That’s where the trouble started. Less than a league west of the fields and having avoided any scouting eyes, the rogue elves’ trail took a new form. 
 
   “That’s just great,” Brenwar said. He was kneeling down with his hand in the impression of a hoof print. “They took up on horseback.” 
 
   It was another one of those times that Nath regretted giving up the ability to fly. But not really. Saving Selene had been worth it.
 
   No, that would make things all too easy. 
 
   Standing among the small bushes that popped up like mushrooms in the rolling greenery of the elven lands, he scanned the horizon. It shouldn’t be too hard to follow them. So he walked. They all trotted all day long and through the night with no sleep, until the next morning. They were still a day’s journey from escaping the territory of the vigilante eyes of the elves. Cutting through the tall grasses, they kept their distance from the villages and farmlands. Though peaceful, the elves didn’t take in strangers. It was uncommon for anyone without elven blood to pass through without elven company. 
 
   “I can’t wait to get out of this place,” Brenwar said, looking from side to side. “Every step is dreaded. I feel like an elf is about to pop out of the grasses at any moment.” 
 
   “Agreed,” Nath said, but he was confident that his keen sight and hearing would pick up any sign of trouble. He’d noticed very little so far. “Huh.” 
 
   “Huh, what?” Brenwar asked. 
 
   Ahead a few hundred yards was a stretch of farmland. The cornfields should have had a golden hue among the green this time of harvest, but what Nath spied was dingy and gray. He headed in that direction. The closer they got, the more the fields were in decay, and the rot continued as far as the eye could see. The aqueducts that watered the fields were dried up as well. The storehouses and sheds were disheveled and in disorder. 
 
   A morbid feeling crept between Nath’s shoulders. “It’s no wonder we haven’t seen any elves about. Their lands have been poisoned. They’ve fortified closer to Elome, if not within. This is dreadful.” 
 
   Brenwar picked up a husk of corn and chucked it away. “I hate to admit the same, but I agree.” He raised his battle-axe with a white-knuckled grip on the haft. “Do you hear that?”
 
   “I hate to admit that I do,” Nath said. He could feel the ground moving under his feet.
 
   Pepper stood on the back of the bearded dragon, cupping his ear. “Hear what?”
 
   “Hooves. Dozens of them, but I don’t see anything coming,” Nath said. “I can only feel … oh.” Coming from the north, a cloud of dust stirred up like a storm. A row of horsemen came, the likes of which Nath had never seen before. He uttered a command. “Hide!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
   Nath and company ducked into a storage shed. Through the cracks between the planks of wood, he watched the horde that thundered their way. It was massive men on massive beasts. Orcs by the looks of them, on horse-like creatures the size of two stallions with curved tusks on the sides of their heads.
 
   “Barnum’s beard! Those orcs only have one eye!” Brenwar exclaimed. “And I’ve never seen horses like that before. I guess you’d have to be awfully ugly to allow an orc to ride on you.”
 
   The knot of brutes approached at rapid speed, over a dozen in all. The orcen cyclopes were powerfully built and ugly, carrying lances and spears. Armored from head to toe in heavy gear and approaching the fields Nath and his friends hid within, they slowed to a trot less than one hundred yards away. 
 
   “What are orcs doing on elven land?” Nath said. “One eyed or not, they should be cut down.”
 
   “Aye. Those hounds would normally be cut down if they came so far as an inch over the borders,” Brenwar said, clawing at his beard. 
 
   “It explains why we haven’t seen any elves this far out, I guess.” 
 
   “What do we do?” Pepper asked. “I’m not much of a fighter, but I’m a good hider.” 
 
   “If we get into a scrap, you ride on that thunder beard and get out of here, Pepper,” Nath said. “That dragon can’t fly, but he’s fast. Really fast. Just be sure to hang on tight.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t feel right, leaving you fellas behind.” 
 
   Nath patted the old halfling’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you have a family or village you should seek out.” 
 
   “No,” Pepper replied. “I’m a loner. Have been a long, long time.” 
 
   “Well, you aren’t anymore, so worst case scenario, run and get help.” 
 
   Pepper objected, “But—” 
 
   With his eye to a hole in the wall, Brenwar hissed, “Keep it down. They’re upon us.” 
 
   The horse-like beasts’ heads were down to the ground, sniffing the earth like hound dogs. A rattle of metal sounded from the weapons harnessed to their large saddles. The orc cyclopes, burly and battered, towered in the saddle. They studied the land before them with hard beady eyes. They were hunters. Killers. One looked as dangerous as the other. 
 
   “Oh my,” Pepper said in a hushed voice. He was trembling. “They seem much more intimidating now that I’m so much smaller.”
 
   “Be silent. It doesn’t matter how big they are—they’re orcs,” Brenwar reminded them. “I’ll take every last one of them if I have to. You’ll see.” 
 
   “Now’s not the time to be stirred up.” Nath’s hand fell on his sword. “Lie low. Pray they don’t notice us.” 
 
   It couldn’t have been a worse situation. There wasn’t anywhere to run or hide. They only had the cover of the old storehouses and barns, and that was little. No, they were surrounded by endless farmlands and meadows without a better place to hide in sight. No river or stream to hide their trail. No mountains to lose the cyclopes in. 
 
   Nath was more than ready to fight. And even carrying Selene, he and Pepper and the bearded dragon could run. They would be fleet enough. But not Brenwar. The dwarf couldn’t outrun a one-legged elf on his best day. And Nath feared Brenwar’s loud protests if he offered to carry the dwarf or suggested he ride with Pepper on the bearded dragon.
 
   Eyes on Nath, Brenwar said, “Take her and go. I can handle them.” 
 
   “No, whatever happens, you and I stay together.” Nath extended his hand. “To the end.” 
 
   Brenwar clasped his hand. “Aye, I like it.” 
 
   One of the beasts snorted. The monster mounts were right next to the shed they were in. Nath’s heart raced. Once again, he was small among a new world of bigger men. He didn’t like it, but sometimes the small can be overlooked. 
 
   Breathless, Nath watched the heavy-hooved beasts stomp toward them. One shook itself and let out an awful nicker. 
 
   “HrAAAAA huh huh huh huh huh.”
 
   “Grah! Grah!” the orcen cyclops rider said, tugging at the reins. The troupe of ghastly riders was only a few steps away. Alongside the shack, the rider brought its mount to a stop. It sniffed the air. “I smell. I smell foulness in the air.” 
 
   Looking at Pepper, Nath put his finger to his lips.
 
   The halfling nodded. 
 
   The cyclops poked the shack with its lance. Tap! Tap! Tap! It grunted. Its beast snorted. It pulled the lance up. “Onward.” 
 
   The orcen cyclopes were moving on. Ten yards away. Twenty. The tightness in Nath’s chest started to ease. He smiled at Brenwar. 
 
   “Hold!” the huge orc suddenly yelled. It snorted the air again with big, wide nostrils. Its horse did the same. It turned its mount back toward the shed. “I smell. I smell a dwarf in there! My nose does not fail me! Surround it! Dwarf, I say, come out!” 
 
   Gripping his axe in two hands, Brenwar said under his beard, “I’ll come out, gladly.” 
 
   “Just a moment,” Nath said, pulling Brenwar back. He looked at Selene. “We can’t just dive into this. Pepper, don’t hesitate to run. Just go. We’ll offer you a distraction for getting away. And don’t look back either.”
 
   “I’m no coward,” Pepper said. 
 
   “Dwarf! I smell you! Come out! Your bearded face will adorn my lance!” yelled the giant one-eyed orc. 
 
   Shrugging, Pepper added, “Well, not a full-blooded coward, that is.” 
 
   “You stay here, both of you,” Nath said, getting up. “Perhaps I can talk us out of this.”
 
   “Are you mad? Why don’t you just let me cut off your head and throw it to them?” Brenwar said. 
 
   “Because that would defeat the purpose of me talking to them.” Nath plucked away Pepper’s purse. Hands and head concealed within his cloak, Nath stepped out into view. The entire shack was surrounded by the extra huge orcs on their enormous beasts. 
 
   I must look like a child to them. 
 
   “We are weary travelers, just passing through. We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
   The cyclops with its face adorned with small chains and a bone through its nose said, “Your travels are at an end.” 
 
   “I plead for mercy. We are of no consequence. Just migrating from one safe hovel to another.” He held out the purse. “I can pay for safe passage.”
 
   The orc leaned forward in his saddle. “I smell a dwarf. I hate dwarves.” 
 
   “I can’t say I blame you,” Nath agreed. “They are irritating people, but he is our guide in these treacherous times.”
 
   “Send him out, and we shall relieve you of him and your gold. Then, I shall consider whether or not I let you live.” 
 
   Under his cloak, Nath sneered. He hated the orcs as much as Brenwar did. 
 
   Stupid. Arrogant. Smelly and difficult. There was nothing noble about a single one of them. Despite the one eye, these weren’t different than the average orc in demeanor, just bigger and more amplified. They were eight feet tall, solid in build, and hardened by raids and battle. Their strange beasts were something different altogether—flat headed, hard skulled, and deadly. A single one of them could trample an entire halfling village. 
 
   Nath shook his head no. “Take the gold. I offer you no more and no less.” 
 
   The orc’s canine teeth jutted up from its bottom jaw in a cruel smile. “I’m going to enjoy this.” It barked an order to the other orcs. “File in. We’re gonna run these trespassers through!” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
   “Aw, fine then!” Brenwar emerged from the shack. “You want to fight me? I’ll fight every last one of you spangbockers!”
 
   The orcen cyclopes turned and rode away a little ways on pounding hooves. One hundred paces away, they turned and paused. The wind pushed down the high grasses, and their black-and-silver streaked flag waved like a banner of death.
 
   Brenwar set his feet. 
 
   Nath took his hood down and drew his elven sword. “Guard the shack.”
 
   “To the death,” Brenwar replied. 
 
   Nath had been in plenty of scrapes with orcs before, but this was different. He didn’t have Fang, nor most of his powers. The orcs had been more manageable back then. Nath had been quicker, smarter, and able to outwit them most of the time. But this battle? It was going to be brute force against brute force. He didn’t have any more dragon fire or extra scales to save him. And to top it off, these giant one-eyed versions were an abomination.
 
   Raising his lance high, the orcen cyclops leader bellowed a command. The entire row of riders lowered their spears and lances. All at once, they charged. 
 
   The ground quaked. The boards of the shack rattled. Nath braced himself for the oncoming wave of terror. Fifty horse lengths. Forty horse lengths. Thirty lengths. Twenty. 
 
   “Nobody tramples a dwarf!” Brenwar yelled. 
 
   Pepper squeezed between Nath and Brenwar on the back of the thunder beard. 
 
   “I told you to run, Pepper. Run! Get out of here!” Nath said. 
 
   “It’s not me, it’s him,” Pepper said. 
 
   The thunder beard eased in front of all of them, coiled back his head, and opened his jaws wide. He let out a ground-shaking roar that filled the valley. 
 
   “RRRRRRRAAWWRRRRRRRRR!”
 
   The demonic horses reared up. Some halted dead in their tracks. Others skidded. The giant one-eyed orc riders were tossed and toppled. Several of the strange horses bolted, dragging their riders by the stirrups. The terrifying squad of blood-mad soldiers had been turned to chaos. 
 
   Sword high, Nath charged and cried out, “Dragon! Dragon!” 
 
   “For Morgdon!”
 
   It’s me against them! There’s no other way! 
 
   He had to strike, and strike fast. Nath swatted a jabbing spear aside and ran a giant orc through. Other cyclopes were scrambling for their gear. Using what quickness he still had in him, Nath attacked. He caught one orc in the backside and sent it howling. Another he stuck in the chest. 
 
   Wham! 
 
   Something heavy clobbered Nath in the back. Shooting stars blinded his sight. A boot stomping in the ground caught his ear. The sound of a heavy weapon descending on him urged his desperate movement. He rolled to the left, evading the huge hammer that bit into the ground. He hopped to his feet and swung. Metal bit into metal, and a monstrous voice wailed. A giant orc fell. Regaining his sight, Nath waded into an angry knot of fighters that had surrounded Brenwar. 
 
   The husky dwarf was bleeding and yelling, “Come, you smelly two-legged trees!”
 
   Nath propelled himself into the back of one giant orc and stabbed the arm of another. The orcs fought back with fury. Obstinate and angry, they were born fighters. Even if they were overly matched, they’d fight to the end, most of the time. That wasn’t the case this day. Big and strong, they had numbers. The clash of steel on steel and flesh and bone shifted back and forth. 
 
   Back to back, Nath and Brenwar kept the horde at bay. 
 
   Clang! Bash! Glitch! Slice! 
 
   Nath and Brenwar were holding up just fine, out-quickening the lesser-skilled orcen fighters. Together, they had just brought one down with a pair of heavy chops when a pair of riders burst through their own ranks and plowed right over the both of them. 
 
   Flat on his back, Nath fought to rise again. One of the demon beasts pinned him down with its hooves. The orcen cyclops leader lorded over him with a crude sword in one hand and Selene’s limp form hanging by the hair in the other. 
 
   The cyclops orc rumbled a wicked laugh. “Scales, scales, scales. Tsk, tsk, I know someone who will give a kingdom for the people that walk with scales. The question is, are you worth more dead, or alive?” He kicked Nath’s elven sword away, pulled down his hood, and rolled up his sleeve. “My, my, it’s the one and only Nath Dragon. Har! The titans will be pleased!” He slugged Nath in the jaw. “Very pleased.”
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   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Nath and Brenwar were bound up with chains and marched toward the orcen city of Thraag. Selene was still in her deep sleep, slung over one of the demon horses’ saddle. Pepper and the thunder beard were gone. Long gone, Nath hoped. 
 
   At least he was finally smart enough to listen. 
 
   “Orc,” Nath said to the leader, “what do you call your beasts? And yourself. I like to have some familiarity with my captors. The rapport can be soothing on both sides.”
 
   Jaw jutted out, the orc glanced back at Nath. “I am Gaak. One of the nuurg. The steeds are wrathhorns. We orcs now breed them.” 
 
   Brenwar stared up into the cyclops orc’s one eye. “Breed with them, is more like it.”
 
    “Go ahead and delight, dwarf. We’ll see how much you have to say after we shave your beard and make you eat it.” 
 
   “What’s a nuurg?” Nath asked. 
 
   “We are the nuurg. The new giants. The usurpers of lands. Servants of the great titans.” The huge one-eyed orc spat. “Conquerors we are. Invincible.” 
 
   “No one is invincible. You’ve certainly heard of Gorn Grattack and the Clerics of Barnabus?” Nath inquired. “He was quite mighty, I assure you.” 
 
   The orc growled in his throat. “Not mighty enough to win. The titans will never lose. They will defeat Balzurth. We will inherit all the treasure in the Mountain of Doom. You’ll see soon enough.” 
 
   “I’ll never understand why orcs are so overconfident,” Brenwar whispered to Nath. “They’ve never won a major battle in all my centuries.” 
 
   It was true. The orcs, though many, fought among themselves as much as with the various races. They had never been fully united. But Nath knew that strong leadership could change all that. It had just been a long, long time since they had any. Under the guidance of the titans, the orcs could be galvanized and turned into a great weapon of destruction. 
 
   It started to rain. The dirt road became sloppy, and before long they were trudging through the mud into a land where the trees had more bark than leaves. The orcen land that surrounded Thraag was mostly briars and stone. The brush was thick, and hungry vermin cawed and hissed as they passed by. Nath wasn’t so much worried about himself as he was his friend. Brenwar would be killed. He was certain of it. And it wouldn’t be quick. The orcs would torment and humiliate him. I can’t think of a much worse scenario than this. I have to find a way to save Brenwar and Selene.
 
   Tethered to the wrathhorns, their march was hard. Yanked by one of the beasts, Brenwar stumbled and was dragged. With a face filled with mud, he climbed up on his feet again and jerked back. It was futile to fight against the pull of the powerful beasts. They were thrice as strong and just as ugly as the orcs that rode on their backs. 
 
   Nath had a natural affection for all living creatures, but the wrathhorns were something else entirely. An evil breed. Bone-crushing war rides. There were bloodstains on their tremendous spiked hooves. He made a count. There were just eight riders left, but it wasn’t likely he could take them all while tethered like this. Not and protect his friends too. The only option was to find a narrow break in the terrain where the huge mounts and orcs couldn’t go—and hide. The problem was Selene. 
 
   How am I going to get her?
 
   Selene’s body was draped over the front of the leader’s saddle. 
 
   Don’t lose hope, Nath. Just think of something.
 
   Doubt crept into his mind, and the pounding rain seemed to weaken his limbs. He didn’t have the power he’d had before. In the form of a dragon, he could level mountains, cities. Now, he felt like an insect. He still hadn’t adjusted to it. He thought he had, but had not. When he was young, there had been giants running around everywhere, but life had been more manageable. Now, it had all changed. He was the little fish in the big pond. He ground his teeth. 
 
   This stinks.
 
   The nuurg leader raised his hand up and came to a stop. “Ho.” He eyed the sky and all around. 
 
   “Problem?” Nath said, walking up alongside the giant orc leader’s saddle. 
 
   Rain running down his furrowed brow, the nuurg leader said, “Something stinks.” 
 
   “Yes,” Nath said, looking at him and his dirt-marred skin, “I’d think you’d be used to that by now. These rains present an excellent opportunity to wash yourself.”
 
   The orc cyclops leered at him. “Quiet.” He pointed at two of his followers. “Ride up. I sense an ambush near.” 
 
   The riders on the wrathhorns thundered by Nath, splashing him with mud and bumping him down to one knee.
 
   It was Nath’s turn to look around. With all the heavy rain it was difficult to see anything, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. It was strange. Why would the orc cyclopes be worried about an ambush on their own land?
 
   It doesn’t make any sense. Perhaps even these monsters are divided against one another. Interesting. 
 
   Minutes passed. 
 
   “So are we going to stand here all day?” Brenwar said. 
 
   “You’re safer here than where we’re going,” Nath said, wiping the rain from his eyes. “And it’s not like you to be in a hurry.” 
 
   “Hanging around you makes me rush things.” Brenwar looked at the huge cyclopes on the backs of the beasts and shook his head. “It’s not right.”
 
   A few minutes later, one of the riders reappeared and said to the leader, “It’s clear. Holorf still scouts ahead. He’ll await us at the next fortress. Send up fire if there is trouble.” 
 
   The leader, Gaak, nodded. “Let’s go, then. We have great treasure. Ale and females shall meet us at the gates!” He snapped his reins. The beast lurched forward. Gaak slung forth his hand. “Howhaho!”
 
   “Well,” Nath said to Brenwar, “at least you’re going to get a closer look at a city you’ve never seen before. They say it’s not half bad once you get used to the smell.”
 
   Brenwar shook his head no. 
 
   Out of nowhere, an arrow rocketed through the rain and impaled Gaak’s sleeve. 
 
   He roared and cried out, “Ambush! Ride hard for the city!”
 
   Nath ran apace. 
 
   Brenwar was jerked off his feet and dragged by the wrathhorns. With a mouthful of mud, he yelled, “No one drags a dwarf!”
 
    Arrows whistled through the air. 
 
   Zing! Zing! Zing! Zing!
 
   A cyclops toppled from his mount with an arrow in his side. An arrow struck another rider in the skull, but that nuurg fighter kept riding. 
 
   Still tethered, Nath kept running. 
 
   It was a crossfire. Beasts and riders went down. Three arrows feathered an orc in the chest. Another arrow struck a beast in the hide of its hindquarters, rearing it up and toppling its rider. 
 
   Nath hopped on the chest of a cyclops that was being dragged by one of its feet, which was caught in the stirrup. He found his elven sword harnessed to the beast’s saddle, drew it out, and cut his bonds, yelling, “Brenwar! Brenwar!” 
 
   Being dragged behind a wrathhorn, the dwarf managed to sit up. “What?”
 
   Nath flung the sword end over end. It sliced through the taut rope that secured Brenwar. 
 
   The dwarf diminished in the distance but was up and running after him. 
 
   Nath hauled himself up into the beast’s saddle and took the reins. With the beast still dragging the dead cyclops, he dug his heel into the mount’s ribs. “Yah! Yah!”
 
   The wrathhorn reared up, clawed the air with its hooves, landed back on its front hooves, and stopped. Its head swung around and bit into Nath’s arm. 
 
   “Sultans of Sulfur!” Nath cried out. Ahead, Gaak and the surviving riders were getting away in long, fast strides. “Release me, beast! I have to get Selene.” 
 
   A heavy fog rolled in. Selene and the riders were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
   The wrathhorn bucked, turned its head, and slung Nath out of the saddle by the arm with its teeth. Wrist deep in the mud, Nath got up. The beast lowered its head with the curved horns out and charged. Spiked hooves splatted through the mud and water and bore down on Nath.
 
    At the last moment, Nath jumped high, sailing over its head. 
 
   The wrathhorn kept going, making a startling whine and not looking back. 
 
   Puffing for breath, Brenwar caught up with Nath. “There goes your ride.”
 
   Nath scoffed. “They still have Selene. You stay here. I’m going after them on foot.” He started to run. A huge winged creature dropped out of the sky and onto the road, cutting off his path. “Sansla Libor!” Nath said. 
 
   Half a dozen roamer elves emerged from the rough woodland and encircled them. They were tall and hardy, long haired, with swords strapped beneath their round bellies. The tallest of them all was Shum, and his brother Hoven was there too. Their piercing eyes bore into Nath and Brenwar. “Hail and well met, old friend.” 
 
   “Hail nothing, Shum,” Nath said. “I don’t have time for chatter. The nuurg have Selene! I must rescue her.” 
 
   Shum and Hoven blocked his path. Hoven spoke. “You must come with us immediately.” 
 
   Nath busted right between them. 
 
   Head to toe in mud, Brenwar was right on his heels. “Out of the way, elven bellies!” 
 
   Nath found himself face to face with the great white winged ape, Sansla Libor the King of the Roamers. The cursed elf was as big as ever, layered with bulging muscles under his fur. His chest was broader than those of three strong men. His eyes were sky blue, but with a savageness behind them. He held out his oversized hands, and towering over Nath, he said, “Stop, Nath Dragon.”
 
   Not hiding the urgency brewing within him, Nath said, “I’ll do no such thing. Now get out of my way.” 
 
   “Aye!” Brenwar agreed. 
 
   “I cannot. You must come now.” 
 
   “No, I must go now.” Nath got a run and jumped over the great ape. 
 
   Sansla, quick as a big cat, sprang into the air and dragged Nath down by the ankles. 
 
   Floundering in the mud, Nath kicked the gorilla-like beast in the chest. Sansla slammed him to the ground. Nath flipped Sansla off his back, drew back his scaled fist, and hit Sansla square in the face. 
 
   A savage snarl erupted from Sansla’s black lips. He attacked Nath with savage fury. Fists the size of hams hammered into his body with bone-jarring ferocity. 
 
   Nath’s temper ignited. He’d been holding back—against the rogue elves, the nuurg, and the wrathhorns. Selene was being taken. He’d hold back no more. He cocked back his fist and hit Sansla as hard as he could. 
 
   “Oof!” The mighty ape doubled over, clutching his belly. 
 
   Nath whaled on him, blow after blow after blow. “Stay out of my way!” 
 
   Sansla balled up and covered his face with his fists. He got peppered with lightning-quick jabs. Harder and faster they came. 
 
   Wham! Wham! Pap! Pap! Pap!
 
   With fire in his eyes, chest heaving, Nath backed off. “Leave me be!”
 
   Standing in the pouring rain, nose bleeding, Sansla rose to full height and spread his wings out and back in, and with seriousness he said, “I cannot.” His head ticked left. He tensed up, visibly fighting the growing rage within. “You must listen.” 
 
   Nath wanted to fight. To finish it. He could not tell if Sansla was being truthful or just a thorn in his side. He pointed at the winged ape. “You’d be wise to leave me be.” He turned and ran. The elves closed in and piled on him. 
 
   “You must listen to us,” Shum said, grappling Nath by the arms. “It is urgent!”
 
   Covered in elves as big as he, Nath slung them off one at a time. 
 
   They kept coming. 
 
   Brenwar dove into the fray. “Foolish elves! I’ll snap your bones like twigs.” 
 
   In a brutal moment, Nath and Brenwar were swinging hard in a tangled knot of bodies. The elves, skilled and quick, wrapped up Nath, time after time. He slung them off again. Brenwar busted faces and bruised bones with powerful punches. The roamers would not give. Limping and bleeding, they pulled both fighters down into the slippery mud, time and time again. Nath’s restless energy fueled his might. Quicker and faster, he wore them down. Brenwar, a battle-tested iron tree stump, fought with the fury of a dozen storms. A loyal hound, fighting to the death. 
 
   Pinned down in Nath’s grip, Hoven choked out, “Nath, you must listen.” 
 
   Nath shoved him face first into the mud. “I’m done listening!”
 
   Brenwar slammed his shoulder into another one of the elves, freeing up a path. 
 
   Hair streaming like a banner behind him, Nath dashed down the muddy road, leaving the elves to battle the angry dwarf for themselves. Moving with the speed of a great antelope, he traversed the sloppy trail ahead of him, determined to track Selene down and finish off her captors. 
 
   Sansla Libor swooped down through the rain and plucked him up off the ground and soared back up into the air. “You must not resist, Dragon Prince! A moment, listen, please, listen!” 
 
   “There’s no time!” Nath screamed from a hundred feet in the air. He could make out Gaak and the other nuurg fighters charging toward the great stone outposts of the city of Thraag. They were much closer than he realized. The fortress was heavily fortified and guarded. “Sansla, do as I say and let me save Selene!” 
 
   “I cannot. I have my orders,” Sansla said. He started flying away from Thraag. “You are coming with me.” 
 
   Fighting to free himself, Nath kicked and yelled, “Whose orders?”
 
   “Your mother, Grahleyna, sent me with the utmost urgency.” 
 
   Nath was so worried about Selene that his mother’s name almost didn’t register, but he asked, “Why?”
 
   “It’s your father. Balzurth has gone missing.” 
 
   Wind and rain tearing at his face, Nath said, “It will have to wait.” 
 
   “It cannot,” Sansla argued. “You must come, and come now. Time is precious. We cannot lose it.” 
 
   “I cannot lose her!” Nath pulled his legs up and walloped Sansla right in the face. 
 
   The great winged ape’s grip loosened. 
 
   Nath twisted away and plummeted to the ground. He smashed into a pile of heavy brush. Charged with desperate energy, he sprang back to his feet. Knees jarred, he nevertheless bulldozed through the brush and down the road after Selene. He gained ground, just enough to see Gaak and the riders vanish into the sanctuary of the fortress’s ominous gates. From the twenty-foot-high parapets, the orcen cyclops soldiers on the wall unleashed a volley of heavy crossbow bolts at him.
 
   Zip! Zip! Zip! 
 
   A new squad of pure-blooded orcen riders, at least twenty, charged. They were accompanied by three of the one-eyed orcen nuurgs riding on the backs of wrathhorns galloping out of the fortress. 
 
   Nath sank to his knees. Selene was gone. His eyes lit up like molten lava. He charged the overwhelming oncoming horde of riders. “Nooooooo!”
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   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
   Charging up the rain-soaked road, the riders lowered their lances and spears. The terrifying gigantic beasts and their over-sized riders would have frozen a hardened soldier’s limbs. 
 
   Not Nath’s. Defying reason, ignoring logic, and with bolts soaring past his head, he rushed toward the oncoming horde. “Have at me, then!” 
 
   The wrathhorns snarled. The orcs roared. “Kill him!” 
 
   Ten feet from certain impalement, Nath sprang into the air, snatching a bolt midflight and burying the bolt into the lead orcen cyclops. 
 
   The nuurg rider gawped and clutched at his chest. 
 
   Standing on the saddle, Nath snatched the reins and jerked them back. 
 
   The wrathhorn reared up. The ranks of riders behind it crashed into its haunches and one another. A rending of flesh, bone, and metal filled the air with a chaotic sound of confusion and butchery. 
 
   Nath sprung from the back of one beast to another, punching the orc cyclopes in their faces and toppling them from their mounts. He was an angry hornet, stinging the ravenous bears. His claws raked across their faces. His iron-strong limbs broke jawbones. His clawed hand filled with heavy steel and took on a life of its own. One towering long-limbed monster after another fell under his wrath, but the brawl was far from over. It was just beginning. 
 
   Nath was locked up with a cyclops when a hammerhead of steel clipped the back of his head, shuddering his scales and drooping his eyelids. Dazed and bloody, Nath staggered into the path of a spike-hooved beast. It plowed over him as if he were dirt. Elbow deep in the mud, he fought his way to his feet and set himself for the oncoming charge. He was busted up bad. Bright spots were in his eyes. “Come on, dogs! Come at me!” 
 
   Sansla Libor darted out of the sky and locked his steel-strong fingers around Nath’s wrist. He pulled Nath up into the air and out of the dangerous path. With crossbow bolts still ripping through the air, Sansla shielded the stunned dragon-armed man. 
 
   “No, Sansla, no!” Nath’s lip was busted, and his head was throbbing. Below his feet and vanishing in the rain was the impenetrable fortress that held Selene captive. His rescue had failed. He struggled with his captor. “Take me back, Sansla. You must take me back!” 
 
   “I cannot.” Sansla continued his flight into the misty gray clouds above. The world below was lost from sight. “I cannot.” 
 
   It was futile. Nath’s heart sank. Selene was lost. Alone. Imprisoned. 
 
   Someone will pay for this!
 
   Clouded by anger, it took his thoughts quite some time to subside into sense. 
 
   Meanwhile, Sansla flew with Nath for hours, staying above the meadow of dark clouds below them. The day turned to night and the night to day. Finally, a break came in the field of storms below, and the winged ape soared down through the gap. 
 
   Below were lakes of fire and sulfur. A torched landscape. Sweltering heat rose with the steam. It was Dragon Home—not the mountain itself, but the lands just west of it, a bitter stretch of land that stretched for leagues around the great mountain in all directions. Landing, Sansla set him down on the ground. 
 
   “Why did you bring me here?” Nath said. 
 
   “It is where I was ordered to bring you.” Sansla said, grimacing. He peeked over his shoulder and spun around. A crossbow bolt was stuck in his back between his wings. “Be a friend, will you?”
 
   “Guzan, Sansla! You flew all this way with this in your back?” Nath grabbed the bolt. “Hold on.” He yanked it out. 
 
   Groaning, Sansla dropped to a knee and sighed. “Thank you.” 
 
   Nath pitched the bolt into a nearby pool of lava. The bolt sizzled and sank. “I’m still angry with you.” 
 
   Turning to face Nath, the great winged ape said, “I would be too. I’m sorry Nath, but I had my orders.” 
 
   “Yes,” Nath nodded. “I know you did. From my mother. Since when do you work for my mother?”
 
   “Since you disappeared.”
 
   The Mountain of Doom stretched into the clouds leagues away. Nath and Sansla were on the outer edge of its natural barriers of protection, where the hot streams slipped into the earth again. 
 
   “Why here? Doesn’t my mother want to meet me inside?” 
 
   “She did not say.”
 
   “You know Brenwar is not going to be too happy being left behind with the roamer elves. Was it so necessary that we leave them all behind?” 
 
   “They’ll be safe.” 
 
   “They are in orcen land!” Nath said. “How safe can they be?”
 
   “I’ll go back, if I can. We’ll see.” Sansla’s wings collapsed behind his back. He sat on a pile of stones. “This place makes me thirsty.” 
 
   Nath brushed his sweaty hair from his eyes. His face was dripping with sweat. “It’s better than frost that freezes the bones. You seem to be doing quite well. No issues with your temperament.” 
 
   “The curse is what it is. As long as I stay focused on what is right, I can control it.” 
 
   A bright light appeared out of nowhere. Nath shielded his eyes. The light faded, and a mystic doorway appeared. A woman stepped out. She was as beautiful and radiant as the morning sun. Hair of golden light. Eyes the color of honey. She wore powder-white robes trimmed in silver.
 
   “Mother,” Nath said. 
 
   “Yes, my dear son, it is me,” Grahleyna said. 
 
   Sansla took a knee. 
 
   “Please stand, Roamer King,” she said, beckoning at the shimmering door. “Now come within. It is not safe out in the open like this.”
 
   Sansla went through the door. 
 
   Nath followed. Immediately, he knew he was back inside Dragon Home, but the room he was in was an entirely different one than the throne room. Amazing and wonderful carvings filled it with colorful pictures—people, dragons, and landscapes. The chamber wasn’t large, but it was tall, and big enough for a pair of large dragons. Humongous pillows covered most of the floor. Every detail in the room, though simple, was exquisite, but with no furnishings other than the pillows at all. 
 
   “This is my spot,” Grahleyna said, offering a pretty smile and a healing potion to each of them, “a place where I hide from your father.” 
 
   “I’m sure this isn’t your only option.” Nath drank down his potion, recalling many memories. Dragon Home was an enormous city within the great mountain. Not even the work of the dwarves could rival it. There were thousands of rooms and caverns as well as roads, wide and narrow, that twisted and turned. Some of the places were very small, made for the little dragons, and the others were quite huge, big enough for a sky raider to squeeze through. All in all, it was a marvel. Amazing. When Nath was young, he had made it a goal to search out every place there was. He never found the half of it. The room he was in now was new to him. 
 
   “Selene, Mother,” he said to her. Chin high, fists clenched, he stepped forward. “She’s been captured by the nuurg. I was attempting to rescue her when Sansla arrived and fouled everything up!” 
 
   “Watch your tone,” she said softly. She took his hand. “It is unfortunate about Selene, but she can take care of herself. You know that as well as I.” 
 
   “She’s in a deep slumber.” 
 
   Squeezing Nath’s hand hard, she said, “You cannot wake her?”
 
   “No, Mother. She’s defenseless. I was in the middle of saving her when I was rushed back here against my will. What is so urgent and pressing that I had to appear here this instant?”
 
   She held his cheeks and said with great sympathy, “I am so sorry, Nath. Forgive Sansla. He was merely following my direct order as he should have been. I did not suspect it would be in such a moment of peril. Forgive me.” 
 
   He hesitated, then said, “I do. But I must save Selene—among other things. Fang is stolen, and the elves and dwarves think I killed Laedorn and Uurluuk. How can all this be? And Father, what of him? He’s gone?” 
 
   Grahleyna guided him to a seat on an orange-pink pillow. “He was angry. The titans had sent rather cruel messages. The bones and skins of dragons. They taunted him. Realizing that you were missing, Balzurth went after you.”
 
   “Me?” Nath pointed to his chest. “He’s like a flying city in the sky. The giants and wurmers will be all over him. Please tell me he took an enclave of dragons for protection?” 
 
   Shaking her head with a face filled with worry, she said, “He is alone.” 
 
   Nath jumped up. “Alone? That’s insane!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
   “You are so much like your father,” Grahleyna said. “You, like him, always want to solve Nalzambor’s problems on your own. Things would be so much easier if you learned to trust others.” 
 
   “I don’t like putting others in harm’s way,” said Nath, looking in the direction where he thought Selene lay, helpless and surrounded by monsters. “Not on my account. But Mother—”
 
   Grahleyna held up her hand for him to listen. “People do what they want to do. If they want to help, let them. It’s their lives, and they have to live them. How would you feel if I tried to protect you all the time? Never let you leave here, not even to help in times of dire need?”
 
   What! No! She can’t mean that! I have to go rescue Selene! Better not make Mother angry.
 
   “I suppose I wouldn’t like it.” 
 
   “No, you wouldn’t. So you left here with Brenwar—and left a good bit early. I don’t think you were ready, but I think you are the better for it now.” She poked his noggin. “Just a little hardheaded. There is so much you can still do. You just haven’t learned how.” 
 
   So tell me, already! Enough with the hints! Tell me how to fly again so I can go back this instant and rescue Selene!
 
   But Nath couldn’t speak to his mother that way, especially not when she had just threatened to ground him. She had the power to enforce that. If she ordered it, he really would not be leaving Dragon Home.
 
   Shaking his head in frustration, Nath chose his words carefully. “Is there something I should know that you could tell me? Wouldn’t that be helpful?”
 
    “It’s best that you learn these things for yourself. Your own trials and tribulations will purify your golden spirit. Just keep doing the right thing, Nath, no matter how hard it might be.” His mother gave him a sad smile that made her years show in her face, and the look in her eyes was faraway.
 
   Guzan, she’s more worried about him than I thought.
 
   Nath took his mother’s hands. “So how long has Father been gone?”
 
   “In secret, he managed to storm out of here weeks ago. He was insistent that no one go with him or after him. I pleaded with him,” she said, squeezing his hands tight. “I fear I may not see him again. When I got word that you had been spotted and Sansla was already searching, I sent him after you immediately. Nath, you have to find your father. You have to find him now. If Eckubahn comes across him, captures him, kills him, the entire Great Wall of Dragons will come down. Every evil spirit will be unleashed. And the races will fall. The dragons with them.”
 
   “With all the dragons at our disposal, can none of them find Father?” 
 
   “Since you’ve been gone, the wurmers have grown to outnumber the dragons at least five to one. The dragons are maintaining a low profile, to say the least.”
 
   “We can’t hide forever. At some point we will all have to fight.” Nath turned, dropping his mother’s hands to push his hair back. He wanted to hit something. “If only I were still a dragon.” 
 
   “You still are a dragon,” she reminded him. 
 
   “But I’ve lost so much power. Everything’s bigger than me. The giants. The wurmers. Now even the orcs out-size me. They were big enough and obnoxious enough already.”
 
   “Don’t lose your composure, Nath. Now is the time to plan and think.” 
 
   “Ugh!” He flung his hands to his sides. “It makes my head hurt.” 
 
   “Yes, you are your father’s son.” She let out a small chuckle. 
 
   Still, Nath could tell she was sad. He didn’t know his mother well. He’d hardly spent any time with her at all. He needed to be strong and console her. “What do you think I should do?”
 
   “What is best for the future of Nalzambor?”
 
   “Your question comes across as a riddle,” he said. “I’ve a feeling you know the answer.” 
 
   “No, I have an opinion, but I’m not going to share that.” She smoothed out the ruffles in her robes. “I shouldn’t influence your decision. I can offer you this.” She held out a knuckle-sized gemstone that shined like a blue star. “This will help you find your father. It will only work in your hands.”
 
   Nath took the stone. In his palm it pulsated with a life of its own. “What is it?”
 
   “A searcher. It bonds mystically with the one it touches. It is tied to us—me, you, and your father. See how it gleams when I am near? It knows me. In my hands it will know you. Near your father, it will come to life again.” She reached out and closed his hand over it. “Its magic is limited. You’ll need to be close, but if you are close enough you will know he is near.” 
 
   “How near?”
 
   “It’s difficult to say. A few feet? A hundred yards?” 
 
   “What will Father look like?”
 
   “It’s quite possible he looks like us. Or an elf. Maybe a dwarf,” she said, rising to her feet. 
 
   “He can do that? Like a changeling?”
 
    “His powers are mighty.” 
 
   Nath’s thoughts went to Gorlee. “They say someone who looked like me killed Laedorn and Uurluuk with Akron. It must have been a changeling.” 
 
   “I know about the horrible demise of our allies, Nath, but are you assuming everything you hear is true?”
 
   Nath certainly had his doubts about the rogue elf, Slavan Fonjich. After all, he had imprisoned him and left him for dead. “Do the elves and dwarves not hunt for me?”
 
   “They do, but that doesn’t mean what they heard was true. Perhaps witnesses lied about what they had seen.” 
 
   “But they have my bow. Ben had my bow, and I need to know if he lives.” Nath wanted to pull out his hair. “Everything’s upside down since Fang took me away! And he’s gone too. I don’t know where to start.” 
 
   “You need to realize you can’t be everywhere at once, Nath. You need to remember you aren’t a man. You are a dragon. The Dragon Prince. You have power at your command. You just haven’t figured out how to use it.” She hugged him tight. “Think like a dragon, not like a man.” 
 
   “You’re leaving me again, aren’t you?”
 
   “No, I’m staying here. I have to keep everyone convinced that your brazen father is brooding in the throne room. You’re the one who’s leaving.” She snapped her fingers. A new mystic door appeared and opened. “Where do you want to start, Nath? The door will take you there. Just think of it. I have faith in your journey.” 
 
   He looked at the gem in his hand. Where would his father be? He had no idea. He kissed Grahleyna on the cheek. “Goodbye, Mother.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
   Black eyed and white haired, she was beautiful and small, standing just over three feet tall and fluttering her black-and-pink wings. She stood on a tree stump, surrounded by dozens of fairies. They were all black eyed and covered in leaves, like the surrounding forest. One fairy was just as adorable and deadly as another. Encircled by her mystic people, Lotuus had a twinkle in her dark eyes. 
 
   “I have brought you gifts, Fairy Empress,” said an elf. He took a knee and bowed. It was Slavan of the rogue wilder elves. A long object was wrapped up in cloth. A sword with a sharp tip that pointed out. He stuck it tip first in the ground and tore away the cloth. 
 
   Eyes wide, Lotuus gazed at the magnificent blade. 
 
   “Does this please the empress?” Slavan held his palm out. The skin was red and blistered. “I paid quite the price when I grabbed it. Be careful of its steel.” 
 
   Wings coming to life, she floated around the sword. “I’m well aware of its powers.”
 
   “I have another present, though lesser than the blade,” Slavan said. He outstretched his hand behind him. Another rogue elf handed him Brenwar’s hammer. “I’ve not only disarmed your enemies, I’ve captured them too.” 
 
   “Where?” she demanded. Her small hands locked around Slavan’s collar. “Where is Nath Dragon?” she yelled in his face. 
 
   “He is secured,” Slavan calmly said, “Empress.” 
 
   Up in his face, she said, “Why did you not bring him here?”
 
   “And risk his escape? No, the farther I separate him from his weapons, the better. I was not going to chance it. He is quite secure, I assure you.”
 
   “You had better be right,” she said. Her eyes glowed with bright-green light. “Or I will kill you.”
 
   “You know I aim to please you, Empress. I would rather die than let you down.” He reached for her. 
 
   Lotuus slapped his hand. “Don’t you dare, Elf. Now tell me, where is he?”
 
   “The labyrinth in the Elven Field of Dreams. The Inner Sanctum of Lheme. He’s quite secure. No one knows he’s there. And there’s no escape for him—or for his friends. Are you pleased?”
 
   “So he lives?” 
 
   “I wouldn’t call it living, but he breathes quite well. As a matter of fact, he gave up quite easily.” 
 
   Lotuus picked up a wand from her tree stump throne. It had a lock of Nath’s hair on it. He had disappeared without a trace more than a year ago. Even the wurmers hadn’t been able to find his scent. Now, she had him right where she wanted him. She sniffed the clipping of Nath’s flame-red hair.
 
   “Are you going to share my achievement with Eckubahn?” Slavan asked. “I want audience with him myself. I believe I have earned it.”
 
    “Now is not the time,” she said. 
 
   “I disagree.” Slavan poked at his black chest plate. “I didn’t have to bring this gift to you. I could have taken it straight to Narnum. Sought the audience with Eckubahn myself. What I have done is worthy of my desires. I want full authority over Elome once it falls. I deserve it. I demand it!”
 
   Tapping the tassel of Nath’s hair in her hand, she said in a sweet voice, “And you will have it.”
 
   “Really, well, uh, that’s much better.” He adjusted his composure. “Me and my elves are ready for the journey.” 
 
   Lotuus’s eyes flashed. Green bolts of power shot from her eyes and cut a hole in Slavan. “Your journey is over.” She twirled the wand over her head. Concealed wurmers, at least a dozen, appeared in the woodland. She pointed at the remaining rogue elves—who had drawn their swords. “Kill them.” 
 
   ***
 
   The Elven Field of Dreams was not easily accessed by just anyone. The wilder elves were the guardians of it. And there were more of them, many, many more. The sanctuary was known by very few, including the elves. Lotuus and an entourage of fairies made their way through the lands of the elves, but they looked different. Using their dark magic, they had transformed themselves to appear as the wilder elves the wurmers had slain. 
 
   Posing as Slavan, Lotuus led the way. They came across more rogue elves—who were easily convinced—headed deeper into the Elven Field of Dreams, and slunk through the ravine into the Inner Sanctum of Lheme. It took hours to traverse the labyrinth. 
 
   Finally, they found the open cells. 
 
   Lotuus shook her head and screamed. “Aaaaaaaeeeeeehhhh!” Leaving the sanctum, she said, “Now I’m truly glad I killed that failure.” 
 
   Outside the elven lands, she headed back into her forest sanctuary. Sitting on her tree stump throne, she toyed with the wand and tassel. Nath Dragon was alive and well. 
 
   Should I send the wurmers after him now?
 
   She snapped her fingers. A wurmer glided over. It was the size of an ox and had deep-grey scales. A purple fire was in its eyes. She waved the wand under its snout. “Find out where Nath Dragon is, and report back to me.” 
 
   The dragon spread its wings and departed. 
 
   She stared at the sword, Fang. Its steel shimmered with silvery life. “Humph, what Eckubahn doesn’t know won’t hurt him right now. My secret’s safe with me.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re certain no one has left?” Nath said to Hoven. He had made his choice and departed from his mother. He was rescuing Selene. He arrived a mile from the fortress on the path to the city of Thraag. It was his choice. His father would have to wait. He couldn’t leave Selene helpless like that. “You’ve had eyes on it the entire time?” 
 
   Hoven pushed his braided hair back over his shoulders. “The dwarf insisted on it. It was our desire to depart, but he managed to convince us otherwise.” He glanced down at Brenwar. “It would have been easier to pull a tree stump out of the ground with my bare hands than move him.” 
 
   “Well now,” Nath said to Brenwar, “it seems someone has taken a shine to Selene. I knew you liked her.” 
 
   “Pah.” Chin up, head turning, Brenwar crossed his arms over his chest. “I like her as much as I like the porridge of bugbears. I stayed only because I knew you’d be back.” 
 
   “Sure, sure,” Nath said. Concealed in a high spot among the heavy brush and thickets, he gazed at the fortress beyond. It was square, twenty feet high, and made of heavy stone. It had a tower at each corner like a castle. The red-and-black banner of Thraag waved from the highest tower. Soldiers guarded the wall on every side. “How many do you think are inside?”
 
   “At least a hundred,” Hoven said. “That would include the nuurg. Of course, you did manage to whittle them down.”
 
   “We managed to whittle them down,” Brenwar reminded them.
 
   “Oh, but of course,” Hoven said. 
 
   Standing among the present company of Hoven, Sansla, and Brenwar, Nath said, “I don’t suppose anyone has ever been inside an orcen cyclops stronghold before?” 
 
   No one replied. 
 
   “That’s what I thought. Well, I’m going to need to get in there,” Nath said. 
 
   “You can’t be serious?” Brenwar said, puffing through his beard. “They’ll be waiting for you in there. It’s what they want.” 
 
   “It’s what they expect,” Sansla added.
 
   “I suggest we wait them out,” Hoven said. “It’s possible they’ll move her. They were heading toward Thraag, were they not?”
 
   Nath was torn up inside. He knew in his mind that caution was the best option. 
 
   I want action! I cannot just leave her in there. 
 
   “I need to go in, and go in soon. I can’t just stand here while she’s helpless in there. I cannot.” 
 
   Putting his hand on Nath’s shoulder, Sansla said, “Give the orcs time to reveal their hand. After all, they are quite stupid. It won’t be long before they squirm around in there.” 
 
   “True.” Nath rubbed his chest. It had been healed by the potion his mother had given him, but he still remembered what it had felt like, being trampled by a wrathhorn. “Let’s keep our eyes open, then, shall we? I’m going to get a closer look.” 
 
   Brenwar bumped up against him. “Not without me, you won’t. I know what you’re thinking.” 
 
   “I won’t rush in,” Nath said. 
 
   Not in the daylight. 
 
   “I know better. Where you go, I go.” Brenwar pointed at Hoven. “And if I don’t have an eye on him, then you’d better have one.”
 
   Hoven nodded. “We will.” 
 
   ***
 
   Consumed, Nath watched the fortress like a clock, day and night. Brenwar hung close to his side. Quiet. Alert. Nothing came or went out of the fortress, which was odd. The orcs should routinely send patrols out, surely, like the nuurg Nath had encountered. The fact that they weren’t moving told him something. The orcs suspected he was out here. Watching. Waiting.
 
   It was dusk. Sitting in a grove of large stones, with a full view of the fortress, Brenwar said to Nath, “So what did your mother have to say?”
 
   Nath gave him most of the details and went on. “The sad thing is that the elves and dwarves truly are after me. They think I’m a murderer. Or a madman.”
 
   “Do you think doing this is wiser than looking for your father?” Brenwar said. 
 
   Nath shrugged. “I don’t even know where to start with him. I can’t say for sure if I’m doing right, but in this case, I do at least know where Selene is. I can do something.” He picked up a stick and doodled in the ground with it. “And at the last moment before I departed, I got to thinking on going after him, but then I thought, ‘What would Father do if Mother was in the same situation?’ Then it was easy.” 
 
   Brenwar nodded. “Aye. Even I can’t disagree with that logic, but then again, Selene is not your mother.” 
 
   “Brenwar…”
 
   “Fair is fair,” the dwarf said, taking a bite of some elven jerky. “She has quite a past.” 
 
   “You need to move on.”
 
   “Tell that to the families of the dead she left in her wake.” 
 
   Nath tried not to think about it and didn’t very often. To some, everything Selene had done was unforgivable, but he’d been taught that on the higher road, everything could be forgiven if there was a true change of heart. He believed that. He pitched the stick. “I think she’s trying really hard to make up for it. Many more would have been lost without her.” 
 
   “Aye.” 
 
   “Brenwar,” Nath said, “you’ve spent time with my father. Where do you think he’s looking for me?”
 
   Rubbing his beard and gazing at the sky, Brenwar said, “Good question. I know your father likes to fly. Explore. He likes to be alone. I honestly think he would walk the world as a man and do good things. It’s just a theory, though. What about you? You were close when you were young. He took you all over, did he not?” 
 
    Nath showed a smile. “Yes, he did. They were grand times too. Riding on his mighty back and soaring the air like a bird. It was the greatest feeling in the world. Me and him felt like one. He told me I could always fly, but look at me now.” He lifted his boot and laughed. “I’m a landlubber.” 
 
   Brenwar stomped his foot. “I like it. There ain’t no worse feeling than nothing underneath you.” 
 
   “You never know. One day bearded dwarves might fly—” Nath sat up in his perch. A flicker of movement had caught his eye. A violent act in the brush erupted in a patch where a roamer elf once stood. Nath took off running. 
 
   Brenwar yelled after him, “Where are you going?”
 
   Crashing through the thickets, Nath burst into a clearing. 
 
   Down on the ground, Hoven fought the wurmer tearing into him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Hoven the roamer elf fought for his life. A huge gash was on his chest. His hands pushed up against the wurmer’s snapping jaws. 
 
   Nath collided with the scaly beast, pushing it off Hoven. 
 
   Brenwar grabbed the elf’s arm and dragged him out of the way. 
 
   The wurmer’s tail whipped around, caught Nath in the chest, and knocked him off his feet. He sprang back up and braced himself for attack.
 
   The scaly beast squared off on Nath. It sniffed the air. Its purple eyes narrowed in recognition. 
 
   Nath advanced with his elven blade. “What are you waiting for, insect?” 
 
   The wurmer darted forward and spun around, flicking out its tail. 
 
   Nath jumped backward. 
 
   The wurmer ran into the brush, cleared a path, and spread its wings. 
 
   “He’s running,” Nath said, sprinting after it. 
 
   The wurmer took to the air. 
 
   Nath dove for its tail. His fingers stretched out at full length, grasping for the flying monster. He whiffed and crashed into the ground. 
 
   The wurmer ascended toward the setting sun. 
 
   Nath slammed his fist in the dirt. “Guzan!”
 
   Sansla landed beside him. “What happened?”
 
   Gazing at Sansla’s great wings, Nath yelled at him, “That thing’s a scout. It knows me. Get after it, Sansla.” He pointed at the sky. “You must stop it now!”
 
   Without hesitation, Sansla leapt into the air and took off like a giant bat, making a straight line for the wurmer. Within seconds they were both gone. 
 
   On his feet again, Nath trotted back to Brenwar and Hoven. More roamers had formed a circle around the fallen roamer. Brenwar had Hoven’s head in his lap. The long-limbed elf’s chest was bloody and still bleeding. His complexion was turning a deep purple. He coughed and spat blood. 
 
   Taking a knee, Shum said, “I must get him out of here if he is to live.” 
 
   “Where will you take him?” Nath asked. “The Elven Field of Dreams?”
 
   Shum picked his brother up in his arms. “That’s an option.” He let out a sharp whistle. Two of the magnificent horses bred by the roamers showed up. One of them lay down. Shum climbed on with Hoven in his arms. The horse rose up. Checking the sky, Shum shook his head and said to one of the roamers, “Liam, you have my charge.” 
 
   “Dragon speed,” Liam said. 
 
   Shum nodded, nudged his heels into the horse’s ribs, and galloped away.
 
   “Well, that was awful,” Brenwar said. 
 
   “Awful indeed,” Nath replied. His eyes remained fixed on the sky. 
 
   Liam came alongside him. “I’m ready to go in if you are.” 
 
   “Huh?” Nath said, lowering his gaze on the roamer elf. Liam was much younger than Shum and Hoven. His potbelly was not so pronounced, his long bones not quite as heavy as those of his elders. As another sign of his youth, his gray eyes were eager and energetic. “What are you suggesting?”  
 
   “We go in and rescue your friend Selene. Time is wasting.” 
 
   Nath smirked at the long-haired rangy elf. “Let’s see what Sansla has to say when he returns.”
 
   Bouncing up and down on his toes, Liam said, “And if he doesn’t?”
 
   “Have some faith in your king,” Nath said with surprise. 
 
   “I do, but he can be inconsistent. You know, when he gets all excited, the curse, it will run away with him.” 
 
   The other roamers crowded in. 
 
   Quick to order, Liam said, “Resume your posts.” 
 
   Like apparitions, the roamers vanished into the falling darkness, leaving Liam, Nath, and Brenwar all alone. 
 
    Chin high, Liam said, “We can speak freely now.”
 
   “You were speaking freely,” Brenwar said. “Quite clearly.” 
 
   “Yes, you do seem quite eager to take charge of things,” Nath added. 
 
   “But I am in charge of things. You heard Shum. He trusts me. I say we get moving. Strike in the night. The time is right.” He rubbed his hands together. “I’m ready for some action.” 
 
   Lifting a brow, Brenwar said to Nath, “Remind you of anybody?”
 
   “I believe so,” Nath said. “So Liam, tell me, what is your plan?” 
 
   “Oh, it’s simple.” Liam kneeled down and motioned them in. With his finger, he drew in the dirt. “This is the fortress. I noticed on the western wall there is a small entrance. We sneak inside, kill all the orcs and cyclopes, and rescue your friend.” He dusted his hands off. “See? Easy.” 
 
   Nodding, Brenwar said, “I like it. I like it a lot.” 
 
   Nath rubbed his temples. “Oh my.” 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Liam asked. 
 
   “I sense the world ending,” Nath replied. 
 
   Brenwar stood up with his battle-axe, looking all around. “Why’s that? I don’t see anything. Why is the world ending?” 
 
   “Because you’re agreeing with an elf.” 
 
   Brenwar shrugged his shoulders. “Even elves have their moments.” 
 
   Sansla Libor dropped out of the sky. His fur was torn and bleeding. He huffed for breath. “I’m sorry. The wurmer escaped me.” 
 
   “Do you think it was a scout?” Nath asked. 
 
   “Aye.” Sansla shook his jaw. “I came back to warn you. They’ll be coming. Soon, they’ll be coming.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
    
 
   “How many?” asked Liam. He pulled his quiver off his shoulder and started counting the arrows. “I can take at least two dozen.” 
 
   “I don’t know,” Sansla said, keeping his attention on Nath. “In the case of the wurmers, they often come by the dozens. In some cases we’ve seen them in the hundreds. Valcatrine was wiped out by a horde of them.” 
 
   “Valcatrine?” Nath said with surprise. It was a small elven city where a few thousand farmers and tradespeople lived. “When did this happen?”
 
   “Months ago,” Sansla replied. “Nath, I’m sorry. It might be best to abandon this mission if we want to get out alive. If there’s too many, well, we aren’t capable of handling too many.” 
 
   “I’ve fought wurmers before. We can handle them,” Nath said, gripping his sword tight in his hand. “I’m not abandoning Selene.” 
 
   “I’m all for going in and getting her,” Liam said. He tested the string on his bow. “Every moment is precious.”
 
   “Yer a good bit more eager than your kin,” Brenwar commented. 
 
   “Yes, much unlike his father, but his father trusts him. So do I,” Sansla said. 
 
   Looking at Liam, Nath asked, “Who’s his father?” 
 
   “Shum. He’s a bit too cautious, if you ask me. Says I need more wisdom.” Liam drew both of his swords, twirled them around his fingers, and slid them back into his sheaths. “But he also admits my skill and instincts more than make up for it. So, are we doing this?”
 
   Nath weighed his options. He could possibly shake the wurmers from his trail and come back. But they were after him. Perhaps he should leave Selene’s rescue to someone else. If anyone could pull it off, it was the roamers. They were the most-skilled fighters and rangers in the lands. He knew this. He’d fought alongside them often enough. They could handle the orcs, even the big ones. They, like the dwarves and so many other rangers, were giant killers. 
 
   Staring at the fortress, Nath remarked, “There must be a hundred soldiers in there, not to mention their beasts.”
 
   “I can take half on my own,” Liam said. 
 
    “Aye, and I’ll take the other half,” Brenwar agreed. “You just focus on getting Selene out.” 
 
   Sansla rubbed his fist in his palm. “I’m up for a good scrap as much as any.” 
 
   With the evening breeze rustling his red hair, Nath nodded. “By Guzan, let’s do this.” 
 
   ***
 
   As everyone else readied themselves for the rescue, Nath stood alongside Brenwar, eyeing the fortress. They were less than fifty yards away. Torches cast flickers on the top wall. The orcen banner in the top tower waved in the stiff winds. Nath counted ten orcs with heavy crossbows guarding the walls. They wore full metal helmets and chest plates of iron. 
 
   Battle-axe over his shoulder, Brenwar said, “Any day you fight orcs is a good day. Let’s take them.” 
 
   Nath agreed, but he wasn’t in it for the bloodshed; he was in it for Selene. However, he’d do everything in his power to get her. If orcs went down, so be it. “This assault will be considered an act of war, you know.”
 
   “There’s a war already.”
 
   Liam appeared from the brush. “We’re ready.” 
 
   “Go, then,” Nath said. “I’ll await your signal.” 
 
   With a smile, Liam vanished into the woodland. 
 
   “You know, it would be better if there were dwarves instead of elves,” Brenwar said. 
 
   “Sometimes you have to make do.” 
 
   “Humph.” 
 
   “Let’s go.” Nath crept through the brush until he got close enough to the entrance at the bottom of the western wall that Liam had mentioned. It was a solid iron door with a narrow road that led out onto another roadway. 
 
   Nath climbed up into a tree. He could see the walls now and had a closer look at the orcen faces of the guards. Even at night, he could see the yellow of their eyes. 
 
   At least I still have my dragon vision.
 
   Brenwar whispered up at him. “What’s happening?”
 
   “Nothing yet,” Nath said. “Be silent.”
 
   Looking up at the fortress from down on the ground, Brenwar popped up on his toes. “Something should be happening already. The elves are slow.” 
 
   “Give it a moment.” 
 
   “I’ve got enough gray in my beard already.” 
 
   Nath sat perched like an owl amid the sounds of wind whistling through the tree limbs. Cocking his head, he closed his eyes. A faint unnatural sound caught his keen ears, coming from the other side of the eastern wall. 
 
   Ah, the sweet sound of a stretching bowstring. 
 
   An orcen soldier fell over with an arrow stuck in his chest. Another volley cut into the ranks. Orcs clutched their chests or necks, teetered, and fell. 
 
   Inside one of the towers a bell rang. 
 
   In Orcen, one of the defending soldiers yelled, “Attack! Attack!” 
 
   “So it’s finally started,” Brenwar said with excitement. “It’s about time.” 
 
   The orcs abandoned this section of the wall, running to defend the eastern side. 
 
   “Perfect.” Nath hopped out of the tree, landing on cat’s feet by Brenwar. “Wait for me to get that door open.” 
 
   “Make it quick. Can’t let the elves have all the fun.” The dwarf’s eyes were fixed on the orcs that had deserted their posts. “They’re so stupid. A dwarf never abandons his station.” 
 
   “Wait for my signal,” Nath reminded him. He darted for the wall. 
 
   The plan was simple. With the orcs’ attention turned, he’d climb the wall and open the fortress’s service door from the inside to let in Brenwar and the roamers. They would infiltrate with him, battle their way to Selene if needed. Though stealth was ideal, battle might be the only option. 
 
   Bursting through the brush, Nath made his way to the wall. 
 
   A giant orc cyclops, a nuurg, rushed out of the tower onto the western wall. 
 
   Nath hunkered down behind some long-abandoned quarry stone and peeked up. 
 
   The nuurg had spoiled his plan. There was no way he could sneak in there now. 
 
   Great Guzan!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
    
 
   “There!” The nuurg fastened his eyes on Nath and pointed with his sword. 
 
   Flying at full speed, Sansla appeared from around one of the towers and blindsided the nuurg. The powerful impact sent the brutish giant falling over the wall and crashing hard, armor and all, onto the ground. 
 
   Brenwar stormed out of the brush and said to Nath, “You go! I’ll handle this!” 
 
   The one-eyed orcen eight-footer climbed to his feet and straightened his helm. 
 
   Brenwar took a whack into its knee. 
 
   Howling, the orc collapsed. 
 
   Brenwar didn’t stop there. 
 
   Without looking back, Nath leapt high up on the wall. His hard claws dug in, and he ascended like a squirrel. Reaching the top, he slid onto the landing. A battle raged on the other side, in the fortress courtyard. The orcs fired crossbows. The roamers fired into their ranks with deadly accuracy. Reinforcements came storming from the ground level up the stairs. At least a dozen held the eastern wall, launching crossbow bolts from behind the stones that protected them. 
 
   Nath looked at the ground level. 
 
   Orcs had gathered weapons and were feeding more crossbow bolts to the upper wall. The nuurg were shouting orders. Nothing was right below him. Assured that no one saw him, he jumped down into the courtyard and turned toward the outer wall, searching for the service door. It was there, but it wasn’t alone. A nuurg stood tall, swinging a long-handled stone-headed mace. It was Gaak. 
 
   Nath caught the hammering blow in his shoulder and fell to the ground. “Gah!” 
 
   In an instant, the giant orc was upon Nath, stepping on his foot and bringing down another swing. 
 
   Nath rolled to one side, evaded the first blow, and dodged another. 
 
   “Be still, scaly one.” With two hands, the orc cyclops brought down the oversized mace with wroth force. 
 
   Nath captured the handle with both hands. 
 
   The pair wrestled over the hard ground, rolling back and forth. 
 
   The orc was bigger and heavier, his strength impressive, his leverage an advantage. He pinned Nath on his back again. “I’m no fool. I knew you would come here. You fell into my trap. This is where you die and I scale you like a fish.” 
 
   Nath’s nose crinkled. “Your breath is awful. Just awful. Is manure part of your diet?”
 
   Brows buckling and face in a vicious snarl, Gaak put all of his crushing weight on Nath. He got the mace handle over Nath’s neck, pinned him down good, and leaned into it. “Heavy, aren’t I?”
 
   Choking under the orc’s weight, Nath pushed back with all of his might. With his face red as a beet, he managed to choke out, “Your mother must be proud. Did you know her?”
 
   “You’re a dead man!” 
 
   “Dragon, actually.” 
 
   Hands on the handle, jaw clenched, Nath pushed back. A vein popped out in his forehead. His dragon blood surged. “Get off of me!” he growled. 
 
   “When you’re dead!” 
 
   Slowly, with shaking arms, Nath started to lift the handle, watching Gaak’s eyes widen. Sweat dripped from the nuurg’s brow into Nath’s face. “Yech!” 
 
   Gaak put his full chest over the weapon’s haft and forced his weight with more effort. 
 
   Nath’s arms locked in place. Then, he started pushing the huge orc off of his chest again. 
 
   “Impossible!” Gaak shouted. 
 
   With a heave, Nath shoved Gaak off, ripped the mace from his hands, and lorded over him. “Nothing’s impossible when you’re a dragon.” 
 
   Laboring for breath, Gaak said, “Is that so?” He launched his foot into Nath’s groin. 
 
   “Oof!” Nath sank to his knees. 
 
   Gaak gathered his powerful legs under himself and pounced. 
 
   Striking quick, Nath smote Gaak in the jaw with the head of the mace. 
 
   Krang!
 
   The hardheaded giant stood dazed. 
 
   With the mace, Nath walloped him in the belly and crowned him in the head. “You’ll never hit me there again.” 
 
   Gaak was out. Dead maybe. 
 
   Nath didn’t try to find out. His skirmish had caught the attention of the other soldiers. With angry cries and barking orders, they charged across the courtyard toward Nath. He found the door. Two steel crossbars sealed it shut. One by one, he shoved them out. He flung open the door. 
 
   Brenwar stood just outside. “Duck.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just duck!” 
 
   Nath squatted down. From outside the door, arrows zinged over his head. 
 
   Twack! Twack! Twack! Twack!
 
   Behind him, Nath heard the thuds of four orc soldiers dropping dead on the spot. 
 
   Five roamer elves rushed in, led by Liam. He was shooting one arrow right after the other. “Find your friend. We’ll keep these brutes off your back. Go!” He pointed at the tower and said to his men, “Take it.” 
 
   “Don’t order me around,” Brenwar said, swinging his axe into an orc that charged from the side. “I like the ground level. That’s where battles are won!” 
 
   Liam tossed his bow aside and drew his swords. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
   Together, Brenwar and Liam waded into the fray, with Brenwar screaming, “For Morgdon!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
    
 
   Avoiding the battling troops, Nath snaked through the chaos. The fortress had a simple layout, with the barracks, stalls, storehouses, and other needed areas built out of wood underneath the wooden catwalks between the stone outer walls where the orcs were posted. There was plenty to search. He ducked into a room where the orcs ate. The wooden tables were covered in stacked-up dirty plates. He covered his nose. 
 
   “Awful here. Awful everywhere.” 
 
   He moved out to the next building. It was the barracks. There weren’t any beds, just blankets piled up on the ground. Some loose weapons were left behind. Bones from leftover foods stank. The orcs didn’t have much discipline, and the word “tidy” wasn’t part of their vocabulary. The barracks butted up against and used the stone fortress wall. 
 
   Brenwar would have a laugh if he saw this. It’s a wonder they built this fortress at all.
 
   Nath could make a case for the orcs to some degree. They didn’t care for comfort like many races. The hard ground and dirt were just fine with them. Also, to them, the more they stank, the better. It wasn’t uncommon that the leader was the smelliest and ugliest of all of them. 
 
   It was part of the reason Nath hated them. They relished filth. Their hard hearts were filled with destruction. They were impossible to get along with. Always.
 
   He abandoned the barracks. A battle raged outside. The roamers and Brenwar cut into the ranks of orcs but vanished in the knot of pig-nosed men. He wanted to help, desperately he did, but a voice in his head said, Have faith.
 
   Blocking the clamor out, Nath snuck into the stables. 
 
   Immediately, something beastly snorted. 
 
   ***
 
   Liam was young for an elf. Barely a hundred years old, he fought like a ranger with five hundred seasons. His elven steel flashed in the night, cutting down one orc after the other. His two swords struck like lightning. Both blade tips bit deep into an orc’s chest, sending it to the grave. 
 
   A broad machete-like blade cut at Liam’s head. 
 
   He ducked. 
 
   Swish!
 
   The young roamer cut away, removing the attacking orc’s machete hand at the wrist. 
 
   Slice! 
 
   More orcs fell. More orcs came. 
 
   “I can do this all day!” Brenwar roared. In one hard swing, he brought two orcs down at once. “All day!”
 
   From the tower above, the feathered shafts of the elves dropped the orcs one by one. The roamers on the ground fought hard and struck fast. Their skill and speed overwhelmed the heavily armored inferior orcen fighters. 
 
   A crossbow bolt clipped Liam’s shoulder. He cried out, “Zauass!” Bleeding, he noticed the orc crossbowmen up on the catwalks. They shot at everyone, even their own kind. 
 
   Ducking and dodging dozens of arrows, Liam ran up the steps and stormed the catwalk, swinging his sword left and right. Orcs pitched over the catwalk rail and bounced off the ground. The orcs tossed their crossbows aside in order to draw their bladed weapons, but before they could pull them out, Liam engaged. 
 
   Slice! Slice! Hack!
 
   In a matter of seconds, the bloodied orcs were fighting for their lives. Cut, slashed, busted, and bleeding, the orcs that survived Liam’s onslaught fought on. They weren’t brave nor valiant, just angry, stubborn, and stupid. Orcs hated to lose—and even worse, they hated elves. In a knot of blood and sweat, they poured it on. 
 
   Their anger was their downfall. Taking advantage of their rage and confusion, Liam carved them to bits. Out of breath, skinned, scratched up, and bloody, he peered over the wall and shouted out to the remaining roamers in the woods. 
 
   “To me!”
 
   Suddenly, the catwalk shook. 
 
   On both sides of the catwalk, the monstrous one-eyed nuurg fighters appeared. Each carried a halberd—an axe head on a spear shaft. The single eye in the middle of each of their heads was intent on murder. 
 
   Roamers in the tower tops fired at the huge orcen cyclopes. Arrows stuck into their backs like the spines on a porcupine. The nuurgs didn’t even grunt. Their skin was leathery. It took special magic to cut them. Liam made a signal to the tower. The volley of arrows was redirected. 
 
   Liam flipped his sword and beckoned the cyclopes into battle. “What are you waiting for, an invitation?”
 
   The cyclopes charged. 
 
   ***
 
   Chopping the orcs down like saplings, Brenwar caught up to Liam on the catwalk, hemmed in by two giant cyclopes. He buried his axe in one’s belly, pushed off, and shouted up at Liam, “Wait for me! Wait for me!”
 
   A cyclops swinging a chain with spiked heads stepped into view. The chain whistled over his head. 
 
   “What kind of silly weapon is that?”
 
   The chain licked out and wrapped around Brenwar. He looked down at his constricted legs. “Nobody tangles a dwarf!” 
 
   Putting his shoulders into it, the cyclops gave the chain a heave that jerked Brenwar off his feet onto his back. Hand over hand, the cyclops pulled the dwarf forward. 
 
   Chopping at the chain, Brenwar said, “Nobody drags a dwarf!” 
 
   The surrounding orcs swarmed him and piled on. 
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   Wrathhorns. Their nickering whine could freeze a man’s blood. One reared up as soon as Nath walked into the stable. Its hooves clawed at the iron gate that penned it in. It was just one of many—all of which were growling. Two of them butted their gates with the horns on their heads.
 
   Nath forged ahead. There were plenty of stalls, and many of them were empty. He peeked in each one. There was nothing but hay, straw and stubble, and water troughs. Clothing was in one of the barrels, grain and burning oil in others. Casks of ale filled the entirety of one stall all by themselves. Moving quickly, he didn’t find any sign of Selene. 
 
   He hit the back wall. “Sultans of Sulfur!” 
 
   There wasn’t much to the fortress at all. Nothing mysterious. A simple layout. There were supplies and soldiers. It being a fortress of orcs, there wasn’t any place for discipline or detention. If there was a problem in the ranks, they’d just fight it out. Maybe to the death. Hence, no dungeon cells nor any sort of brig. He kicked the hay piled at his feet. 
 
   “Come on Selene, where are you?”
 
    The wrathhorns continued to buck, claw at their iron bars, and whine. 
 
   “Oh shut up!” 
 
   Starting to depart and scanning his surroundings, he slipped on the straw floor and caught his balance. Kicking the loose straw away, he said, “What’s this?”
 
   A flat piece of metal lay under the hay. He dusted it off with his feet, discovering the outline of a trapdoor. Kneeling, he found an iron ring and pulled on it. A stiff breath of stale air caught his cheeks. A stone staircase led down into the darkness. 
 
   ***
 
   Hemmed in by giants and halberds, Liam danced in and out of the jabbing blades. The cyclopes were cunning. They poked and stabbed. Liam ducked and shifted from side to side. 
 
   “Stand still!” roared one of the nuurg fighters. 
 
   Ducking under a slicing blade, Liam popped up again. “And let you skewer me like a pig on a stick? No way!” Swords up, he batted another lethal strike aside. “How about you hold that sticker of yours still?” 
 
   Working as a team, one cyclops struck high and the other low. 
 
   Twisting in midair, Liam dove between the blades and landed on his feet. 
 
   One cyclops counterattacked with a powerful chop Liam hadn’t anticipated. The head of the ogre’s halberd caught him flush in the chest and slammed him back into the wall. Liam lost his wind. 
 
   The halberd’s blade came in with a decapitating blow. 
 
   Liam parried. 
 
   Clang!
 
   The savage blow knocked his arms and swords back so hard that one of Liam’s sword pommels clipped him in the head. Another heavy chop followed. Liam rolled aside. The halberd’s axe head bit deep into the planks of wood inches from his cheek. Eyeing the blade with blood dripping in his eyes, Liam said, “This is getting serious.” 
 
   The one cyclops tried to pull his halberd out of the catwalk. The other drew back to take another swing. 
 
   Liam jumped up and landed on the stuck halberd’s handle. 
 
   Tugging at the handle with both arms, the cyclops said, “Get off of there!”
 
   In a single bound, Liam landed on one monster’s shoulders and waved at the other one coming his way. “Come and get me!” 
 
   The second cyclops zeroed in on Liam, charged, and unleashed an over-the-head chop. 
 
   “No! No!” yelled the first cyclops. 
 
   Liam back flipped off the one cyclops’s shoulders just as the other’s halberd cracked its skull. The cyclops’s eye widened to the size of a moon. “No! Sorry! No!”
 
   The dead cyclops fell over, crashing through the catwalk’s rail and onto the ground below. 
 
   Liam was face to face with the shocked cyclops. “You really should work on your aim.”
 
   The cyclops’s ugly face turned into a mask of rage. “I’m going to kill you!” 
 
   Twirling his swords, Liam said, “No, you aren’t. You’re dead already.” 
 
   Halberd pointed at Liam’s chest, the orcen cyclops charged. “Raaaaah!” 
 
    
 
   Liam shifted to one side and stuck the cyclops in the chest and belly with his swords. 
 
   The huge orc moaned, “Urk!” 
 
   Liam shoved the brute off the catwalk. “And that’s how you kill a giant.” 
 
   ***
 
   Brenwar punched, but he couldn’t kick. His feet were still tangled, and the orcs were trying to pummel him to death. He socked orc after orc in the nose, ribs, and face. All the while, the nuurg fighter drew him in closer, hand over hand, link by link.
 
   “I smell a dwarf!” the nuurg would say. “A dead dwarf! Save his beard for me!”
 
   Brenwar bent an orc’s arm and twisted until it snapped. The orc let out a howl, startling its fighting kindred. It gave Brenwar some breathing room. He snaked a dagger out of an orc’s belt and poked over and over. The deadly jabs sent them away—dying and screaming. Still being dragged, Brenwar sat up again and chucked the dagger at the cyclops. It bounced off the cyclops’s chest. 
 
   The cyclops smiled. “It takes a sharper blade than that to harm my flesh.” The cyclops hauled Brenwar up by his tangled feet, leaving the dwarf suspended upside down. The cyclops leered at Brenwar. “This will be fun.” 
 
   “Fun!” Brenwar spat back. “I’ll show you fun.” He took a swing that wasn’t even close. 
 
   Still holding the chain that held Brenwar up, the cyclops spun around. The momentum lifted Brenwar’s head higher off the ground. 
 
   “What?” he said. “What in Morgdon are you doing?”
 
   The cyclops spun faster and faster. “I’m going to sling you like a rock into that wall.” 
 
   Brenwar objected. “Nobody slings a dwarf! Nobody!” 
 
   The cyclops let him fly. 
 
   Brenwar sailed through the air, bunched himself like a cannonball, and smacked hard into the wall. The stones loosened under his stout weight and popped out on the other side. Shaking it off, he marched out from under the catwalk. 
 
   The cyclops gawped. 
 
   Brenwar lifted his arm up. “Liam!”
 
   On the catwalk standing above Brenwar, the elf replied, “Yes?” 
 
   “Lend me your steel!” 
 
   Liam dropped it right into the dwarf’s open mitt. 
 
   Sword in hand, Brenwar stormed toward the cyclops. “I’ve had my fill of you!”
 
   The giant orc tossed aside his chain and rushed right for Brenwar. “I’m going to fill my pots with your hide!” 
 
   With hundreds of years’ experience to his favor, Brenwar cut the cyclops to ribbons. The monster was dead in seconds. 
 
   “Well done!” Liam yelled to him. 
 
   “Aye.” Brenwar marched back into the fray. The rout was on. The orcs were dropping like flies, second after second. 
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   Cold, damp, and dark would describe the dungeon cellar Nath crept into. At the bottom of the steps under the hatch was a high and wide tunnel dug out of the dirt. Wooden beams held the earth in place, and oil lanterns hung on the posts, giving off a dim light. Nath sniffed the moldy air. A familiar scent wafted into his nose. 
 
   Selene!
 
   He hurried down the tunnel and came to a stop at an iron door that barred his path. It was solid and without a portal for him to see through. He put his ear to the door. Something scraped on the other side. It was like the sound of a varmint clawing on a stone floor. He tugged on the handle, but there wasn’t any give. That’s when he noticed a set of keys hung on a peg nearby. 
 
   The first key he tried turned the lock, and with a tug, the heavy creaking door swung open. A moth bigger than his head flew out. A strange raccoon-like critter bolted out of the room and vanished down the tunnel. Nath pulled the door open wide and went in. Steel bars and doors decorated both sides of the tunnel. 
 
   Venturing into the dungeon, he noted some of the cells were empty, but not all. Locked up in one cell, a pair of halflings huddled in the corner. They were small, young, and shivering like leaves. A brown-haired male and female. Their round eyes fixed on Nath then looked away. 
 
   “It’s going to be fine. Come on,” he said, unlocking the door and opening it up. “You’re free now.”
 
   The male halfling stirred and came his way. The female tried to tug the male back by his tattered clothing. Without looking at Nath, he grabbed the door and shut himself back inside. “Go away. You bring certain death upon us.” 
 
   “The orcs will be defeated. You are free. The nuurg have fallen.” 
 
   The halfling huddled back with his female and said as he tucked his head away, “They are not what we fear. Go, go away.”
 
   “There is nothing to fear here,” Nath said. “The path is clear.” 
 
   The halfling said nothing. 
 
   Nath unlocked the cell again and proceeded to the next. There was a skeleton with the bones picked clean. It was empty, and so was the next, but for more skeletons. The only living things he saw were the halflings. Otherwise the entire place was abandoned. At least it looked to be. There were still a few cells left at the end. 
 
   Selene, you must be here. I can smell you. My nose doesn’t lie.
 
   Debris fell from above. 
 
   Nath glanced up. The dirt in the ceiling was moving. At first he thought it was from the battle above, perhaps the giants shaking the ground. 
 
   No, it’s not that. 
 
   His hand fell to his elven sword. 
 
   A mouth full of teeth burst through the dirt ceiling, swallowing Nath’s arm up to the elbow. 
 
   “Gah!” Nath tried to shake the creature off. It was a ghastly huge centipede thing. Its sharp teeth chomped down on his scales. It continued to inch up his swallowed arm, farther and farther. “Sultans of Sulfur! Get off me!” 
 
   The monster’s tail looked and shook like a snake’s rattle. It was one of the weirdest creatures Nath had ever seen. 
 
   He started banging the creature into the metal bars. 
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
   “Get off of me!” 
 
   The insect held on. Nath kept on hitting it. Like with a tick, the harder he hit it, the deeper it bit. The only thing saving his arm was his scales. He grabbed it by the tail and started pulling it off. “Argh!”
 
   The insect wouldn’t give. 
 
   “That’s it!” Nath said. On his free hand, he bared his claws. “Two can play at this game!” He plunged his fingers into the crunchy armor of the insect and ripped it off him, hunk by hunk. Finally, the insect’s jaws gave way, and Nath slung it down the corridor. Slinging the insect’s remaining muck off his arm, he said, “That was gross.”
 
   Eyeing the ceiling, he backed toward the last two cells at the end of the row. The one on the left was empty. The one on the right had a body. He grabbed the bars. “Selene!”
 
   Selene lay on the cell floor, huddled up but breathing. She was still in the deep sleep and otherwise unharmed. 
 
   Nath tried the keys in the lock. There were several. None of them worked. “What’s going on?” Again, he stuck in key after key after key. Nothing worked. “Great!”
 
   The steel bars were thick. “If I could just breathe fire on them, I could melt them.” He clasped his hands around the bars. “I guess I’m going to have to try and get you out of there the hard way.” He tried to pull the vertical bars apart. Muscles bulged in his arms. Sweat dripped down the side of his cheek. “Come on!” 
 
   The metal started to bend. It began to groan under his power. Nath took a breath, held it, and pulled with raw power. The steel stretched. The bars parted wide. 
 
   “Yes!” 
 
   He squeezed through the metal and picked Selene up in his arms. After brushing her hair from her eyes with his nose, he whispered in her ear, “Selene? Wake up, Selene.”
 
   Lips parted, she said nothing. 
 
   Nath noticed that other than being scraped up a little, she was in good condition. He slipped himself and her out of the cell and headed back toward the main tunnel. The halflings were still in their cell. Nath kicked the insect monster’s teeth toward them. “Are you coming? I don’t think there’s anything to fear now.”
 
   Eyes fixed on the teeth, the halflings squeaked. They looked at Nath, and the little halfling man said, “There are no more?” 
 
   “No more.” 
 
   The male halfling took the female halfling’s hand. “Lead the way.” 
 
   Seconds later, they emerged topside of the tunnel and were back inside the stables. The wrathhorns were quiet. Perfectly still. Nath headed toward the exit. No sounds of battle were heard on the other side. He set Selene down, drew his sword, and—fearing the worst—he headed outside. 
 
   Brenwar stood in the center of the courtyard along with Liam, Sansla, and the rest of the roamer elves. The orcs and nuurg had been defeated. The survivors were bound up and had surrendered. 
 
   Crossing the courtyard, Nath called out, “Brenwar, where’s the celebration?”
 
   The dwarf’s bearded frown didn’t change. He pointed at the high walls and towers. 
 
   Like a giant flock of scaled pigeons on the walls, parapets, and tower tops, wurmers perched side by side with each other by the dozens.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
    
 
   Hovering above the middle of the courtyard for all to see was Lotuus the Fairy Empress. Her black eyes landed on Nath. “Hello, Nath Dragon. We meet again.” 
 
   Nath sheathed his elven sword. “The pleasure is all yours.” 
 
   “Hah-hah-hah-hah-hah. My, you have such a charming wit. Too bad it hasn’t done you any good.” She glided down in front of his eyes, bouncing the wand with his tassel of hair off her cheek. “You really should be more careful with that lovely hair of yours. This led me right to you. Well, it led the wurmers, anyway. They make excellent bloodhounds.”
 
   “If they’re so good, then why did it take you a year to find me?”
 
   “I think your little sword had something to do with that. Oh, that escape you pulled off at Urslay was really something. Eckubahn is still furious. Poof. You were gone.” She rapped him on the head with her wand. “But that will never happen again, now that your sword is in my possession.”
 
    Nath nodded in agreement, but his mind was racing. It was good news that Lotuus had Fang. That solved one of the mysteries. “You know, I don’t think you have it. It’s not possible. Fang doesn’t play well with fluttering foul ilk.”
 
   “Fluttering foul ilk?” She touched her chest. “Me? How unflattering for you to say.”
 
   “There’s more to come. It’s sad, though, you being such a beautiful fairy. One that I alone freed. Only to have you turn on me.” 
 
   She flipped him in the head with her tassel again. “You are such a pawn.” 
 
   Fastening his eyes on hers, he spoke in a sweet and gentle voice. “Lotuus, you are far too marvelous to be so evil. Why not side with the dragons? Why the wicked spirits of the titans? You are a creature of magic and dignity. You know that, yet you defy it. Why?”
 
   Long-faced, she said, “Because.” 
 
   “That is not an answer. How about you and I talk? Just talk. I sense the hurt inside you. I want to help take it away.” 
 
   “No!” Wings buzzing, she drifted backward. “I like my anger. It makes me strong. It reminds me that the fairies don’t have to rely on anybody—not you, not your father, nor even the titans. But at least they will destroy everything I hate.” 
 
   “Like the living?”
 
   “Especially the living. They’re the ones ruining everything! They fight. They steal. They lie. Who needs them?”
 
   “It’s not the races stirring the pot this time, Lotuus. It’s the titans, and you know that. Now more people die because of it.” 
 
   “No, the dragons caused this long ago. They imprisoned me and the titans. Wrongly. It is your kind that causes the problem, not mine.”
 
   “The titans destroy. The dragons preserve. Even an orc knows that.” Palms up and out by his sides, he pleaded with her. “Your kind are not evil. At least not all of them. They follow your lead. You can change their path.” 
 
   Hovering around Nath, she replied, “You say your dragons preserve life? Then where are they? Hmmm? People fall prey to the titans every day by the hundreds, and not a single dragon has shown up to stop them. They don’t care, and I’m curious. Why do you?”
 
   “They care,” Nath said under his breath.
 
    Lotuus made a good point, though. Her captivating eyes and voice made her argument quite convincing. If the dragons cared about the people so much, then why didn’t they help them more? 
 
   “The dragons did help the people. And the people turned on them,” Brenwar blurted out. “That’s why!”
 
   “That’s not how I recall it,” she said. 
 
   “While you live, it’s never too late for redemption, Lotuus,” Nath said, offering his hand. He had to try to win her over. Be sincere. There wasn’t any other way out of the situation they were in. On a single word from her, the wurmers would strike and kill them all. “Why not change?”
 
   “I tried it the other way before, and it just didn’t suit me. I’m more suited for what I do now.”
 
   In a warning tone, Nath said, “You’ll lose. And this time you won’t be locked up again. This time you’ll be destroyed by dragon fire.” 
 
   “What dragon fire? Yours? You don’t have any, Nath Dragon. And you don’t have that sword to get you out of this bind. No. You’re coming with me. We’re going to see Eckubahn.”
 
   Nath nodded at his friends. “And what about them?”
 
   “You and I are going to watch the wurmers kill them.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
    
 
   A shadow covered the fortress as if a cloud had rolled in above. Looking up, Nath said, “You might want to rethink that!” He pointed at the sky. 
 
   Staying the wurmers with her hands, Lotuus peered above. Her lips curled into a sneer. “No, no, no!”
 
   Circling above them was a mountain of scales with wings. A flying fortress with claws and teeth. A dragon. And not just any dragon, a sky raider with horns on its skull the size of twisted oaks. 
 
   “I’m guessing he’s here to help me, not you,” Nath said. “And judging by the look in his eye, well, he won’t be taking any prisoners. So what will it be, Lotuus? Do you want to surrender?” Nath hitched his leg up on a barrel of grain. “I tell you what, give me back my sword—”
 
   “And my war hammer!” Brenwar blurted out. 
 
   “Yes, and that,” Nath continued, “and I’ll let you go free. See, I’m reasonable. No bloodshed. No violence.” He cleared his throat. Nath was buying time. 
 
   Where in the world did that sky raider come from? His timing couldn’t have been better. Good thing she doesn’t know that. I’d better pour it on. 
 
   “I know what you’re thinking, Lotuus. Certainly a dozen of your wurmers can take down the raider. But that would divide your forces. I don’t mean to brag, but more dragons are on the way. He just happened to be the closest one in the area.” 
 
   Fists balled up at her sides, Lotuus replied, “You’re a horrible liar, Nath Dragon.”
 
   He shrugged and glanced up. “Am I?”
 
   A second shadow fell over the crowd of onlookers below. Another sky raider had appeared. Saliva dripped from the jaws of the wurmers. Their throats rumbled like rattles. Death filled their bright eyes. Their sharp teeth chomped and grinded together. They wanted to fight. They wanted to kill. It was their only purpose. 
 
   “Impossible,” she said through her teeth. 
 
   “Am I not the Dragon Prince? You shouldn’t be surprised.” He stretched his hand toward her and clasped his fingers in and out. “Return my sword.” 
 
   Eyeing the sky, Lotuus chewed her lip. Her eyes glided between Nath and the sky raider dragons. She swallowed a lump in her throat. “I don’t have your sword.” 
 
   “Now who’s the rotten liar?” 
 
    “Well, not on me,” she said, displaying her lovely figure and spinning in the air. “Do I look like someone who would adorn myself so heavily? 
 
   “Where is it?” Nath demanded. 
 
   “Oh, you’ll find it.” She pointed. “It’s in the woods, over there somewhere.” 
 
   The two sky raiders started to descend.
 
   “I think you need to be more specific.” 
 
   “Do I need to draw you a map?” she yelled. 
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “And I want my lock of hair back.” 
 
   Hugging it, she said, “But I’m so fond of it.” 
 
   “Hand it over.” 
 
   “Fine.” She threw it down on the ground. “Your sword is with the dead wilder elves a league that way. Just follow the stench.” She motioned to the wurmers. “Come.” 
 
   She darted off into the sky, looking over her shoulder, heading north and away from Thraag. The wurmers took right in behind her. 
 
   The sky raiders’ roars were louder than thunder. Their voices shook the walls like great brass horns. “MAAAAAOOOOOOOOOO! MAAAAAOOOOOOO!” The pair of great dragons gave chase after the wurmers. 
 
   “They’re going after them!” Nath ran for the steps that led up the catwalk and watched from the walls. “Look!”
 
   The huge sky raiders tore through the sky and descended on the wurmers. The wurmers turned and attacked. Flames gushed out of a sky raider’s mouth, enveloping the wurmers in a great ball of fire. They screeched and burned. Tumbled from the sky. The second sky raider smashed through the wurmer ranks. The wurmers pinned themselves to its body, scratching, clawing, and biting. The sky raider took the dragon insectoids to the ground and ripped them to pieces with its claws. It gored them with its horns and tore them apart with its tail. 
 
   The wurmers fought in a knot of fury. They spat balls of fiery energy. They dug in with claws and teeth. The sky raiders, mighty and strong, brought the heat. The entire valley turned into dragon flames. Pillars of black smoke went up in a huge plume. 
 
   Nath lost sight of the battle in the all-consuming smoke and fire. Only the angry roars were heard, so loud that they seemed to shake the entire world. He could feel the searing heat on his face. He smiled. 
 
   A minute later, the sky raiders burst out of the flames and let out a roar of victory. 
 
   “MAAAAOOOOOO! MAAAAAOOOOOO!”
 
   The grand dragons circled once, and upward they went, vanishing into the clouds. 
 
   Standing beside Nath, Liam said, “That was awesome.” 
 
   “Where did they come from?” Brenwar said to Nath. “Did you summon them?”
 
   “I wish I had, but no.” He shook his head and shrugged. “I guess today just happens to be my day. Selene!” 
 
   “What about her?” Brenwar said. “Did you not find her?”
 
   “No, I did.” Nath’s eyes searched out Sansla. He saw him on a tower and motioned for him to come down. The great ape glided down and landed by Nath’s feet. “Sansla, I need you to take Selene somewhere safe. Can you take her to Dragon Home for me?”
 
   “I will,” Sansla agreed. 
 
   Nath went into the barn. Selene and the halflings were gone. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
    
 
   “Selene! Aw, what am I yelling for? She wouldn’t hear me anyway.” Nath kicked up some hay. “She sleeps like the dead.” He raced from stall to stall and searched high and low. He looked in every spot he could find.
 
   Oddly, the wrathhorns were silent within their stalls. Not a single one of them nickered. Nath spun around. There wasn’t anywhere for Selene or the halflings to go, and the halflings certainly couldn’t have carried her off. 
 
   “Everyone search,” Nath said to Liam. 
 
   Brenwar marched in and said, “What are we looking for?”
 
   Aggravated, Nath said, “Selene!”
 
   “Oh,” Brenwar muttered. 
 
   “They couldn’t have gotten far.” Nath stormed out of the stables. Eyeing the towers, he said, “Search them too!” 
 
   A pair of roamers sprinted up to each tower. It was absurd to think the halflings could have taken Selene into the towers. Even in human form, she was twice as heavy as them. They wouldn’t have been able to carry her away. And the battle hadn’t lasted that long, so they couldn’t have gotten that far anyway.
 
   What if they weren’t halflings? What if they were something else?
 
   “Sansla!” Nath yelled to the great white ape who was perched on the catwalks looking over the walls. “Will you check from the sky?”
 
   In a single bound, Sansla leapt into the air with his wings beating and took off into the sky. Nath sighed. 
 
   Brenwar stepped into view. “You need to settle yourself down. You’re going about this all wrong.”
 
   “Am I?”
 
   Fists on his hips, Brenwar gave a matter-of-fact, “Yes.” 
 
   “And what would you do differently?”
 
   Rubbing his bearded chin, the dwarf replied, “First, I’d go and secure my hammer, but I guess we can try to find your long-tailed woman.”
 
   “Brenwar, don’t start—” 
 
   “You’re a tracker, aren’t you?”
 
   “The best.” 
 
   “Then track! You’ve got me and the roamers, all of the best trackers in the world, and all you are doing is running around and screaming.” 
 
   Nath’s boiling blood started to cool. Taking a breath he said, “You know, you’re right.” 
 
   “Of course I am. I’m a dwarf.” 
 
   “That’s clear.” Nath headed back into the stables where he left Selene. He took a long draw through his nose. Among the straw and manure and other things, Selene’s scent still lingered. There was an impression in the ground where he had left her. There were signs of her body being dragged over the dirt and straw. 
 
   “The trail seems pretty clear to me,” Brenwar said. “I’m not sure how you missed it.”
 
   “You missed it too.” 
 
   “I did not. I wasn’t looking.” 
 
   The trail came to a stop in front of one of the wrathhorns’ stables. The huge beast eyed Nath from the other side with intent eyes. Nath had to get up on his toes to gaze within. The wrathhorn shuffled into his path, blocking his view. 
 
   “Will you get out of the way?” Nath argued. 
 
   The beast-like horse snorted all over him.
 
   “Hah!” Brenwar laughed, slapping his knee. 
 
   Wiping the monster snot off him, Nath glared at Brenwar. 
 
   “Well, that was funny. ‘Humor is good in sour times.’ The great dwarven philosopher Puukiin said that.”
 
   Nath grabbed the stall’s latch handle and pulled it back. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Brenwar said, dropping back with his elven battle-axe. “Pardon me for not wanting to get stomped on again.”
 
   “Are you telling me you can’t take it?”
 
   “I’m telling you I’ve been trampled enough for one day and I’m not keen on it ever happening again.” 
 
   Metal scraped against metal, and the latch was pulled back. Slowly, Nath pulled the door open. 
 
   On the other side, the wrathhorn’s spiked hooves clawed at the dirt. It nickered and shook its great head. 
 
   “Stay here and secure the door behind me,” Nath said, glancing back at Brenwar. 
 
   “Somebody must have hit you in the head today, but I’ll do it.” 
 
   When he stood face to face with the wrathhorn, the gate clanked shut behind Nath. 
 
   “Are you still breathing in there?” Brenwar said. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Nath reached out and softly placed his hand on the bridge above the horse creature’s nose. He traced around the curves of its horn. The wrathhorn stood a full head taller than a normal horse. It was built stronger too. Though it lacked the grace and refinement of its smaller, less formidable counterpart, there was still something remarkable and beautiful about it. Staring into its eyes, Nath saw a deep horse-like intelligence lurking within. He petted the shag under its chin and wondered if it had indeed been just a regular horse once or if it had always been something else entirely. 
 
   “Excuse me,” said a soft little voice. It was the female halfling whom Nath had rescued. She stood right underneath the belly of the dangerous monster stallion. “Are you looking for your friend?”
 
   Squatting down, Nath said to the pie-faced, toe-headed little halfling, “You shouldn’t be under there. It’s dangerous. This beast will trample you. Turn your bones to meat.” 
 
   The halfling giggled. “No, it won’t.” She had a coarse horse brush in her hand and started stroking its belly. “We take care of the beasts. We feed them. Brush them. Train them. They won’t hurt us because they know we wouldn’t hurt them. Boy, you sure had them stirred up earlier. It’s a good thing we arrived in time to calm them down. They can smell those gates. One charge. One kick. I’ve seen it happen before.” She grinned. “It killed two orcs. That was funny. Orcs are stupid.” 
 
   “Can you tell me where my friend Selene is?”
 
   Out of nowhere, another voice chimed in. “She’s in the back.” The male halfling was sitting backward on the wrathhorn’s neck. His eyes were brown, but bright. There was more life in them than there had been before. “Safe, thanks to us. Are all the orcs dead?” 
 
    Squeezing by the beast and toward the back, Nath said, “Yes.” 
 
   “All of them?” asked the female. 
 
   “We’re double-checking.” Nath ventured to the very back of the stall. In the back was a trough, and on the other side lay Selene, fast asleep. He rushed to her side. 
 
   “Why is she sleeping?” asked the female halfling, standing on the lip of the trough to look over Nath’s shoulder. 
 
   “Yes, how can anyone sleep in the middle of all this excitement?” asked the male halfling on the other side of Nath. 
 
   Picking Selene up in his arms, Nath said, “I wish I had an answer to that.”
 
   “She has a tail,” said the female. “Do you have an answer to that?”
 
   Rubbing Nath’s arms, the man said, “And why are your arms so scaly? Are you a demon?”
 
   “No!” 
 
   The halflings scuttled underneath the wrathhorn, clinging together and eyeing Nath. “Don’t smite us, demon.” 
 
   “I’m not a demon. No one is going to smite anybody, not anybody non-orcen at least.” 
 
   “Oh.” Resuming their friendly and curious demeanor, both halflings asked, “So why does she have a tail?” 
 
   “Nath!” Brenwar yelled from the other side of the gate. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Get out here! We’ve got a problem!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
    
 
   With Selene in his arms once more, Nath followed Brenwar into the courtyard, where Sansla and Liam were talking. “What’s going on? As you can see, I found her.”
 
   “More company is coming,” Sansla said. Liam nodded beside him and added, “Yes, come see for yourself.” He led them up the catwalks to where they could gaze over the western wall. 
 
   “Oof,” Brenwar remarked. 
 
   Well over a mile out on the open plains that led to Thraag, an Orcen army marched. It wasn’t a small army. Orcs by the thousands. From the long distance, Nath’s keen eyes watched the orc banners wave. There were heavily armored foot soldiers along with riders in the dozens. 
 
   “Excellent,” Liam said. “I like a challenge.” 
 
   “I don’t imagine they know we’re here, but they will know, soon enough,” Nath said. “We need to move on.”
 
   “But this is a victory,” Liam said. “This fortress is our prize. I see no reason to give it up.”
 
   “We didn’t come here to take the fortress. We came to get Selene. Now that we have her, we must go.” 
 
   “I want to stay. We have the wall, the towers. We’ll pick them apart,” Liam said. He wasn’t being argumentative, just passionate. 
 
   “And what will you do when you run out of arrows?” Brenwar said, poking Liam’s quiver. “Will you play the lute for them until they go away?”
 
   “There are plenty of crossbow bolts in that armory. As I said,” Liam replied, “we can hold them off for days.” 
 
   “Liam, our mission here is accomplished,” Sansla said. “It’s time to depart.” 
 
   “I need a favor, Sansla,” said Nath. 
 
   “What do you wish, Dragon Prince?”
 
   He handed the winged ape Selene. “Take her somewhere safe. Dragon Home would be best. I cannot continue to carry her with the journey ahead.” 
 
   “In case I cannot make it to Dragon Home, I know another place of safety to secure her.” Sansla eyed the roamers. “We shall guard her with our lives. Roamers, it’s time to depart.” 
 
   Liam took a knee. “My King, perhaps I could render aid to Nath Dragon on his journey.” 
 
   “That is up to him.” With Selene cradled in his arms, Sansla took off into the sky with a powerful leap. 
 
   “Liam,” said Nath, “I need you to lead the orcs off our trail. Surely they will be in pursuit, and Brenwar and I need to make haste to find our weapons.” 
 
   “The roamers will handle that chore just fine without me,” Liam said. 
 
   “I don’t think your father would be pleased if you left your men. Especially with your uncle Hoven in such peril.” Nath put his hand on Liam’s shoulder. “I appreciate the offer, but what’s the right thing to do?”
 
   “Stay behind and kill the orcs?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Fine.” Liam made a hand signal and let out a sharp whistle. The roamers lowered the front gate, and their horses came in. Liam’s horse stopped just below the catwalk. Liam patted Brenwar on the shoulder. “You’re not a bad fighter, for a dwarf.” He jumped onto the horse’s back. “Soon again, Nath dragon. Soon again.” He galloped off after the roamers. 
 
   “Stupid elf,” Brenwar grumbled. “He’s got spirit, though.” 
 
   Eyeing the oncoming army, Nath noted a cloud of dust that had come up. The orc riders were galloping their way. “Guzan!” 
 
   “What?” Brenwar asked. 
 
   “If I were to guess, I’d say the orcs were waiting for a signal and hadn’t received one. We’d better get moving.” 
 
   “I’ll never outrun those horses on these short little legs.” Brenwar leaned his axe against the parapet wall, spat in his hands, rubbed them together, picked the battle-axe back up, and said, “No. I guess we’ll have to stay and fight. I’ll go close the gate.” 
 
   “Don’t be silly. We can ease out of here and be on our way just fine.” 
 
   “You know those orcs can smell me from a mile away.” 
 
   “Excuse me!” the halfling man called up to Nath from below the catwalk. He was riding on the back of a wrathhorn. Two more wrathhorns were being towed behind him. “If you want to outdistance the orcs, you should ride on one of these.” 
 
   “I’m not getting on one of those things!” Brenwar yelled.
 
   “I don’t think you have a choice.” 
 
   “I do.” 
 
   “No, you don’t,” Nath said. “I’m getting on. You’re getting on.” He hopped off the catwalk, eased up to the middle beast, put his foot in the oversized stirrup, and climbed on. He looked up at Brenwar on the catwalk. “Come on. Those orcs are closing in fast. Can’t you hear them?”
 
   “I hear them, I hear them, already!” Eyeing the beast with wary eyes, Brenwar jumped down into the saddle and grabbed the reins. He stared at the female halfling, who was smiling at him. “What are you looking at?”
 
   “Why is your hand so bony?”
 
   Brenwar glowered at her. “Why is your pie hole so big?”
 
   “What’s a pie hole?” she asked. 
 
   “Let’s go,” Nath dug his heels into the beast’s ribs. It took off at a thunderous trot toward the gate that led out of the fortress. A soft clicking sound caught his ears. In the saddle he turned. The orc cyclops Gaak stood underneath the bottom of the catwalk where they had fought. He was taking aim with a heavy crossbow in his arms. “Nooooo!” 
 
   Clatch-Zip! 
 
   The bolt rocketed through the air and plunged into Brenwar’s back. 
 
   The dwarf pitched forward in the saddle. “Aargh!”
 
   “Hang on, Brenwar!” Nath turned his mount and rode back for his friend. 
 
   Gaak was running right for him with a sword in his hand. “I will kill you, Nath Dragon. I will have your head!” 
 
   Nath scooped Brenwar out of the other saddle onto his. He shouted at the halflings, “Ride! Ride! Ride!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
    
 
   In tremendous strides, the wrathhorns thundered down the road faster than any horse could run. “Where are we going?” the halfling yelled back at Nath. 
 
   Snapping the reins, Nath rode up alongside him. “West, toward the forest.” 
 
   At least, that was the impression he’d been given by Lotuus. She could have been lying, but he had sensed she was defeated. “Brenwar! Can you hear me?”
 
   The dwarf didn’t reply. The bolt still protruded from his back, and it was buried deep, right near the spine. 
 
   “Brenwar!”
 
   Even with a bad wound it wasn’t often that a dwarf stopped fighting. Perhaps there was something worse in that bolt. Poison maybe. Nath wouldn’t put anything past the orcs. Especially one that had been turned into a nuurg. 
 
   Suddenly, the female halfling started screaming from behind them. “He’s coming. Gaak’s coming!”
 
   The cyclops rode hard and right after them. He was on the back of a wrathhorn with a hungry look in his eye. 
 
   I should have finished him.
 
   Brenwar shifted. His head popped up. “What’s going on? Ow! What did you stick in my back?” 
 
   “It’s a bolt. A cyclops shot you,” Nath replied. 
 
   “What cyclops?” 
 
   On the back of the galloping wrathhorn, Nath spoke above the rushing wind, “The big one with one eye. The nuurg called Gaak!”
 
   “A slimy orcen one-eyed coward shot me in the back?” Brenwar puffed through his beard. “I’ll kill him!” 
 
   “Just hang on. I told you to wear armor that covered your back.”
 
    “Why would I do that? Dwarves advance, they don’t retreat. Back armor is for cowards!” 
 
   “And so is shooting people in the back,” Nath reminded him. 
 
   Brenwar squirmed in the saddle. 
 
   “Be still!” Nath said. 
 
   The dwarf twisted away, fell off the saddle, and bounced off the ground. 
 
   Nath wheeled the monster horse around. “Are you mad?”
 
   Brenwar popped up on his feet and with the bolt still sticking out of his back was off and running toward the oncoming nuurg. 
 
   Seeing his dwarven prey, the nuurg bore down on Brenwar. The wrathhorn’s thundering hooves kicked up the dirt. “Hahahaha!” the cyclops bellowed from his saddle. “The dwarf and the dragon both will die!” 
 
   Still barreling forward, eyes up and lowering his shoulders, Brenwar shouted, “For Morgdon!” He tackled the wrathhorn in the legs. 
 
   The beast pitched forward with a frightening whine and crashed to the ground. 
 
   The cyclops Gaak tumbled head over heels over the beast’s head, popped up on a knee with a mouthful of grass, and wiped the mud from his eye. 
 
   Brenwar plowed into him. His powerful arms, like balls of muscle, punched away. 
 
   Whop! Whop! Whop!
 
   The cyclops recoiled. His arms were flailing. “Get off of me!” 
 
   Brenwar didn’t let up. There was blood in his eyes. A deep, angry hatred. Every punch he threw was as fanatical as the next. He climbed up on the dazed giant’s back and locked his arms around his neck. The small grizzly of a dwarf squeezed. 
 
   “Urk!” The cyclops clawed at the air. His eyes popped open wide. 
 
   “This is what you get for shooting me in my back!” Brenwar yelled. He squeezed the life out of the cyclops Gaak.
 
   The orc breathed no more. His giant body lay limp on the earthen floor. 
 
   The dwarf shoved the body to the side and rose back up on his feet. “For Morgdon.” 
 
   Not hiding his amazement and excitement, Nath said, “Aye, for Morgdon. I’ve never seen anyone tackle a horse before. A giant horned one at that.” 
 
   “And you probably never will again.” Brenwar marched forward and teetered. “I feel odd.” His eyes fluttered in his head, and he fell face first in the grass. 
 
   “Brenwar!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
    
 
   Nath, the halflings, and the wrathhorns rode about a league to the general area where he thought Lotuus meant. They had dismounted and were resting in the deep woods. Nath sat on a fallen tree, and Brenwar lay at his feet on his belly. The bolt was still in his back. The halflings were on either side of him. 
 
   “Is he dead?” asked the female halfling. 
 
   “No, he’s not dead. See how his back rises and falls? He’s quite alive,” Nath said. 
 
   The male halfling poked Brenwar with a stick. 
 
   Nath snatched the stick away. “Don’t do that.”
 
   The female halfling hopped off the log. “How come your friends sleep so much? Why does he have a hand made from bone? Where is the skin? And you never told us about your scales. Or her scales.”
 
   “Yes,” the male halfling agreed, “tell us about the scales. Are they fish scales? Do you come from the water? Are you a merman? I’ve heard of mermen in the sea. They have scales and fins.” He inspected Nath with his eyes. “I see no fins on you.”
 
   The female halfling crawled back on the log. “Look for gills. He should have gills like a fish.” She piled up his locks of long hair in her tiny hands and lifted them up and tilted her head. “I don’t see any gills either.”
 
   “I’m not a fish!” he said. “I’m Nath Dragon!”
 
   “I thought Nath Dragon was a dragon,” said the female halfling.
 
   “Yes, bigger than the biggest clouds, he is,” the male halfling said, nodding his head eagerly. 
 
   Nath stuck his face in his palms. 
 
   Halflings. How did I get stuck with halflings? 
 
   Nath sighed and asked, “What are your names?”
 
   “I am Zoose,” the male halfling said, coming to his feet and sticking his chest out. “And my sister is called Goose.” 
 
    “Zoose, huh? You seem awfully small to be called Zoose.” Nath glanced at Goose. “And you’re named after a bird?”
 
   “No, my greatest grandmother Goose.” She ran her hand over the scales on his arm. “So, you aren’t a dragon, you’re a fish.” 
 
   “No, I am a dragon.” 
 
   “But you don’t have any wings or any tail,” Zoose said.
 
   “Not all dragons have wings or tails. Most dragons do have tails, except for the tailless dragons. But they are mean. Very mean. They’ll swallow the both of you in one bite.” 
 
   Face drawn up tight, Goose said, “That would be horrible. Do all dragons eat people?”
 
   “It depends.” Nath kneeled down by Brenwar and wrapped his hand around the bolt in the dwarf’s back. 
 
   “Ooh, are you going to pull that out?” Goose said. “Won’t that be painful?” 
 
    “He could bleed to death,” Zoose added. “But I’ve heard that dwarves have sand for blood. Is that true?”
 
   “No,” Nath said, “can’t you see the blood on his back? It’s his, not someone else’s.” 
 
   Together the halflings said, “Eeeeew.” 
 
   The wound in Brenwar’s back looked bad, but he had been through worse, Nath was certain. Brenwar’s last effort when he let loose against Gaak had been something else—a demonstration that proved his friend’s will outweighed the dwarf’s powerful constitution. Brenwar had tapped out all of his reserves. The dwarf was exhausted. 
 
   “Uh, Zoose and Goose, can you fetch me some deckle leaves and pine needles? A few handfuls of dirt would help too. And some water if you can find it.” 
 
   They nodded eagerly. “Sure, sure,” Zoose said. He and she darted into the brush and out of sight. 
 
   “That’s better,” Nath said. He let go of the bolt and leaned back against the fallen tree. His limbs were achy, and he was weary himself. He tilted his head back far enough to where the sun crept through the trees and warmed his face. “Ah.” 
 
   There was plenty on his mind. Number one, the orcs would be hunting after him. He could only hope the roamers had managed to lead them away from his trail. Number two, Selene was rescued and in safe hands now. At least he hoped so. He’d gotten off to a rough start with Sansla Libor years ago, but he knew the Roamer King could be trusted now. It gave him some relief. And three, his best friend, Brenwar, was down. He wasn’t used to seeing the dwarf laid out. It was easier to knock out a tree than a dwarf. 
 
   “I hope you aren’t going to be out for years, like I was.” 
 
   Nath felt guilty recalling all those years he’d been in a dragon coma. Twenty-five years at one time, even. Brenwar and the dwarves had guarded him that entire time in the snow-filled banks, high in the mountains. His eyes popped open.
 
   “Sultans of Sulfur. Selene!”
 
   What would it be like if she was going through such a change like he did? He might not see her for decades. And at the rate the titans were going, there wouldn’t be anything left of Nalzambor in another decade. He sat up. 
 
   “I have to stop them.” 
 
   “Stop who?” Goose said. She was standing right behind him with her hands full of deckle leaves and her pockets full of pine needles. “Oh, and Zoose is bringing the dirt. Or mud. Or water, was it? What is all of this for?”
 
   “It’s to stanch the bleeding.” 
 
   “Oh.” She cocked her head. “Who’s bleeding?”
 
   “Bleeding?” Zoose had arrived. He had made two bowls out of green leaves and twigs. One was filled with mud and the other water. “Who’s bleeding?”
 
   “Brenwar,” Nath said. 
 
   Scratching his brown locks, Zoose replied, “Who is Brenwar?” 
 
   “Just bring over what you have.” 
 
   The halflings laid out their supplies by Nath’s side. 
 
   Nath rubbed his hands together, grabbed the bolt in Brenwar’s back, and said, “You might want to get back, in case he kicks.” 
 
   Neither of the halflings moved. Their eyes were filled with anticipation. 
 
   Nath yanked the bolt out. 
 
   Brenwar jumped up and cried, “Yeouch! What in Morgdon are you doing? It felt like you just ripped my spine out!” 
 
   Staring at the crossbow bolt, Nath noticed tiny barbs on it. It was meant to go in but never come out. “Sorry, Brenwar.” 
 
   Brenwar snatched the bolt out of his hand and huffed through his beard. “I hate those dirty orcs.” He turned his back to Nath. “All right, all right. Stick some dirt in that pothole you just put in me.”
 
   “Just lie down again,” Nath said, looking at the wound in Brenwar’s back and grimacing. 
 
   “I don’t like lying down.” Brenwar said, stretching out flat on the grass. “Sleeping is for the weak.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is horrible,” Goose said. The little female halfling was aghast and covering her nose with her shirt. 
 
   Nath had found the area that Lotuus had mentioned. The rogue elves lay dead. Slaughtered. The claws and the teeth of the wurmers had torn them to bits, but not without a fight. A couple of wurmers were withered husks. Their decaying bodies wilted like acid had eaten them. 
 
   Nath took a knee where one body had been destroyed by an unknown energy. He plucked a metal pin from the ashes. It was the mark of the rogue elf leader, Slavan. He clenched it in his fist. “Lotuus.” 
 
   Brenwar lumbered through the nearby woodland, a little gimpy and grumbling. “She’s a liar. All fairies are liars. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if my hammer was sunk in the sea.” 
 
   “I don’t think it’s made it that far,” Nath said. Rising up to full height, he scratched his head. It didn’t really make a lot of sense that Lotuus would leave the weapons out in the open. They were too big for the fairies to carry, and the wurmers didn’t have the means, but she would have hidden them with magic, and they could be anywhere. Inside a rock or a stone. Maybe inside a tree—or just invisible. He put his foot up on a stump that looked a little like a throne. “Where are you, Fang?”
 
   “Who is Fang?” Zoose asked. 
 
    “That’s the sword we’re looking for, you fluffy-headed little iggit!” Brenwar yelled. 
 
   Appearing at Brenwar’s side, Goose asked, “What’s an iggit?”
 
   “Nath, can’t you dismiss them?” Brenwar said. 
 
   “I suppose I could. Zoose and Goose, you are both dismissed. Free to go home. Wander. Roam.” Nath shooed them away. “It’s been nice to meet you. Now move along.”
 
   Standing with each other, Goose said, “Go where?”
 
   “To your home.”
 
   “Oh,” Zoose said, “and where might that be?”
 
   “You don’t know where you’re from?” Nath asked. 
 
   “We were born inside the orc fortress,” Goose said, picking a wildflower and stuffing it in her mouth. “But we like it out here. It’s pretty.” 
 
   “Brenwar, I think you’re stuck with them for the moment.” 
 
   “Great,” the dwarf grumbled. “Now I’ve got a pain in my back and two more pains in my behind.”
 
   “Brenwar!” Nath tossed his head back and laughed. But something caught his eyes. There was a faint trail of blood leading away from the scene. Taking to his feet again, he said, “I think we just might have a witness.” 
 
   “What’s a witness?” Goose asked. 
 
   “I tell you what. You two stay with the wrathhorns and wait here until I come back. I shouldn’t be gone too long.” He patted their little heads. In a comforting way, the halflings made Nath feel bigger again. 
 
   If they can survive in this world at such a wee little size, then certainly I can. 
 
   “So, will you do that for me?”
 
   The halflings gave excited nods. 
 
   “Let’s go, Brenwar.” 
 
   “Gladly.” 
 
   It appeared that one of the rogue elves had survived by crawling away and then jogging off into the woods. The footprints were staggered and small. 
 
   “A female elf,” Brenwar said, eyeing the ground. 
 
   Nath noted a smear of blood on a tree branch. “It seems a remnant always survives, no matter how bad the devastation is.” 
 
   Brenwar pointed his thumb over the patched-up wound in his back. “Case in point.” 
 
   They followed the blood trail over a mile. The rogue elf had done a decent job covering her tracks, but not good enough to avoid Nath’s keen eye. Traversing the woodland another two miles, the tracks led them up a hill with a fairly steep incline. 
 
   “Whoever it is will run out of blood at some point,” Brenwar said, puffing up the hill. He pointed at the ground. “Look.” 
 
   A bloody handprint was on a sliver of stone that jutted up out of the ground. The rogue elf had started to crawl, gotten up, and fallen down. 
 
   Nath caught Brenwar’s eye and put his finger to his lips. 
 
   The dwarf nodded. 
 
   On cat’s feet, Nath proceeded forward. His scales tingled from his fingertips to his elbow. Someone was close. He could hear ragged breathing in the brush ahead. He pushed through. 
 
   Clatch-zip!
 
   He jerked his head down. A crossbow bolt zipped over his head and lodged itself in a nearby tree. Before him, a wounded lady elf tried to load the crossbow again. Nath closed in and took the crossbow away. 
 
   She jerked a dagger from her belt and took a jab. The blade skipped off the scales on his arm. She moaned. 
 
   Nath took the blade away. “Enough of that now. You’ve got enough trouble already.” Her wounds were severe. There were gashes in her abdomen, arms, and legs—clear through the black-and-green armor that she wore. Her fine elven features were exhausted, her breathing rough, and her limbs trembling. “Find her some water, Brenwar.” 
 
   The lady elf’s dark eyes found his. “S-Sorry, Nath Dragon. We betrayed you.” 
 
   He took her in his arms and propped her up. 
 
   She coughed and grimaced in pain. “Slavan was not himself. He was deceived.” She reached behind her and stuck her hand in the brush. “I secured it.” 
 
   There was a glint of metal in the brush. 
 
   He dusted the woodland debris away. “Fang! And Mortuun!” 
 
   “Again, I am sorry. I only followed orders. It was my obligation.” 
 
   Zoose and Goose popped into the clearing with large leaves filled with water. “Is somebody thirsty?”
 
   “Have you been following us all this time?” Nath asked as he took a leaf and put it to the lady elf’s lips. 
 
   “Certainly,” Goose said. 
 
   “What about the wrathhorns?”
 
   “We let them go,” Zoose said. 
 
   “Let them go? There is an army of orcs in pursuit of us. Why would you do that?”
 
   In a cheerful voice, Goose said, “It just seemed like the right thing to do.” 
 
   “Sure, it was, just the wrong time to do it.” Nath grabbed Fang in one hand and picked up the lady elf with the other, laying her over his shoulders as he had done with Selene. “We have to go.” 
 
   Brenwar appeared. “Did someone say Mortuun?” He noticed the halflings. “And where did you two iggits come from?”
 
   “Don’t ask,” Nath said. “Grab your hammer.”
 
   Brenwar picked his hammer up and gave it a hug. “Mortuun.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
    
 
   “I am Laylana,” said the lady rogue elf. “I’m new to the order that protects the Elven Field of Dreams. Less than five years.”
 
   Nath had managed to patch her up good enough that she could walk. Still, their pace was slow. He’d offered to carry her, but once she was able, she refused. She ambled along using a cut branch as a staff to lean on. The lady elf was tough and yet very pretty. Chestnut-brown hair and light-green eyes, trim and captivating. 
 
   “You really should rest as much as possible,” he said to her. “Everything will mend better.” 
 
   Eyes forward, she replied, “I’m getting stronger with every step.” 
 
   “Well, the orcs aren’t getting any slower,” Brenwar remarked. “I can tell you that.” The burly dwarf marched past them both. “We’ll be up to my beard if we don’t move any faster.” 
 
   “Pay him no mind,” Nath said to Laylana.
 
   “I don’t,” she replied. 
 
   Nath was taking them far north of Narnum into Quintuklen. The hills and dales were easy to travel, and there were plenty of villages where they could get food and rest. Possibly some horses to continue their travels. It was far out of the way of the dwarves and elves that were hunting after them. Nath was curious about that. The deaths of Laedorn and Uurluuk still seemed so unlikely. 
 
   “Do you think me guilty of the crime of which I’m accused?” Nath asked Laylana in Elven.
 
   “No,” she said. 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “There was no motive. Why would you assault the elves? Of course, it’s not my place to question my orders. I am bound by my duty. I’m not a fool, but some of my brethren are. How quickly they’ve forgotten that you saved the lands from the hordes of Barnabus.”
 
   Nath smiled. It felt good to hear someone say something nice for a change. After all, Nath had put a lot of work into saving the land. “Yes, it’s awfully strange that the races forget things so quickly.” 
 
   “That’s how it is. People are forgetful, and they seem to always blame someone else for their problems.” 
 
   “You are awfully wise for such a young elf. Where does that come from?”
 
   “My mother says I get it from my grandfather.”
 
   “And who might that be?”
 
   “Laedorn.”
 
   Nath stopped in his tracks. His heart sank. It hurt, even. Though he’d had nothing to do with Laedorn’s death, he felt guilty for some reason. “Laylana, I’m so sorry. We will find the murderer.” 
 
   She came to a stop a little bit ahead of him and turned around. “You don’t need to apologize, Nath. My grandfather and I were quite close, and he told me a great many things. He knew much about the dragons and told me I could trust them more than the races. Just that I shouldn’t poke around in their business.”
 
   “There are bad dragons too.” 
 
   “But you’ll know them by their scales, won’t you?” 
 
   He stuck out his arm. “And what do you know of black-scaled dragons?”
 
   “Nothing, but you’re far too handsome to be bad.” There was a playful look in her eye. “I’ve never before seen a person more attractive than an elf.” 
 
   “Yes, well, don’t be deceived. There are many forces that can change the color of scales.” Concentrating, he turned his scales from black to white with gold stripes. “Don’t judge a dragon by their color. We know what they are by what they do.” His scales reverted back to black. 
 
   Resuming her trek forward, Laylana said, “Can you change into anything?”
 
   “No.” He frowned. 
 
   I use to be able to turn into a dragon that could blot out the sun in the sky. 
 
   “Just my scales right now.” 
 
   “But you have other powers, don’t you?”
 
   “I can blow smoke.” He puffed out a few rings.
 
   She giggled. “That’s it?” 
 
   Zoose and Goose came rushing out of nowhere, yelling, “Do it again! Do it again!” 
 
   “No,” he said. 
 
   Bouncing up and down like children, they said, “Please! Please! Please!”
 
   Brenwar came storming down the bank. “Don’t give in to them. Go away, you silly little things.” 
 
   Seeing that Laylana was entertained, Nath puffed out some more smoke that covered the halflings. 
 
   The halflings started rolling around on the grass, coughing and holding their throats. “No more! No more!” 
 
   “That ought to do it,” Nath said, tapping his chest with his fist. “I use to be able to puff out fire.” 
 
   “What happened?” Laylana asked. 
 
   “It’s a long story.” 
 
   “Well, I’m sure you have a lot more power within. Be patient. You’ll find it again.” 
 
   “Time will tell.” Nath believed it, though. 
 
   They walked through the tall grasses for a few more hours. The sun was setting behind the distant mountains. From their high point, the hills rolled down into the river valley. 
 
   Brenwar pointed far up ahead. “Village.” 
 
   Gathering around the dwarf, everyone looked at the village in the valley below. It was a network of small wooden buildings surrounded by split-rail fences where countless livestock grazed. Gardens stretched as far as the eye could see. 
 
   “Holbrook,” Nath said. 
 
   There weren’t many places he didn’t know from his travels. Holbrook was on the edge, just far enough away from where the orcs travelled. But that might have changed. Holbrook was a place of men with but a smattering of the other races. If anything, it was an extension of Narnum’s multicultural environment. “We should be able to find some supplies there.” 
 
   “I’m not so sure about that.” Brenwar swung Mortuun over his shoulder and pointed at some movement just outside the city. Huge men walked among the people, who looked like ants in comparison. “There be giants.” 
 
   Laylana swooned and collapsed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
    
 
   Nath brushed the hair out of Laylana’s face. Her skin was burning hot. “She’s got a fever. That’s not good.”
 
   Some of the wurmer bites were poisonous. Their claws could burn. Laylana seemed to have avoided the worst effects, but now it had caught up with her. 
 
   “We need a healer, Brenwar.” 
 
   Clawing at his beard with his bone hand, the dwarf said, “Of course we do.” 
 
   “We’ll need supplies from that village. I’m certain they have what I need. Or we can at least find somebody.”
 
   “We can go,” Zoose suggested.
 
   “You’ve never been outside the fortress, you said,” Nath replied. “I think it’s best that you stay here with Brenwar.” 
 
   “I’m not staying back here with them,” Brenwar said. 
 
   “Yes, you are. You know you can’t get within wind of those giants.” Nath spied the colossal figures in the small town. They stood at least twenty feet tall. Three in all. He needed to slip in and slip out quietly. “You’ll wait, won’t you?”
 
   “Aye, but you better make it quick.” Brenwar looked at the halflings. “And I won’t be answering any questions from you two chatterboxes.”
 
   “Where is the skin from your hand?” Goose asked of Brenwar. 
 
   Brenwar glared at Nath. “Just hurry.” 
 
   Nath tossed Fang on the ground. 
 
   “What are you thinking? If those giants find you unarmed, it’s all over.” 
 
   “I won’t fit in so well with a giant sword on my back. It’ll be hard enough to get around anyway.” 
 
   “Well, don’t be so careless.” Brenwar stooped over and pulled Dragon Claw from out of Fang’s hilt. He tossed it to Nath. “Something is better than nothing.”
 
   “Good thinking.” He tucked the dagger in his belt. “Thanks.” 
 
   Nath took off running. He made it into the valley in no time and used the cover of the outlying buildings to stay out of the giants’ line of sight. 
 
   Night had fallen, and very few people were milling through the streets. With the weather being warm, there were plenty of people that sat and talked on porch fronts. By the sound of their voices, it was men and women, maybe some half-orcs and part-elves. Some halflings skittered through the streets carrying buckets. Back pressed to the wall in one of the alleys, Nath peered farther down the street. 
 
   Villages of a few thousand people were always quick to spot a stranger. Though not a giant, Nath would stick out like a sore thumb. He noticed something else that was different from before. There were armored patrols walking around in twos. They wore steel caps and carried long wooden clubs. 
 
   Great.
 
   Finding a healing ward wouldn’t be difficult, but getting inside one without being seen would be a problem. If he was caught, someone would ask questions. If the giants were called, there wouldn’t be a place to run, and he had to get some potions or ointment to take care of Laylana. If only Brenwar still had his chest, but that had been left in the care of Bayzog.
 
   Something tugged at his cloak. He snatched a tiny hand in his iron grip and drew the small body that was attached to the hand off the ground. It was Zoose. “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “I wanted to see the city. I’ve never been to a city before. It’s marvelous.”
 
   “You need to go back.” 
 
   “But I want to help.”
 
   “Then go back,” Nath said, setting the halfling down. 
 
   Rubbing his wrist, Zoose replied, “That doesn’t sound much like helping. Please, let me do something. I owe you.”
 
   Time was pressing, and discretion was needed. Glancing down the street at all the people on the porch fronts and the patrolling guards, Nath knew he would be noticed. He had a few acquaintances here, but from a long time ago. Things had changed. For all he knew, the people in Holbrook village were under the influence of the titans. It was safer to assume they were. 
 
   Nath kneeled down and said to Zoose, “So you want to help?”
 
   Little hands clamped together, and nodding, the halfling said, “Desperately.” 
 
   “Listen to me, then, and do exactly as I say. Do you know what a sage is?”
 
   Zoose shook his head no.
 
   “A sage is someone who helps the sick. They have potions, balms, ointments, salves, many things like that. Well, every town has a sage of sorts. There is one in this town, as I recall. There is a yellow lantern that burns a green flame from his porch. You will smell incense.”
 
   Zoose held up his hand. 
 
   Aggravated, Nath said, “Yes?”
 
   “What is incense?”
 
   “It’s a pleasant smell, like perfume.” 
 
   “What is perfume?”
 
   “You’ve been with the orcs too long,” Nath said. “Look, the building will smell different than the rest. A nice smell. The place you seek is several buildings down and across the street.” He turned Zoose toward where he wanted him to go. Nath then turned him in another direction, pointed at a barn, and said, “I will wait for you there. Do you understand?” 
 
   “What do I tell them?”
 
   “Tell them you have a friend who has a fever, but you’ll have to pay them later. If he doesn’t help, tell him it’s for a man called Nath and that a wurmer got his friend.”
 
   Zoose saluted. “I’ll see you soon.” He skittered into the street and hustled right down the middle. A pair of soldiers stopped him. 
 
   “Oh no.” Nath dug his nails into his palms. “They’re going to skewer him.” 
 
   One of the soldiers kicked Zoose in the back of the pants. The other shooed Zoose away and started laughing. Zoose hustled down the street rubbing his backside and vanished onto one of the porches. 
 
   Talking to himself, Nath said, “I hope this works.” 
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   The barn Nath occupied was empty of life. No stable hands or farmers. No livestock. Just piles of hay and other farming supplies. Plows. Harnesses. Pitchforks, picks, and shovels. It was dark too. Quiet. Nath climbed up into the loft. There was a window overlooking the village where he could keep an eye out. The soldiers slowly walked the streets. The villagers talked quietly in the shadows of their porches. There were a couple of small taverns where fires burned within, sending smoke up through the chimneys. The people weren’t lively like Nath remembered them, but oppressed. He could feel it. 
 
   People shouldn’t be so miserable. They should be free to think and do as they please.
 
   Spread out among the fields just outside the village were the giants. They stood as statues. They were ugly brutes, bald headed and hairy chested. They wore animal skins for clothes. They had no weapons, just hands that looked like they could crush boulders.
 
   And I thought I got rid of all this treachery. 
 
   Nath pulled up a hay bale and took a seat. He figured it would only take a few minutes at most for Zoose to fetch the supplies he needed. It was a risk. Perhaps the help he sought would not come. A sage would help just about anyone. They were like that, finding the good in even the worst of people. They were curious that way. Many long minutes passed into the next hour. Nath got up and started to pace.
 
   I should have gone after it myself. It’s taking too much time.
 
   He was worried about Laylana. The sooner they treated her, the better. Wurmer strikes could not only be lethal, but toxic to others in some cases. The lady elf was strong, from a great family. With Laedorn dead, Nath couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to his granddaughter. 
 
   I can’t wait any longer. 
 
   A commotion occurred down the street. Zoose was talking to one of the soldiers. He had with him someone in robes. A wizardly figure, older, with a crown of white hair around the bald top of his head. The older man started talking as well. The soldiers nodded and departed the other way down the street. Zoose and the man Nath assumed to be a sage skittered down the street and into the barn. Nath remained in his spot. 
 
   “Nath. Nath,” said the soft voice of Zoose. “I’ve come and brought help.”
 
   Nath didn’t reveal himself. He waited. Something prickled his scales. 
 
   “He said he would be in here,” Zoose said to the sage. The halfling rattled a sack of goods the sage had in his hand. He spoke louder. “I have treatments for the lady elf. We need to hurry.” 
 
   Nath eased his way through the loft, stood on its edge, and said from the darkness, “Who is this with you?”
 
   “I am Leander.” The old man spoke with his hands. “A sage, as you requested. I’ve only come to help and to warn you.”
 
   “Warn me of what?”
 
   Leander threw the bag of goods up to Nath. “This halfling has betrayed you. Run, Nath Dragon. Run!” 
 
   A knife appeared in Zoose’s hand. He stabbed Leander in the side. 
 
   Glitch!
 
   “No!” Nath yelled. “Zoose, what have you done?”
 
   The halfling’s eyes narrowed, and he waved his knife high. “Praise Eckubahn! Hail the death of Nath Dragon!” He ran out of the barn, sounding the alarm. “He’s in there! He’s in there!”
 
   Nath peeked through the loft’s opening. Soldiers were storming toward the barn. Two of the giants were moving in. One was heading up into the hills where Brenwar and Laylana hid. Nath hopped down, closed the barn door, and barred it shut. 
 
   The old sage was coughing and bleeding. He beckoned for Nath. 
 
   Nath embraced the man in his arms. “Hang on.” 
 
   “The halfling came,” Leander said, coughing and wincing in pain. “I knew he would deceive you. He told me. Wanted to turn you in. I played along. That’s why I came. To warn you. Long ago you saved my father. My mother. I was a boy. I remember. I owe you my life.” He patted the sack of goods gripped in Nath’s hands. “The magic is good in this. Use it.” He looked up into Nath’s eyes with one last gaze. “I had a good life, Nath Dragon. I owe you my thanks.” 
 
   Leander the sage died in his arms. Nath’s eyes watered up. He didn’t know this man at all, yet the sage had given his life for something Nath had done long ago. With his palm, he closed the man’s eyes. 
 
   Something whacked the barn door. Axes were chopping into it from the other side. 
 
   Chop! Chop! Chop!
 
   Nath carried Leander to a spot in the barn that had a thick bed of hay to lay him in. He set him down. “Thank you, friend.” He wiped the tear from his eye. He was still stunned at what Zoose had done. The little halfling had murdered the man in cold blood. How had the halfling deceived him so easily? He hadn’t detected anything evil from Zoose or Goose at all. It made him angry inside. He drew his dagger, Dragon Claw, and faced the barn door. 
 
   I’ve got to get to Brenwar!
 
   The chopping stopped. A silence fell. Suddenly, the ceiling groaned and popped. A giant ripped part of the roof off and glared at Nath. 
 
   Great Guzan!
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
    
 
   Fingers outstretched and huge face snarling, the giant reached for Nath. 
 
   Dragon Claw poised to strike, Nath plunged the mystic dagger into the giant’s hand. 
 
   The monstrous man jerked his hand back and let out a pain-filled bellow. He gaped at his hand. It was disintegrating right before his eyes. “No! Nooooo!” 
 
   Nath watched in awe. The disintegration spread up the giant’s arm to the shoulder and then across his chest. Through the gaping hole in the roof, Nath watched the giant’s screaming face turn to dust and take flight with the wind. He gazed at Dragon Claw. The blade had a violet gleam in the metal. It pulsated in his hand. Nath jerked the bar off the barn door and swung the door open. Holding the dagger out for all of the wide-eyed soldiers to see, he said, “Who else wants to taste my blade’s fury?” 
 
   The soldiers backed away. 
 
   Behind them on horseback was a soldier wearing a full helmet of iron, with a red plume on top that billowed in the evening breeze. He had the insignia of an officer on his chest. “He is only one. We are many!” he said. “Kill him.”
 
    “Easier said than done!” Nath tucked Dragon Claw away. He didn’t want to kill anybody, but he couldn’t waste any time. Surrounded by the advancing club-wielding soldiers, he exploded into action, disarming two men at the same time and using their clubs against them. He sent them to the ground cradling their ribs. 
 
   Crack! Crack! 
 
   One bludgeoning blow came right after the other. Nath sidestepped and ducked. He parried and twisted. Wood clocked off wood with a crisp resounding effect. He busted knees with hammering blows. Soldiers wailed as he popped their elbows. In less than a minute, all ten soldiers were down on the ground grimacing in pain. One gazed at his broken and swollen hand. Another held his bleeding mouth. 
 
   Nath spun the clubs around. “What about you? You on the horse. You started this. Now finish it.” 
 
   “I’d be happy to!” The commander drew a sword from a scabbard on the saddle. Its blade shimmered like blue lightning. 
 
   Nath took a step back and drew his dagger. 
 
   Maybe I should have brought Fang. 
 
   The commander in the iron helm cracked his reins. “Yah!” The horse charged straight for Nath. The long, bright sword was cocked back, ready to strike. 
 
   Eyeing the razor-sharp blade and the galloping horse snorting with fury, Nath gathered his legs underneath him, ready to spring in an instant. The horse closed the gap. Nath hunkered down and sprang away from the cutting blade. 
 
   Slice! 
 
   “Argh!” Nath yelled. The commander hit him. Right across the back. It burned like fire. 
 
   The commander turned the horse around and prepared for another run. He held the sword high. The blade was longer than it had been before. It seemed to stretch like fire toward the dark sky. “You look surprised, Nath Dragon. You should be!” 
 
   The man had spoken with vague familiarity. Behind the horse and rider, Nath could see a giant still climbing the hill. He’d lost track of the third one. He eyed the mystic blade again. 
 
   And I thought I only had the giants to worry about. 
 
   He pulled his shoulders back. “You’ll miss.” 
 
   “With this blade,” the rider said, “I never miss!” He dug his heels into the horse. “Yah!” 
 
   With thoughts faster than movement, Nath had to consider the possibility that the soldier wasn’t lying. The blade he carried must have had a special power that made the man so sure of himself. Nath had Dragon Claw, but like Fang, its powers were unpredictable. And its length was much too short. As the oncoming horse and rider came closer and got larger, Nath made an instantaneous decision that he hadn’t considered before. 
 
   Run! 
 
   He ran back into the barn and bolted the door behind him. 
 
   Whew! That should buy me some time.
 
   Outside the barn door, the horse nickered. 
 
   Nath started for the other side of the barn. He could cut through there and make a run for the hills and find Brenwar. He jogged to the other side and swung the big door open. He was greeted by a pair of giant legs and was eye level with the knees. He backed up. “Not a good idea.” 
 
   Slice!
 
   He turned. The man in the iron helmet had sliced through the secured barn door. He kicked it open and marched inside. “Going somewhere?” he said with a confident voice. 
 
   “No, but I was hoping you were.” Nath studied the man. There was something familiar in his walk. It had a slight hitch in it. The iron helmet was different. It had two metal horns that pointed down on the sides. The eyes were rectangular slits. The mouth was small bars of metal. “Who are you?”
 
   “You would like to know that, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Actually, no, I was just buying time.” Nath backed up into one of the stalls. “And I’m certain there’s a really good reason why you hide your face so well.” 
 
   “So brazen. So bold!” Twenty feet away from Nath, the warrior cranked the sword back and swung. An arc of energy cut through the barn and knocked Nath Dragon from his feet. 
 
   Nath clutched at his chest. The force had sheared through his clothes and seared the material. 
 
   Guzan, what kind of sword is that? 
 
   He rose to his feet with wary eyes. 
 
   The warrior sliced the blade back and forth over the ground. It made a strange humming sound with each ground-dusting swipe. “I never imagined a day when you walked right into my hands. But you did. How delightful. Revenge is such a tasty, tasty dish.”
 
   Now Nath really was curious who the man was, but he wasn’t going to ask. He shuffled back. There was a stir behind him. The giant. Caught up in the moment, he’d forgotten about the other giant. His head whipped around too late. The giant caught Nath in its massive steel-strong grip. “Gah!”
 
   “You killed my brother,” the giant said, bringing Nath up into his face. “I will feast on your bones one at a time.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
    
 
   Gripped inside the monstrous hand of the giant, Nath squirmed and gulped for air. The giant’s fingers were crushing his ribs. Arms still free, he held out his glowing dagger and said to the monster’s face, “You saw what happened to your brother. Do you want to suffer the same fate?”
 
   “I just want to kill you,” the giant said. His jaw dropped open, and he brought Nath toward his mouth. 
 
   “I warned you!” Nath stabbed the giant in the hand. The blade sank deep and drew blood. 
 
   The giant’s hairy eyebrows buckled. A sneer curled on his lips. He said, “Ow.” 
 
   Nath stabbed the giant in the hand again and again. The blade bit deep and drew blood. 
 
   The giant’s grip tightened. 
 
   Nath’s eyes bulged. “Thanks for nothing, Dragon Claw,” he spat. “You’re just like your brother.” 
 
   Using both hands, the giant tried to stuff Nath in its mouth. 
 
   Nath braced his free hand against the upper row of the giant’s teeth. “I am not a meal!” He gagged. “And your breath is horrible!” 
 
   The giant jerked his head back and brought it right back forward, head-butting Nath. 
 
   Blurry-bright stars exploded behind Nath’s eyes. His limbs loosened from head to toe. Dragon Claw started to slip from his fingertips. Head rolling on his shoulders, he watched the giant’s gaping maw open up once more. It had a second row of teeth in its huge mouth. Its red tongue was like a spongy rug beneath his feet. 
 
   Nath’s inner fire ignited.
 
   He caught his breath and unleashed it. 
 
   A stream of gray smoke poured out of his mouth and filled the entire barn in seconds. The giant started coughing and choking. Nath’s grip refastened on the dagger. He plunged it into the giant’s wrist again, but this time with all his dragon might. 
 
   The monstrosity screeched in pain. “AAAAIIIIEEEEEEEEEE!” Its grip loosened. 
 
   Nath twisted free and landed flat on his feet. He fumbled through the barn and snatched up the sack of goods Leander had brought him, now glad he had set it down before the giant grabbed him. He dashed through the blinding smoke and out of the barn. More soldiers approached, shouting and yelling. Nath raced up the hill, making a beeline for Brenwar and Laylana. He glanced over his shoulder. 
 
   The man in the iron mask staggered out of the barn and fell to his knees. His chest heaved. He gave a sharp whistle. His horse trotted to his side. The man pulled himself up into the saddle, snapped the reins, and galloped after Nath.
 
   Ribs aching, Nath sprinted at full speed. He could run faster than most four legged animals, including horses. Aside from the roamer steeds that were much faster than most, he could outrace almost anything. 
 
   I might not be able to fly, but at least I can run like I have wings on my feet. 
 
   ***
 
   Brenwar stood over Laylana. The elven princess’s breathing had become ragged. She trembled. He put his calloused hand on her head. It was hot. “You’ll have to forgive me. I’m not much good at helping elves.” 
 
   She reached up and grabbed his hand. Her eyes were open, but she wasn’t there. She squeezed tight and let go again. 
 
   Brenwar’s throat tightened. Seeing the lady elf hurting hurt him. Even though he had little love for the elves, he did have love for life. “Goose,” he said. He hadn’t seen the female halfling in a while. He’d told her to keep a lookout over the village. “Goose?” 
 
   He and the elf were surrounded by the cover of trees, tucked away out of sight. He clawed at his beard. Sniffed. Something somewhere was burning. Wood. Brenwar headed out of his hiding spot in search of the halfling. On the nearby hilltop overlooking Holbrook, the orange glow of a fire caught his eyes. He spied Goose dropping branches on it. The small blaze was catching fast in the wind. “By Morgdon, what the gallows is going on?” he yelled at her. 
 
   Startled, she dropped the wood she held in the fire. 
 
   “Put that out, you little fool!” he said. 
 
   “No,” she replied. There was a devious glimmer in her eye. “If I do that, the giant will have a hard time finding you. And he might need the fire to cook you on.” 
 
   “Are you mad?”
 
   “No, I’m Goose. Long live Eckubahn! May the giants feast on you!” She fished something out of a little pouch and tossed it on the fire. The blaze shot up toward the sky, lighting up the hillside like day. 
 
   Brenwar shielded his eyes behind his forearm. Once the bright blaze went down, he rushed up the hill toward it. Goose was nowhere to be found. “Halflings! I knew they’d do something stupid.” 
 
   The ground shook. 
 
   The town below was alive with activity. Soldiers charged down the dirt roads in a clamor. A hundred yards away and storming up the hill was a bigger problem. A giant was on its way with a hammer the size of a man in each hand. At least a dozen soldiers were behind him. 
 
   Brenwar’s face scrunched up. His grip tightened on Mortuun. He butted the war hammer with his head and yelled down the hill, “You want to dance? Then let’s dance! For Morgdon!” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
    
 
   A blinding flash from the hilltop smote Nath’s eyes. His pace slowed. A horse nickered way behind him. 
 
   What was that? 
 
   He forged ahead. Behind, the man in the iron helm had lost control of his mount. A fire blazed ahead. A giant was charging up the hillside a ways away with a knot of well-armed soldiers following behind him. 
 
   That’s when Nath heard Brenwar’s battle cry. Against the night sky, the dwarf’s silhouette appeared in front of the blazing fire. Brenwar was winding up the hammer like a windmill. A second later he let it fly. 
 
   A thunderclap rocked the summit. 
 
   Kraa-Booooom!
 
   The charging giant’s head snapped back. He teetered backward and stumbled on two soldiers, smashing them into the grass. His oversized limbs were still moving. He shook his head, stuck his hand in the earth, rubbed his chin, and rose again. The soldiers surged by and stormed Brenwar. 
 
   Nath cut through the grasses like a knife through butter. He blindsided three soldiers, knocking through them like a stampeding bull. Still running, he snatched Mortuun off the ground and tossed it over to Brenwar, saying, “Fang?”
 
   Snatching the hammer from the air, Brenwar said, “Right where you left him.” He started winding up again. 
 
   “I’ll be right back. Hold them off until then.” 
 
   “They’ll be dead by then,” Brenwar replied.
 
   Nath dashed into the deep woods. The rider in the helm had almost crested the hill. Nath weaved through the trees into the hidden clearing. Fang was stuck in the dirt several feet from where Laylana rested. He carefully dumped the sage’s gifts onto the ground next to her. Not sure what was what, he popped off the lid to a jar of salve. It was cool and soothing to the touch. He rubbed it on her forehead.
 
   The horse and iron-helmed rider erupted from the brush. The rider hopped off the horse and slapped its hindquarters, sending it charging into the woods. He cracked his neck from side to side and flexed his powerful arms with the incredible blade gripped tight in his fingers. He tipped his chin at Fang. 
 
   Nath glided over to his magnificent blade, took the hilt in both hands, and pulled it free of the ground. “I take it you want a duel with me?”
 
   The rider nodded. His build was powerful and familiar. The height of the man matched Nath’s own. His shoulders were that of a bull, and the muscles in his arms were hammered iron. The blade glimmered with angry energy. 
 
   “It’s seems you know who I am, but I don’t know who you are,” Nath said while he stuck Dragon Claw back inside Fang’s pommel. “Care to share?” He rested the sword on his shoulder.
 
   With one hand, the man removed his iron helmet and dropped it on the ground. 
 
   Nath lost his breath. “Kryzak!”
 
   ***
 
   Brenwar’s next swing sent two men flying back down the hill. “That’s what we call a dwarven kiss!” Mortuun busted, dented, or popped the rivets of every armored soldier that crossed his path. Soldier after soldier fell. Brenwar battered a path of bodies to the giant, who had finally regained his feet and secured his grip on his hammers. Gazing up at the huge man, Brenwar said, “Now it’s just you and me, big belly!” 
 
   Striking as fast as a normal man, the giant’s hammer came down. 
 
   Brenwar spun aside.
 
   The giant’s hammer left a huge divot in the ground. The second hammer did too. Moved by arms like pistons, the heavy hammerheads dropped like drumsticks off a plate, tearing and shaking the ground. 
 
   Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam!
 
   Brenwar slipped away like a bearded mouse scurrying from the falling keys of a piano. He snuck between the hammer strikes and busted the giant in the shin. The head of Mortuun, forged in the great fires of Morgdon and enchanted by the dwarven Mystics of the Mountainside, splintered the bone like it was dry-rotted kindling. 
 
   Letting out a tremendous moan, the giant dropped to a knee. Its eyebrows buckled. Its face hardened with rage. Giants were cocky. Not so smart, but when wounded they fought like wild animals. A wild swing took Brenwar from his feet and skipped him down the hill. 
 
   He rolled to a stop and charged up the hill again. 
 
   The giant chucked one of his hammers at Brenwar. 
 
   The dwarf flattened on his belly. 
 
   Two men piled on him and hammered away with fists and elbows. Something sharp bit into his leg. 
 
   Brenwar popped one in the forehead with the head of his war hammer. He kicked but couldn’t free his legs. 
 
   The giant was coming. 
 
   The dwarf was tangled up in a knot of flesh. 
 
   The giant scooped the three of them up off the ground and started stuffing them into its oversized mouth. 
 
   Struggling frantically, Brenwar yelled, “Nobody eats a dwarf!” He shoved one soldier forward. 
 
   The giant’s jaws clamped down on the screaming man.
 
   Crunch! 
 
   Arms free, Brenwar unloaded on the giant and busted out a row of teeth. 
 
   The giant dropped him and growled. 
 
   Brenwar wound up and turned loose a mighty swing that collided with the giant’s other knee. 
 
   The giant fell to the ground. 
 
   Without hesitation, Brenwar unloaded the wrath of Mortuun.
 
   Whop! Whack! Boom! 
 
   The giant died from the final divot Brenwar put in its head. 
 
   Puffing for breath, the dwarf looked down the hill. More soldiers were coming, and giants too. “I don’t suppose they’re coming to congratulate me. Humph.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
    
 
   Nath stood in disbelief at seeing the Barnabus cleric, Kryzak, who had tormented him. He had defeated the man—put him to death—in the Contest of Champions. Now, one of Selene’s greatest servants had come back from the dead. Yet something was different. This man was not marred with tattoos. 
 
   “Your keen eyes do not deceive you, Nath Dragon, at least not how you think they would.” The hard-faced warrior circled. “Yes, my face is familiar, the same as my brother Kryzak’s, but I am not he. I am Rybek.” 
 
   “Your brother was an evil fool, and I take it you’re just the same.”
 
   “Worse. My brother let his love for Selene blind him from his mission. It made him weak.” Rybek sliced clean through a small tree with his sword. “Though he was a fool, I still feel compelled to avenge him. You see, I was there the day you took him down in your monstrous form at the Contest of Champions.” His voice became angry. Deadly. “I saw your woman, Selene, turn him inside out and made a pawn. A sacrifice. I vowed revenge not only on you, but on her. And her execution, if it has not already happened, will happen soon enough.” 
 
   Eyes narrowing, Nath demanded, “What do you mean?” 
 
   “The eyes of the titans are everywhere. Surely, you have encountered the betrayal of the halflings. There is nowhere you can go where we will not see. We know that Sansla Libor has taken her. The wurmers, I’m certain, have hunted them down. Hah, one winged ape versus a hundred wurmers? She’s dead by now.”
 
   “Who is we?” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you die!” Rybek swang. An arc of energy sliced through the air, wiping out everything in its path. 
 
   Nath brought Fang around in front of him. The great blade collided with the great energy, jarring his arms and knocking him back. Fang’s metal let out a moan. The grip filled with wild energy that coursed through Nath’s veins. Nath’s eyes flashed like golden lightning. “You say you’re a warrior! Then let’s fight, steel on steel!” 
 
   “Gladly!” 
 
   Man and dragon charged one another. Nath turned loose a devastating swing. 
 
   Rybek parried. 
 
   Clang!
 
   The surrounding branches on the trees bent. The mystic blades danced an angry dance. Mystic sparks sizzled off the metal. 
 
   Nath brought his blade forward, blow after blow. 
 
   Rybek ducked, dodged, and dived. He countered with surprising speed. Struck with the strength of many men. He matched every move Nath had—and snuck in some moves of his own. 
 
   The blades sang out songs of clashing steel. Back and forth the fighters went, toe to toe, blade to blade, pushing back and forth against one another. 
 
   When the two of them were locked up by the cross guards, Rybek said in Nath’s face, “I will kill you. I will kill your woman! The titans will slaughter the dragons!” 
 
   The cold-hearted words from the killer jarred something loose in Nath. He was tired. Tired of the evil that wanted to kill him and wipe out his friends. He was tired of it all, and he wasn’t going to hold back anymore, waiting for people to have a change of heart. He shoved the powerful Rybek back so hard that the man’s back smashed into a tree. Nath rushed him and let loose his speed and power. He and Fang became one. He swung with wroth force. 
 
   Rybek brought his sword up to block.
 
   Steel collided with steel. Metal snapped. A mystical explosion knocked Nath backward onto the ground. 
 
   Still charged up, he sprang to his feet. 
 
   A section of the forest was missing. Leaves were falling. 
 
   Rybek lay on the ground, unmoving. His sword was broken in half. 
 
   Fang still burned with exhilarating fire in Nath’s hand. 
 
   On instinct, Nath found Laylana, half-covered in leaves. Her eyes were open. He slung Fang over his back and picked her up in his arms. “How are you?”
 
   “What happened?” she said. 
 
   “Nath!” Brenwar yelled.
 
   With the lady elf in his arms, Nath rushed out of the devastated woodland onto the hilltop. Brenwar was surrounded by soldiers and a dozen giants. That wasn’t all. Wingless wurmers the size of small horses snaked through the grass. 
 
   “Are you going to swing that sword or that elf?” Brenwar said, backpedaling toward Nath.
 
   “Hello!” said a voice from the shoulders of one of the giants. “Up here, Nath. It’s me, Zoose!” 
 
   I wish I had Akron. I’d blow a hole clear through him. 
 
   “I can see that, Zoose.”
 
   “Yes, you do have awfully keen eyes, don’t you?” Zoose said. Goose popped up on the other shoulder and smiled a smug little smile. “Too bad your sense of character is not as good as your eyes.”
 
   Nath wanted to kick himself. He couldn’t understand how the halflings had fooled him. 
 
   I can’t let that happen again. Ever. 
 
   Zoose continued. “This is the part where you surrender. And that would be wise. No one can hide from the titans. They have eyes everywhere.”
 
   “I know. I’ve heard that before. It’s getting old.”
 
   “We can take them, Nath,” Brenwar said. 
 
   “No, we can’t, but I’m not surrendering.” Nath held his sword in front of his eyes. “Fang, get us out of here.” He tapped the blade on the ground. 
 
   Ting.
 
   Nothing happened. 
 
   Brenwar let out a breath. “Thank goodness. I didn’t want to wind up in the next century.”
 
   “Enough games.” Goose pointed at Nath and company. “Just kill them.” 
 
   Not knowing what to do, Nath let out a cry for help in Dragonese that sounded like a great roar that sent shockwaves through the valley. 
 
   “HAAAaaaaAAAAaaaaght!”
 
   The advance of the giants stopped. Zoose and Goose covered their ears. The massive men looked at one another dumbfoundedly, but then on Zoose’s new order they advanced once more. 
 
   Nath set Laylana down. “Stay close.” 
 
   “I will, but I’m going to fight.” She drew her sword. “It will be a great honor to make my last stand with Nath Dragon.” 
 
   “Well, let’s hope it’s not our last stand, but it sure looks like it.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
    
 
   A buzz in the air caught Nath’s ears. His head snapped up. A dozen blue streak dragons the size of big dogs darted out of the sky and surrounded Nath and his friends. Their blue wings shook like rattles and glowed with energy. Their mouths dropped open, and lightning shot out. 
 
   Ssssrazz! Ssssraaa! Ssssrazzz! 
 
   The bolts of energy shot into the wurmers. One by one, their scaly hides lit up like the day, sizzling and exploding. Rocked by the moment of surprise, the giants completely overlooked another terror. Four bull dragons, red as brick and as big as the towering giants, dropped out of the sky. 
 
   Whump! Whump! Whump! Whump!
 
   Horns lowered, the bull dragons charged into the first wave of giants. They pinned the huge men down, and fiery infernos exploded from their mouths. 
 
   Filled with shock and elation, Nath let out a cheer. “Yes!” In all his life, he’d never expected such a rally. The dragons, even after the battle against Gorn Grattack, still seemed to shy away from him. Perhaps after all these centuries, that had changed. He certainly felt something, a new attachment, deep in his bones. 
 
   A giant hammered away at a bull dragon with thunderous blows. 
 
   A second giant pinned its wings. 
 
   Nath charged in and sliced one of the giants in the backside. 
 
   The dragon ripped into the other giants with his claws. His tail lashed out and knocked the huge man down. The dragon pounced and unleashed more fire. 
 
   The giant’s skin turned to ash. Only the smoking bones remained. 
 
   The blue streak tore into the wurmers. 
 
   Bull dragons slugged it out with the giants, but the battle was far from won. It was a savage battle of teeth and scales, claws and fire. The iron and steel of men striking and howls of pain filled the air. The giants and wurmers, hardened, mindless and savage, recovered fast. They still had the superior numbers. 
 
   A dragon of golden-bronze scales slipped out of the darkness of the sky and landed on two wurmers the size of Nath Dragon. 
 
   Nath whirled around to face him. 
 
   His head was huge, and he had a magnificent set of horns. Golden eyes boring into Nath’s own, he said in Dragonese in Nath’s mind, “This isn’t a battle. It’s a rescue. Get on!” His tail cracked out and struck a giant instantly dead. 
 
   Nath called out to his friend, “Brenwar, quit swinging that hammer and get over here. Right now!” 
 
   The dwarf clobbered a wurmer’s skull and froze in his tracks. He eyeballed the huge dragon. “Balzurth?”
 
   “Father?” Nath said with shock. He gestured to Laylana, and together they climbed onto the great dragon’s back. 
 
   Brenwar’s stumpy legs powered over. It was one of the few times Nath had ever seen the dwarf do anything without arguing. 
 
   He helped Brenwar up. “You never cooperate so easily with me.” 
 
   The dwarf grunted. 
 
   The monster bronze-gold dragon’s wings beat and lifted them into the air. Balzurth let out a roar. 
 
   The bull and blue streak dragons broke off their attacks and took to the air. 
 
   Nath felt his father’s lungs fill and the scales beneath him heat up. 
 
   A gush of fire exploded from Balzurth’s mouth. 
 
   The giants and wurmers turned to ash. The hillside burned with fire. As they rose higher into the air, the burning hillside was a bonfire below them. 
 
   In astonishment, Nath said, “Father, I can’t believe it was you who came!”
 
   “Lucky for you I was in the area.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   Zoose and Goose stood far away from the burning hillside. The flames crackled and shot up into the sky. All of the giants and wurmers, along with what was left of Holbrook’s soldiers, were nothing but burning pyres that would one day fertilize the scorched soil. 
 
   Goose stared into his sister’s eyes. They were black pearls that shined with the orange blaze that reflected in them. She was no longer who she once was. Neither was he. Now, they were spies controlled by the spirits of the titans. 
 
   “Are you well?” he said to her. 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   Zoose saw a struggle within her. The dragon that came. Its fire had not only been destructive, but also cleansing. Those flames had destroyed the giants and wurmers and all of the evil within. He saw his future in those flames. He trembled. He stared at his bloodstained fingers. 
 
   I killed that man. Why?
 
    A huge man marched out of the smoke and flames. It was Rybek. He carried his helmet in his hands. He stopped in front of Zoose. “Did I hear correctly? They called that dragon Balzurth?”
 
   Zoose didn’t want to nod, but the evil that prodded him did it anyway. 
 
   “Good, then we have succeeded.” Rybek put his helmet back on. “It’s time to let the titans know that Balzurth is out in the world, just as they planned. Let the hunt for him begin.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   June 24th, 2016 will be the new release date for book 4 in this series called, Eyes of the Dragon! Get updates at www.craighalloran.com or The Darkslayer Report on Facebook! See cover below!
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