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   The line moved forward. Someone cheered, though the sound was short and broke off jaggedly. Caleb glanced up the line and, for perhaps the thousandth time in the last few minutes, counted the number of people between his family and the safety of the city-fortress gate. 
 
   Too many. There were always too many. He took a deep breath and tried, unsuccessfully, to shut out the voices that whispered around him, like flies buzzing over rotted meat.
 
   “What’re we going to do if we don’t get in?” a woman asked. She’d asked it before—several others had as well—it was the question that dominated everyone’s mind, even those at the end of the line over a mile away. They thought and questioned, wondered and hoped, even though they knew it was futile.
 
   “There’s another city-fortress down in Georgia,” a man said. “We could go down that way. Or there’s the one up in Raleigh.”
 
   “That one’s already full.” The speaker appeared to be an older woman, though the gray in her hair could just as easily have come from the falling ash as from age. 
 
   “What about the marauders?”
 
   The hum of subdued conversation paused for a moment, like an old CD skipping over a scratch.
 
   “There’s worse things than marauders,” someone else said in a voice shaky and tremulous with age. He glanced up the line to make sure no Guardsman was nearby. “I heard about creatures—nightmares—that came up out of the earth’s bowels during the cataclysm. The very denizens of hell itself, some say.”
 
   “Rumors,” Caleb muttered to Rachel, putting an arm around his wife and infant son protectively.
 
   She nodded in understanding, though she didn’t say anything. Despite the grime that covered her from two weeks camping in the line, he could tell her face was white and pale. She clutched Benson to her, though the toddler squirmed against her tight embrace. 
 
   Caleb smiled and took him from her, tickling him so that his laughter would distract Rachel from the voices that had joined in the conversation. If only he could keep his own ears closed as easily. He’d lived in a state of near panic for the last few months, barely contained behind a facade of stability. It was what his family needed. He had to be their rock, even when he felt like he rested on a bed of quicksand.
 
   “I heard it too. Little green-skinned men who run almost on all fours. And big gray things, taller than men and with skin like stone.”
 
   Several of the women around the speakers made shushing noises. One of them, a rather rotund woman herding a gaggle of small children that had grown suddenly quiet, hissed a quick admonition.
 
   “Hush now, you’re scaring the children.”
 
   The old man averted his eyes, shuffling from foot to foot, though his expression was sour. “The world is ending,” he said. “They should be scared. We should all be scared. I heard it from me brother afore he left for the west, I did. He come down from the city-fortress in New York and saw them himself. Naught three days past this was.”
 
   “What’s all this, then?”
 
   A soldier walked up to the line. His assault rifle, his badge of authority, was held at the ready. Two other soldiers followed him. The trio shoved through the lines of refugees as if they were mere obstacles rather than people. The crowd parted for them grudgingly and reformed their lines quickly after they had passed. 
 
   Caleb wondered what he was doing, putting the lives of his family in the hands of such hard, cruel men. Then again, hard men were the ones who survived times such as these.
 
   The soldier who had spoken grabbed the older man and pulled him out of line. Everyone else looked away, glancing down at their feet or over at their companions, though Caleb watched the encounter out of the corner of his eye.
 
   “What’s all this, then?” the soldier demanded again. “Stirring up fears and rumors? Disturbing the peace? You know the rules.”
 
   “Nothing, sir, nothing.” Sweat stood out on the older man’s sooty, balding pate. His eyes lingered on the assault rifle in the soldier’s hand. “I was just telling these fine people about me brother. He’s from up in New York, you see.”
 
   The soldier snorted. “As I said, spreading rumors and hearsay.”
 
   The soldier’s two companions chuckled. The first soldier turned the older man to face the city-fortress walls and gestured up at the defenses. The walls themselves were tall, stretching upward well over ten stories. The city-fortress had been created by converting the old Charlotte football stadium into a communal structure, meaning the walls were thicker at the bottom and thinner the higher up they went. Bailing wire glinted in the muted, reddened sunlight. Mounted artillery hung out over the battlement like silent, deadly sentinels, threatening anything that moved.
 
    “Look at these walls,” the soldier said, raising his voice so more people would hear. “Do you think a band of marauders could breach that? The honorless swine would break against these walls like water on rocks.”
 
   “Yessir, you’re quite right, sir,” the older man said, swallowing hard. “Nothing will get by them.”
 
   “Good. Now get to the back of the line.”
 
   The man stared at the soldier in open-mouthed horror. 
 
   Those around him who, like Caleb, had been sneaking glances at the scene, really looked away this time. Only the first twenty thousand would make it in. Caleb and Rachel had endured two weeks of cold, hard nights, huddled against Benson to warm his infant body, so they could get the position they had in line. They would be lucky to make it in themselves.
 
   A small scuffle broke out, the echoing cries from the old man lingering for what seemed like an eternity as the soldier and his companions dragged the older man out of hearing. No one came to his defense. Everyone felt sympathy for the man, but secretly, in their own minds, they were glad there was one less body between them and the protection of the city-fortress’s walls. Pragmatism and the desire to survive buried the guilt. Or at least, that’s what Caleb told himself.
 
   The line moved forward.
 
   In a broken smattering, like birds resuming their song after a predator’s passing, whispers broke out among the line once more. 
 
   “Why did they have to be so . . .” Rachel trailed off and wrapped her arms around her shoulders, suppressing a shudder.
 
   Caleb handed Benson back to Rachel and wrapped his arms around them both. He glanced up at the pavilion set before the gates. The three lines all converged there. Doctors and medical personnel examined each lucky individual who made it through the canvas doors. If they passed the medical exam, they’d be issued an ID card and be allowed full citizenship in the Charlotte city-fortress.
 
   “They’re afraid,” Caleb said after a moment. “Just like the rest of us.”
 
   “They’re bullies. Couldn’t they have shown him some mercy, some pity, something?” The desperation in her voice made Caleb’s heart ache.
 
   “Fear does strange things to people, my love.” He gave her a quick kiss beneath one ear. “Bullies are really just cowards trying too hard to cover their own shortcomings. At least that’s what my father always said when the kids picked on me in school.”
 
   Rachel sniffed but didn’t say anything more. After a moment, Benson began to fuss again and she pulled away.
 
   Caleb counted the number of people between his family and the safety of those soot-stained canvas doors. Too many. 
 
   A wisp of ash landed on Benson’s head. Caleb reached out and brushed it out of his son’s curly hair out of reflex. More ash settled in almost instantly.
 
   “I hate this ash,” Caleb complained, more to draw his wife’s attention away from the slowly moving lines than out of any real complaint. The ash was simply a part of life now, like breathing or the rising red sun.
 
   “This is the new normal, Caleb,” Rachel replied. Her eyes showed a hint of redness to them. She’d been crying again, though she’d tried to hide it.
 
   “We’ll be safe here, though.” He squeezed Rachel’s shoulder, hoping to belie the hollow sound he heard in his own voice. He swallowed the icy tendril of fear creeping up his throat. She was usually the strong one, but somehow over the last few months their roles had been reversed. Caleb didn’t know where he’d found the strength.
 
   Rachel sniffed and gestured toward the pavilion. “Someone’s coming out.”
 
   A man in a long white coat pushed open the door to the pavilion and surveyed the lines. At least the coat had once been white. It had been subjected to so much ash it had developed a permanent gray cast.
 
   The man counted the people in Caleb’s line, quickly ticking off a number in a notebook he carried with him. The man closed the book and signaled to someone behind Caleb. After holding up ten fingers, the man turned and re-entered the pavilion without a backward glance.
 
   Only ten more!
 
   Caleb felt panic seize at his throat and quickly tried to count how many people were in front of them. 
 
   A soldier came up behind him and shoved him forward roughly. “We’re full,” he shouted as dozens of other soldiers poured out of the pavilion and the city-fortress’s gates. A team pushed forward to gather Caleb’s family and the others in the last group of ten. “The rest of you have five minutes to disperse before we open fire.”
 
   As he was shoved into the tent, strong hands gripping his arms, Caleb heard the similar orders shouted by other soldiers and the angry, terror-stricken screams of protest that responded. The woman and her gaggle of children were not in their group. 
 
   Rachel shuddered and cried softly, her sobs silent against the noise behind her. They had made it into the pavilion. They were safe. They would survive.
 
   Caleb tried to ignore the shouting and screams from outside as he was ushered behind a small curtain to be examined by one of the doctors. Rachel was taken to the other side of the pavilions where the women were being examined. Caleb felt a sharp panic. They couldn’t get separated, not after all they had been through.
 
   Thankfully, she stopped somewhere he was still able to see her. Benson squirmed to get out of her arms so he could get down and play. Caleb watched him carefully as the doctor approached and felt a moment of relief so profound that, for a moment, the screams and horrors from outside the canvas walls dimmed and faded away. For a few moments at least.
 
   The doctor shone a light in his eyes and swabbed the inside of his cheek. A nurse drew a vial of blood and dropped some sort of chemical tablet into it. Nothing happened. The nurse did a similar test on the swab and again got nothing.
 
   From outside, a piercing scream rent the air. The nurse jumped. The doctor didn’t seem to have noticed. Instead, he pulled a metal box of files toward him and signaled for one of the soldiers. Caleb felt another stab of sudden fear and looked over for Rachel, but the soldier simply handed him a dark plastic box and walked away.
 
   Breath returned to his lungs. 
 
   Rubbing his nose with one hand, the doctor jotted something down on some files with a thick, black pen. “Do you have your old social security card and an old driver’s license?” he asked, looking over a pair of thick, dirty glasses.
 
   Caleb fished them out of a pocket and handed them to the doctor, who took them, wrote down some more notes, and dropped them into the metal file box. 
 
   The shouting from outside swelled to a frenzied pitch. A burst of shots rang out, sharp, loud, and echoing like thunder against a mountainside. Caleb glanced sidelong at the pavilion entrance, but the doctor ignored the sounds.
 
   “We need your thumbprint,” the nurse said, placing a pad of ink and a green identification card on the table next to him. Her hands shook slightly, reflecting the fear Caleb recognized in her eyes. She tried to mask it, but Caleb could feel the power of her tremors as she took his thumb and made an impression in the middle of the ID card.
 
   The doctor walked over and pocketed the card before the ink was fully dry. He took a few more notes, then handed the card to Caleb with a smile.
 
   “Welcome to the Charlotte city-fortress. I believe the people are starting to call it New Harmony, though it’s not an official designation.”
 
   Caleb smiled back, though he felt numb as he got to his feet. 
 
   The nurse hastily picked up the box Caleb had left on the table and handed it to him.
 
   “What’s this?” he asked.
 
   “A handgun,” the doctor said in a dry voice. “All men age sixteen and over are required to serve in the militia. Training duties will be provided once inside the city-fortress itself. Now, I believe your wife is waiting for you.”
 
   The doctor pointed toward the back of the pavilion where Rachel stood with Benson. She clutched two green ID cards in one hand. They’d done it! 
 
   Caleb hurried over and wrapped his arms around them. A tear slipped down his face and splashed onto his hand. His family would be safe.
 
   A soldier ushered them out the back of the pavilion, which opened directly through the gate into the city-fortress itself. Overhead, the .50 caliber opened fire. The screaming outside grew louder and then cut off in ragged bursts.
 
   They didn’t look back.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc436824739]Chapter 1
 
   Caleb Matthews came awake in the moment between breaths. His fingers tightened on the butt of his handgun in that same instant, eyes straining in the darkness to discover what had awakened him. There was little light to see by, even after his eyes had fully adjusted. The omnipresent ash cloud was a murky blanket obscuring the stars and painting the deep blackness of night a muddy brown.
 
   He waited motionless for several long moments, his finger steady on the trigger and a bullet ready in the chamber, as always. The incessant hum of night insects was the only sound that broke through the muted silence of the impenetrable midnight veil. The crickets and cockroaches were the only things unaffected by the cataclysms. They still had plenty upon which to feed.
 
   A small sound reached his ears, foreign to the standard night symphony. His eyes turned in the direction of the sound and noticed a faint glimmer of light from the copse of trees. The light flickered and swayed against the trunks, casting shadows that stretched out like fingers across the ground. Caleb had ignored the inviting embrace of the boughs when he had bedded down for the night. Instead, he had chosen to make his bed a few hundred yards to the south. Though the greenery and life had been a welcome sight against the backdrop of death, such havens invariably drew visitors, and he was unwilling to take that risk.
 
   The small sound came again, and this time, he recognized it as the sound of voices. He immediately threw aside the light sheet, sending a shower of soot into the air. His handgun remained in his right hand. Packing his bedding quickly, he tossed his pack over a shoulder and silently holstered his handgun. He slung his rifle over the other shoulder.
 
   He took a step to the south, away from the light, but then glanced back over his shoulder. His booted foot twitched in that direction, but he shook his head and growled softly, turning away. Part of him longed to creep toward the light and bask in the sweet sounds of human conversation once again. That part of him told him it would be worth the risk. But the wiser part of him, the survivor, warned him that anyone foolish or uncaring enough to light a fire within the confines of those trees would not be someone he wanted to meet.
 
   He strode away, following the path he’d been tracking before bedding down for the night. A faint glimmer of red appeared on one horizon.
 
   The footprints he followed were fresh, deep, and well-defined, without the buildup of ash from prolonged exposure to the air. At most, his quarry was only an hour or two ahead of him, hidden amongst the hills. 
 
   He drew his handgun with practiced ease and released the magazine, dropping it into his other hand and rolling it in his fingers so that he could glance at the rounds within. Round-points. He frowned ruefully as he stopped for a moment to reach into an outside pocket of his pack and pull out a second magazine loaded with hollow-points. The breadth and depth of the tracks told him he’d need the extra damage that hollow-point rounds would provide. If he were able, he would only ever have hollow-point rounds in his magazines. But it was becoming harder and harder to find ammunition. He’d picked the area around the ruined city-fortress clean, and his reloading supplies were already stretched thin—and were several dozen miles away at that.
 
   He snapped the new magazine into place with a faint click. The first magazine went into another pocket on his pack, and he slipped a second hollow-point magazine into a loop on his belt, next to a brace of knives. He had his rifle, a scoped, bolt-action affair with a large enough caliber to take down just about anything that walked, but he wanted his backup gun ready. Just in case.
 
   The sun rose completely, casting the landscape into hazy relief. 
 
   The land was devoid of life, buried under a sea of ash that engulfed the horizon as far as the eye could see. With each step, little clouds of soot blossomed around him, and his heavy boots sank deep into the ash. Blackened husks of trees and unidentifiable skeletal remains were the only marks on the horizon that broke up the monotonous blackened quilt, but even those were beginning to gray.
 
   The sky continued its progression from blackish to reddish gray.
 
   Caleb grimaced, not at the sight before him, but at the memories that swelled within him. They came unwanted, unbidden, and uncaring for his desires, swirling in a vortex that finally rested on the memory of the firelight he’d left behind him earlier that morning.
 
   They had probably been marauders. Who else would have been that foolhardy? Those who ignored the basic rules of survival were either those too powerful to care, or those too stupid to realize they would shortly leave the world with one less idiot to populate it. Still, at least they’d been human.
 
   With difficulty, Caleb banished the thoughts and continued his hunt. Nothing mattered besides the hunt of the day. This quarry had proved elusive thus far, always keeping a few steps ahead of him. But it was slowing now, and Caleb was getting close.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   The creature rummaged around in the trunk of a long-dead car, tossing a deflated spare tire aside as if it weighed less than a pillow. The tire landed in a massive drift of soot piled behind the car, sending a billowing cloud of thick gray into the air to mingle with the already drifting flakes. 
 
   On a nearby hill, Caleb watched the creature through the scope of his rifle. It was a relatively simple shot, especially with the rifle, but his finger rested against the side of the trigger, safety still on. Caleb studied the creature with a detached, professional curiosity, struggling to suppress the hunter’s voice within his mind long enough to assess the situation. 
 
   This was a creature he’d not seen before. 
 
   Caleb narrowed his eyes, considering the implication. Before the cataclysms—back before Caleb knew the difference between different handgun calibers and how to shoot, hunt, and defend himself from everything else that walked—things had been simpler, and happy. Afterwards all hell had—literally—broken loose. He’d long since resigned himself to goblins and trolls walking the earth, destroying everything in their path as they worked their way across the United States like a massive horde of locusts. There were other creatures, far fouler but less plentiful. And then there were the dragons and their masters.
 
   The creature below wasn’t a goblin, though it was similar in appearance. Nor was it a troll, the larger counterpart to goblins. If anything, the creature seemed like a cross between the two. Almost man-height, the creature shared the green-gray complexion of the goblins, but the thickness and musculature of the trolls. This was something new.
 
   Caleb knew they weren’t really called trolls or goblins. Most people called them that because giving them a name out of childhood stories and fairy tales objectified them in a way that made them less intimidating. At least, that was the hope.
 
   Caleb’s curiosity waned. Whatever it was, it wasn’t human, and therefore it was worthy of death. He itched to put a bullet between its eyes. Caleb slipped his finger onto the trigger and turned off the safety.
 
   With a guttural growl, the creature righted itself from where it had been crouched half inside the car, its pig-like snout sniffing at the air. A faded red duffel dangled from one meaty hand.
 
   “Time to die,” Caleb whispered. He dropped into a measured, easy breathing rhythm and tensed his finger on the trigger, ready to squeeze off a round.
 
   Movement from the opposite side of the secluded valley made him drop back down behind the blackened tree trunk, silently cursing. Part of him screamed to shoot the creature anyway, but his training forced him to wait, sighting back down the scope so he could watch what was going on.
 
   Down in the shallow valley, the creature tossed the duffel bag aside with a snarl and snatched up a massive, double-headed axe that had lain hidden in the soot near its feet. 
 
   Caleb still marveled how a technologically inferior race could have so easily wiped out humanity, though in truth the cataclysms themselves had rendered much of the technological disparity between the groups null and void. Everyone in the Charlotte city-fortress had a different theory about it, each as unlikely as the rest. For Caleb, the what and why no longer mattered. He only cared about how he was going to continue moving forward.
 
   The creature grasped the weapon loosely in one hand, outwardly calm as a pair of trolls entered the valley.
 
   The trolls were much larger than the goblin-like creature. Well over seven-feet tall, gray-skinned, and stone-like, the trolls were muscular warriors who appeared to have but a single purpose: to kill. Their torsos were girded with thick, red breastplates that bore a flaming fist painted over their left breasts. Pennants hung from the wide-bladed spears they carried, an image of a red dragon on a field of purple, fluttering in the breeze.
 
   Caleb studied the pennants closely through his scope, noting the intricate detail. The creatures often traveled in large groups, wearing similar clothing, but the armor and the pennants spoke of an organization that Caleb hadn’t witnessed before. These were obviously guards. This was another new thing, and new things were rarely, if ever, good anymore.
 
   “Hail Loran,” one of the trolls growled in a rumble that carried up to where Caleb hid. “Right hand of Mortan-zai, Dragonlord of these parts hereabouts.”
 
   Even after several years, Caleb still had trouble understanding the trolls’ speech. It was like listening to a native German trying to speak English through a mouthful of marbles with the occasional grunt or snort thrown in for good measure.
 
   The goblin-like creature grunted, sounding like a dying pig, as another, shorter figure entered the valley behind the two armored trolls. Caleb guessed that this was Loran. The figure was wrapped in a red cloak, hood pulled down to cover his face. The figure stopped when he was level with the two troll guards. He paused and pulled back the hood, revealing a human face. Long brown hair tumbled free as the red hood fell away. 
 
   Caleb gritted his teeth.
 
   “So this is the envoy Granil sends us,” the man said, studying the creature with cold green eyes. “A half-breed mutt?”
 
   The half-breed chuckled in a deep, gravelly voice and snapped his axe up onto one shoulder, the half-moon blades glinting in the dull sunlight.
 
   “I be Athore,” he said, “and I be the general of the armies that follow Granil, Dragonlord of the Browns.”
 
   Loran regarded him coolly. His gaze grew flinty, boring into the half-troll as if Loran were attempting to kill him with a glance. Athore smiled back at him, revealing crooked, yellowed teeth that had been sharpened to jagged points. Loran’s smooth, flawless face broke into a tight-lipped scowl. He raised a hand, and the armored trolls snapped to attention.
 
   “You train your pets well,” Athore observed with a mocking little bow.
 
   The trolls rankled at the insult. Low guttural growls sounded from deep within their throats. The troll on the left glanced at Loran, who nodded and waved one hand permissively in Athore’s direction. It charged, pole-arm lowered. The other troll followed only a few steps behind. 
 
   Athore glanced at them both without apparent concern, not even bothering to raise his axe. “I be glad you have enough guards to lose these two, Subcommander.” 
 
   The trolls bore down on their smaller adversary. The troll on the left was the first to reach Athore and charged forward blindly. Athore stood motionless, watching them come down on him, and, at the last possible moment, stepped quickly to the left with astonishing speed. The halberd’s point passed harmlessly to one side, though the move took Athore directly into the path of the oncoming troll, who let go of the halberd with one hand to swipe at him with a meaty fist. 
 
   Athore took the blow on the side of his head just beneath an eye. Caleb heard the meaty smack as the blow connected and winced despite himself. Still, Athore retained his axe, which spun in his hands and swung back and to the side, neatly hamstringing the troll that had struck him. 
 
   It fell forward with a roar of rage and pain, dropping its weapon and clutching at its severed calf.
 
   Athore stumbled slightly, his eye already beginning to swell shut, but managed to plant his feet in a ready stance facing the first troll.
 
   The first troll changed its course clumsily to compensate for Athore’s sudden movements. Athore grinned and grabbed a dagger from his belt. His arm cocked back and then shot forward. The light glittered off the blade as it flew through the air and plunged into the troll’s shoulder where the breastplate ended. Athore cursed something inarticulate and readied his axe. 
 
   The troll dropped the halberd and tore the dagger from his shoulder with a small grunt of pain. 
 
   A moment later Athore’s axe crushed into the troll’s armored chest with enough force to knock the troll off balance. The massive gray creature stumbled, twisted nearly all the way around, and toppled toward the ground. Athore finished him off before he could rise.
 
   Athore turned back to the hamstrung troll, who had managed to get back onto its feet with the aid of an abandoned car. It was weaponless, but bellowed in angry defiance as Athore sauntered forward.
 
   “Finish it, half-breed,” the troll barked.
 
   Athore touched a hand to his forehead in mock salute and stepped forward. It was over in mere moments. Athore buried his axe into the ground next to the lifeless trolls and sat down on the hood of car, which buckled and protested under the strain.
 
   Caleb’s eyes widened in grudging admiration. What the half-breed Athore had just done, Caleb would have normally said was impossible. Even with a gun, Caleb would have been hard pressed to kill both trolls. The trolls had skin like stone that even armor-piercing rounds had trouble getting through. It would have taken some incredible shots to the eyes or soft spots—the groin, mouth, nose, ears, or throat—for Caleb to kill one.
 
   Loran laughed, a genuine smile of pleasure coming over his thin, bloodless lips. 
 
   “Well done, well done indeed, Athore,” Loran said approvingly. “I see that Granil chooses his envoys well.”
 
   Athore inclined his head slightly and bared his yellowed, pointed teeth in a snarl. “If you be done with your little test, Loran, I do be needing to return to me Dragonlord soon and the journey is long. Let’s be getting this done here and now.”
 
   “I agree. The siege at Raleigh is already under way. The assistance of your Dragonlord is no longer required.”
 
   Athore leapt to his feet, his axe seeming to leap into his hands. “This be not the agreement made between Granil and Mortan! The hosts of Granil and the Browns will be joining the battle at Raleigh, with you or against you. You be choosing which.”
 
   Loran made a strange gesture with his right hand and pushed it out toward Athore with an indecipherable shout. Athore was thrown backwards as if struck by the force of a small car, flying at least twenty feet through the air in a jumble of arms and legs before he crashed into one of the abandoned vehicles strewn about the valley. The car buckled and bent under the force of the crash. Broken glass exploded outward from the shattered windows.
 
   Athore toppled, face-forward, onto the ground. Shards of glass stuck up from his back, stained orange with his blood.
 
   “The agreement is annulled,” Loran snapped, pulling the hood of his red cloak back up over his head. “Tell Granil that his services are no longer required and, should he desire to test his might against the power of Mortan-zai, he is more than welcome to meet his death at our hands.” 
 
   Without a backward glance, Loran turned on his heels and headed back the way he had come, soon vanishing behind the hills.
 
   Caleb sat motionless behind the blackened tree stump, eyes off the scope, not understanding what he had just seen. 
 
   Down in the valley, Athore moved shakily, his arms twitching and jerking uncontrollably as he struggled to rise. He pulled himself halfway up the car, but his legs wouldn’t move. He yanked feebly at the roof, struggling vainly to pull himself up, but his grip slowly gave way and he slid down the side of the car. 
 
   Caleb looked down at his rifle and then glanced down to the valley where Loran had disappeared. The gun would create too much noise if he wanted to follow Loran. Shouldering it, he drew a short, wide-bladed knife from his boot and got to his feet.
 
   He picked his way down the hill, careful not to send too much ash and dust into the air. Athore had managed to get himself up into a sitting position. Orange blood pooled around him, making a sickening slurry of ash and debris. Caleb walked up to him, knife held at the ready. Athore glanced up at him and grinned.
 
   “I thought I be smelling more human flesh earlier.” A fit of coughing overcame him and he spat up blood. “This be how I die then? Betrayed by the wizard and killed by a human—a pitiful human.”
 
   Caleb ignored him. Athore’s axe lay within easy reach of his fully functional right hand, even if everything else from the waist down was lifeless.
 
   “Listen to me, human,” Athore said suddenly. The intensity of his words made Caleb pause. “Chaos will reign. You will all die. Mortan will start with us—with the Browns—but eventually you will all die. This is just the beginning.”
 
   Caleb shrugged and flipped his knife over in his hand. “I’m already dead.”
 
   His arm pumped and the knife took Athore just below the throat. It was an easy throw, one that didn’t give Caleb even the slightest surge of pride.
 
   Athore gurgled weakly and then slumped forward in death.
 
   Ten minutes later, Caleb was tracking once more, his knife back in its sheath and devoid of the half-troll’s yellow-orange blood. A few hundred yards from where he had witnessed the encounter between Loran and Athore, more tracks merged with the pair that he followed. From the breadth, depth, and number, Caleb judged that at least six more trolls had joined up with the man. If Caleb was lucky, he’d be able to sneak up on a few of the trolls while they were alone and then pick them off one by one. That was way too many for Caleb to take on at once, even without the addition of Loran’s apparent power. 
 
   He still didn’t fully understand that, though he’d been mulling it over in his mind ever since the fight. Athore had called Loran a wizard, but he couldn’t accept that answer. Despite all the evidence to the contrary around him, Caleb still needed something rational to which he could cling. Otherwise the hunter within him would take over.
 
   Caleb found the remains of a large fire where they must have camped the night before and what was left of an evening meal, but the smell dissuaded him from investigating any further. An unwanted memory reared up in his mind and threatened to overcome him at the sight, but he pushed it away. He followed the tracks north along the edge of an old highway, the asphalt all but hidden beneath a film of ash and debris. He kept at least half a mile behind them at all times, just close enough to see the small black cloud they kicked into the air. He shadowed their movements for most of the day. They stopped only once, late in the afternoon, but they were up and moving again within only a few short moments. 
 
   Caleb dripped with sweat and his throat was parched from the cool, dry air, but he didn’t slow, nor did his grip slacken on his rifle.
 
   Night fell. 
 
   As darkness closed in, his other senses heightened to compensate for his decreased vision. The faint sound of gunfire made a staccato note of discord in the night, augmented by the concussive rumble of a distant mortar exploding. The Raleigh city-fortress was really under siege.
 
    Though the darkness hid most of the normal landmarks of the area, he knew he was close. The hilly ground and deserted, decaying buildings of the old city would have hid the battle and the city-fortress walls from view even without the dark, but he knew from experience that the flashes from gunfire and mortar shells carried in the black and he’d soon be able to see them against the cloudy sky. He kept his eyes peeled upwards and was rewarded with a faint, flickering glow in the sky as he crested the top of one of the larger hills. 
 
   Memories swirled around in his mind at the sights and sounds, mimicking the shadows that danced around him. For a moment, he wasn’t there walking along the abandoned road any longer. For a moment, he was back within the Charlotte city-fortress, hearing gunfire and feeling the desperate wash of pain and fear slip over him. Then he was back in the moment again.
 
   As he crested another hill, two figures, who had obviously been shadowing him, rushed him from either side. The one on the left raised a cudgel and Caleb spun to face it. His rifle bucked in his hands as he fired off a quick shot. The flash threw the short figure into sudden detail, revealing a shock of auburn hair bursting out around the edges of a conical steel cap and a startled expression on the squat man’s bearded face. The light reflected off more metal on the man’s chest. The shot went wide.
 
   Caleb heard a muffled noise behind him and realized he’d forgotten the other figure. He twisted at the hip, dropping his rifle and reaching for his handgun, but he only made it halfway before something hard connected with the back of his skull and his vision exploded in a flash of white. He toppled forward into the ash in a sprawling heap, a trickle of blood tracing down the side of his face.
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   Caleb’s eyes snapped open and, in that same moment of awakening, he reached for his gun. 
 
   It wasn’t there. 
 
   One hand dove under his shirt and felt the reassuring presence of his ring still dangling from its chain. The other hand checked for his concealed knives, one at the nape of his neck and the other in the top of his boot. Both were missing. He grunted away the headache that throbbed at his temples and banished the last remnants of grogginess. He got to his feet.
 
   The room he was in was dark but not lightless. There was a faint trickle of light that streamed into the room from beneath the door that gave him a view of the stark walls around him. There was no sign of his captors. For a fleeting moment the thought crossed his mind that some of the trolls had doubled back on him and that he was now in their mercy. He fought down a wave of panic mixed with fear. Blood pounded through his head, augmenting the headache and making him nauseous. 
 
   Thomas’s voice echoed in the recesses of his mind and admonished him to stay calm and assess the situation as best he could. He took a deep, calming breath and allowed his training to take over. The one fleeting glimpse he had gotten of his attackers had shown a short, stocky figure with a beard. Facial hair wasn’t something the goblins or trolls Caleb had seen had been blessed with. That meant his captors were human, probably marauders. 
 
   He heaved a sigh and studied his prison. He had been lying on an old mattress, musty and torn, but there were no other furnishings that he could see. The walls were thick slabs of concrete, except for the door, which was a riveted steel contraption with a wheel mechanism like a naval ship. With a sudden start he realized that he was in a survival bunker. They had been built as an escape from a nuclear inevitability that had never come. A strange place to find marauders. 
 
   He needed more information. He got to his feet, walked over to the door and rapped it smartly with his knuckles. It would draw the attention of his captors or, at the very least, let him know that he wasn’t guarded. If the latter, he’d have to figure out how to get through the door on his own. If the former, he could play along with his captors until he found the right moment to escape.
 
   The wheel turned with a jarring screech of ill-used metal. The heavy door swung inward, and light flooded into the room, outlining the silhouette of a short figure holding a large shuttered lantern. 
 
   Caleb took a few steps back from the door to show that he was not going to try anything, though his eyes darted everywhere in search of escape.
 
   “Awake, are you?” the figure said in heavily accented English. “You’re a tough nut to crack, lad, make no mistake. No’ many of your kind can withstand a blow from one of me kin.”
 
   The silhouette moved forward and stepped to the side. The light from the hallway illuminated him. He was short and squat with burnished reddish-brown hair and beard that hung down in thick frayed braids. His face was stony and hard, as if chiseled from rock, though his blue opal eyes twinkled with suppressed merriment. A thick, long-bladed knife hung off his thick leather belt. 
 
   “You’re a dwarf!” Caleb said, taking an involuntary step backward.
 
   The dwarf scowled at him. His eyes flashed, and Caleb felt a momentary flush of unease wash over him.
 
   “I’m a dverger. Dwarf is an insulting name you humans use. I wouldn’t make it a habit to be calling us that. You’ll be coming along now then. Sigvid wants to see you.”
 
   The dverger pulled a length of rope from behind his back and approached cautiously, setting the lantern on the floor. Caleb considered his options in the few seconds it took the dverger to close the distance between them. He could slip past the dverger with ease and take his chances in the passages beyond, or he could allow himself to be bound and taken wherever his captors saw fit to take him. His instincts and his training pulled him toward escape, despite the other guards he knew were lurking just out of sight, but his curiosity had been piqued, and it had been a long time since that had happened. 
 
   He shook away the feeling and steeled himself to dart to the left, but something inexplicable stopped him. He allowed his hands to be bound, justifying the move by telling himself that getting a chance to look over the bunker would allow him to formulate a more well-planned escape attempt later. The bonds were tight, but not enough to stop the blood flow, for which he was grateful.
 
   “Come along now.” The dverger seized Caleb’s arm in a vice-like grip.
 
   He led Caleb out into the hall, which was lit by crackling torches. Several more guards met them at the other end of the hall, where a larger passageway intersected with theirs. The dvergers were outfitted in coats of burnished mail, and each carried either a heavy, two-handed axe or a short, thick hammer. They all had the same long-bladed knives hanging horizontally across their waists, though the sheaths were as unique as the individuals wearing them. 
 
   “We’ll take ‘im from here,” one of the guards said. “Get a move on, you.” He rammed the butt of his axe into Caleb’s back to get him moving forward. 
 
   The other guards formed up in a box around him. They were grim faced and silent and kept a firm grip on their weapons, but Caleb found himself studying them more than he studied the bunker around them. Broad in shoulder and powerfully muscled, they were everything that Caleb had always imagined dwarves would be. Wide, squat faces with bulbous noses. Jewel-like eyes slightly larger and deeper set than human eyes. Thick beards, on most of them at least, and long flowing locks that either hung free or in braids, unhindered or else peeking out from beneath conical steel caps. Some of the dvergers had shorter beards or mustaches that hung low in long, thick braids.
 
   Caleb had expected them to be dark or auburn-haired—that’s what legends said about dwarves at least—but the colors ranged from the darkest black he’d ever seen to a light, strawberry blond. Then again, these weren’t dwarves at all, but dvergers. What else had the fairy tales gotten wrong?
 
   They said nothing, but they studied him as much as he studied them. There was hostility in their gaze, and contempt, Caleb could tell, but there was also a small measure of curiosity, as if he were as new and mysterious to them as they were to him.
 
   The dverger guards led him down the main hall for several long, stoic minutes. Side passages opened up along the route at regular intervals, but the guards didn’t waver from their course. Nor did the speed at which they marched allow Caleb much opportunity to study the route they took whenever he managed to pull himself away from his study of the dvergers themselves. They entered a section of tunnels where the walls were reinforced with shoots of steel and where each side passage was barred by a thick door secured with a wheel lock. 
 
   Caleb gave a cursory glance over each door as they passed, but they were identical and didn’t offer any signs to mark the concourse of passages that branched out from the main passage. Even if there had been signs, they would have been the old fashioned neon ones, and there hadn’t been any electricity to power them in several years.
 
   The long passage ended abruptly at a large steel door that spanned the entire hall from one side to the other. A pair of guards stood on either side of it, axes resting comfortably on the ground. They wore ornate breastplates that made the ones worn by the trolls earlier look like they’d been made of aluminum foil. 
 
   Caleb wondered at the need for guards so deep within the bunker.
 
   “We did bring the prisoner to see Sigvid, son of Siglan,” the dverger behind Caleb said in a voice of granite. “Open the door an’ let us enter.”
 
   “It be open already, Harek,” the guard on the right said with a funny little bow. “So go in yourself, you old gaffer.”
 
   Harek grumbled something inarticulate as if he’d been insulted, but he ordered one of his guards to open the door. He prodded Caleb in the back again with the butt of his axe to get him moving. 
 
   Caleb adjusted his arms and shrugged in irritation but walked through the open door, silently berating himself for letting his curiosity overcome his training and instincts. It would be just his luck to die at the hands of dvergers that he’d let sneak up on him in the night. He almost laughed out loud. But then a cold realization cut him off as surely as a bucket of icy water on a hot summer’s day. 
 
   The hunter’s voice whispered in the back of his mind, urging him to find escape, to fight death at every cost. And yet, part of him longed to welcome it. For a moment, he was no longer walking through a door, but was in another place, screams sounding in the darkness around him, flames licking at wood, death pounding on the door. Then he was back.
 
   The hall opened up into a massive room about half the length of a football field and almost as wide. The ceiling stretched upward for several stories, mostly obscured by shadow. A wide metal ladder was fastened to the concrete walls opposite from the door. A large, sealed porthole-shaped opening was recessed in the ceiling at the end of the ladder. 
 
   Caleb suppressed a shudder at the thought of all the earth and concrete that had been above his head in the hall.
 
   Pulley mechanisms were anchored to the ceiling underneath the porthole. Ropes trailed down from each of them, the ends affixed to a heavy wooden platform that rested a few feet above the ground, propped up on wooden crates. A large party of dvergers was seated around the platform enjoying a meal. Barrels served as stools. A large fire blazed merrily a few yards from the lift, threating to set ablaze the ropes that secured the platform. The smoke wafted up and was pulled out into the night through the ventilation shafts in the ceiling. 
 
   Something crackled on a spit over the flames and Caleb’s stomach rumbled in sudden recognition of its emptiness. But as they drew nearer, he recoiled from the smell it gave off and almost retched. 
 
   The guards escorting him chuckled at his reaction, sucking in deep breaths through their noses and sighing heavily as if savoring the foul odor.
 
   “Can’t handle roast golgent, human?” Harek goaded, prodding him again.
 
   “Golgent?”
 
   “Them little green ones.” Harek laughed.
 
   The chuckles from the other dvergers deepened. Caleb glanced toward the fire. Whatever was cooking was much larger than any goblin or golgent—whatever—he’d ever seen, but it could have been a troll. He swallowed hard and looked away.
 
   The guards stopped a few feet from the table and Harek shoved Caleb forward toward one of the dvergers whose back was to him. 
 
   Caleb could feel the dvergers at the table studying him. Most of them were obscured from view either by the play of light and shadows or by the backs of those sitting opposite them. But their eyes seemed to glow in the firelight, almost goblin-like. He stared back into the eyes that scrutinized his every detail, ignoring the stolid inflexibility that met his gaze. 
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the contents of his pack strewn over one end of the table—foodstuffs, water sanitation capsules, and canned goods scattered haphazardly. His handgun, magazines, and some ammunition had been separated from the rest of his gear. His rifle, unfortunately, was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Who are you, human?” the dverger in front of him asked without turning to face him. This had to be Sigvid, the one they’d brought him here to see. “Have you come to aid the Red Dragonhosts?”
 
   Caleb raised an eyebrow. “No.” 
 
   “Lies,” another of the dvergers said. “You killed the mutant from the Browns. You be following Loran as a rear guard and be wounding Hafdane with your boomstick when he and Jamdar approached you. You do be a decoy, meant to flush us out before we could ambush the wizard!”
 
   “That’s a lie.” Caleb stared the dverger in the eyes and saw the rage that sprung up in them at the words. Apparently temper was one thing the stories got right about dwarves.
 
   “No one be calling me a liar and lives!” Spittle flew from the dverger’s lips. He grabbed an axe from behind him and leapt up on to the table. 
 
   The others shouted in protest as food and drink was tossed into their laps. 
 
   The dverger charged across the table, his axe raised above his head in a wide, open grip. Caleb watched him coming and calculated his next move with care. None of the others would intervene to save him. He could see it in their eyes. This was a test. They wanted to see what he would do. They wanted to watch him die. 
 
   They wouldn’t get that satisfaction.
 
   Caleb waited until the axe-wielder was nearly on top of him, the axe already beginning its descent, before he took a quick step forward and ducked his head, throwing his shoulder into the dverger’s knees at the very edge of the table. 
 
   The timing was perfect. The axe flew from the dverger’s hands, and he tumbled over Caleb’s shoulder to crash into Harek and the guards behind him. 
 
   Caleb didn’t turn, leaving his back exposed to the dverger he had just humiliated, and inclined his head toward the table before him as he righted himself.
 
   “Enough!” Sigvid shouted. At last the dverger turned in his chair and glared down at the jumble of bodies that were struggling to untangle themselves. His auburn hair and beard glinted in the firelight. Harek’s shouting from the bottom of the pile cut off as someone put an elbow in his mouth.
 
   “Human, what are you called?” Sigvid’s hard gray eyes stared back into his without blinking. 
 
   Caleb’s eyes flickered around the room, looking for escape, but his gaze was drawn back to the dverger in front of him. Why did he want to know his name?
 
   “I am called Caleb Matthews.”
 
   “Why were you following the wizard?”
 
   “I was trying to figure out the best way to kill the trolls he was with, and him, too, if I could.”
 
   “They are called trulgo, human.”
 
   Caleb shrugged and Sigvid continued his interrogation.
 
   “Why did you kill the golgent mutant Athore?”
 
   “He was a goblin—golgent, if that’s what you call them. That’s reason enough, isn’t it?”
 
   Sigvid held up a hand to silence the whispers that had broken out at the table. They quieted instantly.
 
   “You humans are a treacherous lot, tricksome and cruel, but the golgent and their ilk are worse. Since before the days of the Breaking, we dvergers have fought them at every turn, harried them, and cut them down in their sleep.” 
 
   The contempt in his voice was palpable. It was odd, though, that Sigvid spoke with much less accent than the others.
 
   “We’ve killed thousands of them, and they have claimed many of our brothers in return. They are creatures of the god Sayrin, devoted to death and destruction. They outnumber us here, in your world, and your kind has only swelled their numbers. Our greatest weapon now is secrecy and stealth, which is hard for a dverger, but by it we survive. You know us now and where we are. We are left with but two options: kill you or enslave you, never again to see the light of day. Do you work with the Dragonhosts? Are you one of the Dragonspawn, swearing devotion to Sayrin, Lord of Chaos? Answer truly, for your life depends on it.”
 
   Caleb knew that an immediate answer was needed, but as he opened his mouth to reply, a massive echoing explosion rocked the platform and sent it careening. It struck Sigvid with enough force to send him staggering into Caleb and knock them both to the ground. 
 
   Caleb fell hard, his bound arms inhibiting his ability to cushion his fall. His ears rang, but he heard and felt Sigvid scramble to his feet next to him. The platform trembled and cracked with the weight of falling dirt and shards of the porthole that had sealed the opening in the ceiling. Chunks of concrete struck around them. Caleb curled into a ball and brought his bound arms up over his exposed face. It was an awkward position, but it was all he could manage against his bonds.
 
   Something crackled and hissed as it shot over his head.
 
   “Wyrm!” someone shouted over the noise of battle and pain.
 
   Caleb scrambled to his knees and crouched down behind an overturned chair. Peering out over it, he saw a scene of absolute chaos unfold before him. 
 
   Dust hung heavy in the air, obscuring his vision, but not enough to hide the massive, red, lizard-like creature that skittered across the platform. Its long, hooked tail flashed out in a deadly arc. It disappeared into the dust but reappeared moments later accompanied by a sudden scream. A dverger dangled from the barb at the end of the tail, pierced through the neck. With a powerful flick, the creature sent the body flying through the air and into the gloom. 
 
   Caleb watched, stunned, as the lizard thing sucked in a deep breath and then spat out a stream of hissing black liquid that narrowly missed one of the guards that had escorted him into the room. The spittle smacked into an overturned chair, which began to bubble and smoke on contact. The chair dissolved before his eyes in a matter of moments.
 
   Caleb shouted something incoherent—dust, memory, and shadow swirling interchangeably—and studied the ground for something to cut his bonds. His training kicked in, and he realized that he could easily escape in the chaos of the battle. It was his chance. He found an abandoned knife and quickly severed the ropes that held his wrists. 
 
   Guttural shouts of anger and pain rose up around him as the bonds fell away. He chanced another quick glance over the top of the chair. Goblins slid down ropes from the gaping hole in the ceiling. A handful of the green-skinned creatures were already on the ground, curved swords meeting dverger axes. 
 
   Something inside him snapped. All thought of escape, of trying to flee, or even of his own personal safety fled before the fiery rage that swelled within him. The hunter took control.
 
   A golgent flung itself from one of the ropes onto the floor near him. Before it could move, the hunter was beside it. He tossed the body aside without a pause and then threw the knife at another golgent that had just landed on the ground, leaving the dagger buried, point first, in its eye. Scrambling back to the ruined mess of the platform, the hunter leapt onto the remnant of the table and grabbed for his gun, which was lying half-buried in a pile of scraps. He found a loaded magazine and rammed it in place. He grabbed two more nearby magazines and shoved them in a pocket.
 
   The lizard creature leapt off the other side of the platform after a knot of golgent at the far end of the room. 
 
   The hunter snapped off three quick shots, though only one found its mark. He took cover behind one of the chairs as the echoing retort of the gun reverberated through the room and drew even more golgent toward him. He emptied his remaining five rounds into the closest group, then dropped the magazine and replaced it with one of the spares in his pocket. He emptied another magazine into the group and watched bodies fall.
 
   “Human,” Sigvid’s voice rang out over the echoes of gunfire. “Look out!”
 
   The hunter reacted instinctively. He dropped to the ground and rolled to one side. Sizzling acid crackled over his head. The lizard creature, drawn by the sounds of shooting, barreled down on him with the force of a small train. The hunter dropped the empty magazine and struggled to lock his final one into place. It clicked home at the last possible moment. The slide racked forward. He pulled the trigger and shot, point blank, into the creature’s face.
 
   Time seemed to freeze and reality distorted. He was no longer there with dwarves, no longer facing down a massive, red-scaled lizard. He was back there on the night when his world had come crumbling down around him on a goblin’s blade. He was firing, not at the lizard, but at the goblins that had come crawling in through his hovel door. 
 
   He fired shot after shot, unloading the entire magazine, as the creature’s momentum carried it into him, crushing him under the weight of its massive bulk. He struck his head on the concrete floor and his vision blurred. Thought vanished; memory and reality changed places and then switched back again. Pain flared. He kept on pulling the trigger mindlessly. Tears streamed down his face. 
 
   Rough hands grasped at his shoulders and pulled him out from under the dead weight of the carcass with surprising strength. A dverger face appeared before his eyes. Caleb could tell that his mouth was moving, but he didn’t hear anything that was being said. Images of Rachel, the distant echoes of gunfire, and the sound of crackling flames played across his mind.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rachel,” he cried. “I’m sorry!”
 
   A sharp slap across the face pulled him mostly out of the fog. It was like bursting onto the surface of the ocean, gasping for air in stunned disbelief and denial of what had just occurred. He let his handgun hang loosely from his hand. The slide had locked back, every round spent long before he stopped shooting.
 
   “Move, human!” Sigvid barked. He half-supported, half-carried Caleb across the room. “There’s another way out.”
 
   Heavy fighting continued around them. Caleb forced himself to focus as best he could but failed to completely banish the fog and memory from his mind. Pain from a number of smaller wounds stung and burned as he ran, but he pushed through the haze and continued on.
 
   “I’m all right,” he lied. He picked up his pace so that the dverger didn’t have to support him.
 
   Sigvid grunted and broke into a run, letting out a shrill whistle that pierced the din of battle with amazing clarity. 
 
   Caleb hurried to follow, pausing only for an instant to holster his empty gun and grab one of the long knives that lay abandoned on the floor. Other dvergers joined them in response to the whistled call for retreat, matching their pace as they ran. They thundered into the long hallway and slammed the door shut behind them. One of the dvergers shoved the haft of an axe through the locking wheel, securing it in place. A handful of other dvergers broke off from the main group and darted down the first passage that branched off from the main hall. The remaining dvergers, all of whom bore wounds from battle, snapped fists to chests in a salute toward those who were fleeing. 
 
   Sigvid motioned for them to continue onward as echoing bangs resounded from the doorway behind them. “They’ve gone to collapse the bunker!” he shouted over the noise. 
 
   Caleb nodded his understanding, all his focus intent on keeping pace with the swift dvergers’ flight. Something didn’t seem right, something about the dvergers and the salute, but he didn’t have the mental capacity to do more than put one foot in front of the other without falling. Though he was taller and longer legged than the dvergers, images and memories flashed across his vision, slowing him down no matter how desperately he fought to keep them at bay.
 
   “Come on, human.” Sigvid tugged him into a side passage and slammed the door closed behind them.
 
   The other dvergers ran in front of them. Caleb had been so engrossed in his own inner turmoil that he hadn’t noticed them dart into the branching tunnel.
 
   The picture of a long curved sword, wet with deep red blood, flitted through his mind and then vanished again.
 
   “What was the red lizard thing?” he asked in an effort to force his mind to focus on the present. 
 
   “A wyrm.”
 
   “It looked more like a giant lizard to me.”
 
   “Not worm, wyrm,” Sigvid snapped, and this time Caleb heard the difference in inflection. “Wyrms are dragon-kin, throwbacks of breeding between Reds and Browns, bred for the purpose of hunting down and killing dvergers. There’s a deep hatred between the two races, dragon and dverger, that is as ancient and powerful as the stone itself. Don’t you know anything at all, human?”
 
   Caleb ignored the quip. He hurried along in the crowd of dvergers, swept along in their mad scramble to escape. They came to a ladder at the end of the passage and quickly clambered up it, Sigvid at the rear. 
 
   The ladder led them out into the warm night air, in the lee of a large hill, through a thick hidden door that rested in its side. Not a sound broke the nighttime silence, evidence of the fact that they were far from the Raleigh city-fortress and the battle that waged there. 
 
   Sigvid, climbing up out of the bunker behind Caleb, slammed the door shut behind him and pulled ash and sand down over it to cover it up.
 
   “Are there other doors like this one?” Caleb asked. His thoughts were on the group that had broken off earlier to collapse the tunnels.
 
   Sigvid glowered at him. “They knew what they were volunteering for,” he snapped, pulling twin battle-axes from his belt. “Now move, human, or they will have died in vain.”
 
   Caleb glanced over his shoulder at the empty land around him. For just a moment the hunter reared up within him and ordered him to flee. He almost took that first step.
 
   He swung the long knife he had picked up in the tunnels experimentally. It was well balanced, if a little small. He turned back to the dverger and met Sigvid’s gaze. There was something in them—anger, pain, sadness, curiosity. But there was also a note of understanding that Caleb could not escape. 
 
   He nodded at the dverger once and followed him into the night.
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   Eric fiddled with the hose, careful not to detach it from the rest of the filtration system. The water started flowing more swiftly and he let go. He still needed to change out the filters. The omnipresent ash and debris had an annoying habit of clogging those things on an almost daily basis, but he’d have Dan come and do that later. 
 
   Eventually, Eric knew he’d have to come up with a way of making the filters last longer, but right now he simply didn’t have the time or energy to add one more project to his plate. Natalie already complained about the number of unfinished projects sitting around their cramped rooms. Was it his fault that there was always so much to do? He hadn’t chosen to lead this little group of survivors, but since he was the smartest and most educated, the role had fallen to him.
 
   Eric sighed and got to his feet. He ran a finger through his longish blond hair, not caring that it smeared grease and grime in it. Before the cataclysms, he’d just finished a master’s degree in both electrical and mechanical engineering, so getting his hands dirty was actually cathartic for him. He was two steps away from the filtration system before he remembered to go back for his rifle.
 
   Feeling bashful and glad that no one else was around to see, Eric picked up his AR-15 and slung it over one shoulder. He wasn’t a warrior, not at all, but no one was safe unarmed anymore. And no one could really claim not to be a fighter, not anyone that was still alive anyway.
 
   He strode through the tunnels and culverts with the strong steps born of familiarity. The tunnels that they called home were an odd place, riddled with unnatural irregularities. Parts of the interconnecting warren of tunnels, passages, and caverns appeared to be modern, manmade hallways with pieces of sewer machinery or pipes and electrical wire within them. But these connected seamlessly with old, red brick passages that had antiquated sconces set into the wall to hold torches or lanterns, though none of those remained. They were ancient. Incredibly so. 
 
   Still other passages appeared to be chiseled out of the rock itself, with tracks down the center for carts or perhaps a tiny train, though none of these were tall enough to admit any but the shortest of men. 
 
   And on and on. 
 
   The tunnels seemed to continue on for miles, stretching under the mountain without end. It was as if someone had grabbed a hundred different puzzle pieces from a hundred different puzzles.
 
   They had come to accept the oddities. It was simply a fact of life. There were more important things to wonder about, like where there next meal was coming from, or how they were going to find get enough clean water to drink. 
 
   Occasionally, though, Eric still found himself thinking about it, though never long enough to puzzle out any meaning behind it. Despite the odd circumstances around which they had been discovered, the tunnels were home. Utah had missed the brunt of the onslaught when the Dragonhosts—the hordes of monstrous creatures led by dragons and their riders—had begun their marches across the land. Provo had remained unscathed through the first few months. But then the hordes had swarmed over the city like a pestilential plague, destroyed the garrisons, and burned all of Utah and Salt Lake Counties to the ground. 
 
   Eric had been ready, though, and had escaped into the sewers and tunnels he had discovered underneath his university. It had kept him and his family safe during the majority of the battle. The few monsters that had managed to make their way into the tunnels had been easily dispatched, and the dragons were far too big to get into even the largest of the passages. In the beginning, most of the antennae and communications arrays had worked and he and Dan had been able to maintain radio contact with the outside world. Eric had even been able to place a few calls on his cell phone to friends and family throughout the country. He had only been able to reach a handful. He harbored a silent hope that some of them were still alive, but that hope was buried beneath the layers of rage that had consumed him since he had been forced to take refuge in the tunnels. Natalie was the only one who could penetrate his barriers, and even then with difficulty. 
 
   One day, though, even the radios had stopped working. Now the only electronics that worked were those that ran on batteries, which were becoming scarcer every year. They stockpiled those they could find amongst the burnt-out remnant of the overcity, which is what they’d taken to calling the ruins of Provo. He’d taken in the refugees they’d come across in their scavengings, but as their numbers had grown, it had forced more and more frequent trips into the city above, and further and further distances to travel in order to find areas that hadn’t already been picked clean.
 
   Light filtered down through openings in the ceiling—old drains from the street above—signaling that he was getting close to the Commons. Occasional piles of ash hid small nests of rats and diverted the thin stream of water that ran through the tunnel. As Eric strode by, a particularly large rat squeaked in annoyance, picking up a rotting apple rind and disappearing into a pile of ash. 
 
   It was an interesting cycle. He scavenged from the dead to stay alive, and the rat scavenged from the living to keep from dying.
 
   The sound of echoing voices rolled down the tunnel toward him. He smiled and grabbed the strap on his rifle to hold it in place so he could break into a run. His smile faltered when he realized that the voices were raised in alarm. Otherwise he would not have been able to hear them—he was still too far away. He slipped his AR-15 off his shoulder and ran down the tunnel without a second thought. 
 
   He burst into the Commons onto a scene of confusion and anger. Most of the people were massed near the far entrance, the only opening large enough to admit the wagons that their foraging teams used. The crowd was massed around one of these wagons, surrounding five bruised and battered men who were being treated by the few medically trained personnel they had among them. 
 
   Eric hurried over to them, a sense of dread spreading through him like a bucket of icy water. There had been six men in the group when they had left that morning. 
 
   Dan, the leader of the party and Eric’s younger brother, pushed aside the hands that were trying to clean blood off his face and got to his feet as Eric approached.
 
   “What happened?” Eric asked. He shouldered his rifle and gestured for the gathered throng to begin unloading the wagon. 
 
   They hesitated but reluctantly started shifting boxes and bags of supplies out of the wagon and into waiting hands. Just because something bad had happened didn’t mean they shouldn’t still be pragmatic about their life-saving supplies. 
 
   As the crowd drifted apart Natalie appeared and hurried to Eric’s side. She picked up one of the discarded rags and gently brushed the blood and grime away from Dan’s bruised face.
 
   “We were on our way back from the old barracks down on Freedom Boulevard with the land mines and other equipment when we were ambushed by a group of those armored troll-things and a giant red lizard-creature.” Dan massaged his temples, a heavy sigh escaping his lips. “The lizard thing was at least seven feet long and spat acid. Kevin took a stream of it to the face and was dead before he could scream. The rest of us opened fire on the trolls, and I think we were able to take a few of them in the chaos that followed. The lizard took off after the first shots were fired, and the trolls ran off after it. We secured the wagon and hightailed it back here. We took the long route and circled back in from the north.”
 
   An icy hand gripped Eric’s stomach and twisted at his insides, as it did every time he lost someone. This was supposed to have been Eric’s patrol, Eric’s mission. But he’d traded with Dan and Kevin so he could look after the filter. Patrolling was a fighter’s job. Fixing broken things was his.
 
   “Did you cover your tracks and make sure no one was following you?” Eric asked out of reflex, before realizing to whom he was speaking.
 
   “Of course I did,” Dan snapped.
 
   Eric raised a hand and placed it on his younger brother’s shoulder. Losing someone made his brother surly. Who wouldn’t be?
 
   “Who’s on perimeter guard, Natalie?” Eric asked, glancing over at his wife.
 
   She made a wry face. “Roberts.”
 
   Eric almost groaned. While he probably wasn’t a very good leader, he at least knew he couldn’t show his true feelings about the man with everyone around them, especially not in light of what had just happened. They were scared enough. 
 
   Eric turned back to Dan, who was already getting to his feet.
 
   “Dan, can you—” Eric began, but Dan was already waving a hand at him and picking up his rifle, a smaller p90, suitable for close-quarter fighting.
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” Dan said, gesturing to one of the men who’d come to help unload to follow him. “I’ll go check on the Captain.”
 
   Eric waved his thanks and then assigned one of the men to oversee the rest of the unloading. He nodded significantly at Natalie, who handed her rag to another of the women and followed Eric out of the Commons.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Natalie asked softly once they were out of earshot.
 
   “Hmm? Oh, at that particular moment I was wondering if an ionized carbon barrier in the filtration system would help with the ash buildup. A bacterial algae would probably work better, but I’m not sure where . . .” Eric trailed off when he saw Natalie’s face.
 
   “You know that’s not what I meant.”
 
   Eric scratched at his head. “I know. But that was what I was thinking right then. Maybe if we looked in an old pet store—no, sorry. I think we’ll be safe here in our home, Natalie.” He turned down a side tunnel toward their personal rooms. “I have some new ideas for the perimeter, and I think the new phosphorus mines and grenades will work well to deter anything that comes too close.”
 
   “What about this new thing, the giant lizard Dan was talking about?” There was a note of impatience in her voice, which was never a good sign.
 
   “Those are new,” he said. “But that’s not unexpected. We see new things crop up all the time as they pass back and forth between the realities. Maybe if we could find one, we’d be able to cross over to where the dragons came from . . . that would be interesting, wouldn’t it—”
 
   Natalie cut him off. “Only if your theory about part of our world getting sucked into theirs is true. If not, we’d be dead before you could say, ‘Oh look, there’s another dragon.’”
 
   Eric shook his head, his motions so exuberant that his rifle clanked against one wall. “I have a theory about that too. There must be humans in their world, too, or some form of us. That would explain the massive numbers of men and women among the Dragonhosts. When they started messing with the ‘God Particle,’ they set off the chain reactions which allowed divergent realities to come together in . . .” He trailed off again. 
 
   Natalie had stopped and was staring at him with hands on her hips, which was an even worse sign than the earlier irritation in her voice.
 
   “Yes, yes,” she said. “You warned them not to mess with what God had created and they ignored you since you were just a PhD student and hadn’t given up on your ‘misguided religious intolerance of fact.’ I’m going to go talk to everyone, spread the word that everything will be all right and arrange a small service for Kevin. I don’t know what you’re going to do, but maybe you should go check the perimeter with Dan or something.”
 
   Eric recognized that tone. It meant he’d done something wrong again.
 
   “What did I do?”
 
   Natalie shook her head and turned back the way they’d come. 
 
   Eric stood and watched her retreating in the semi-darkness for a few moments, scratching at his bare chin absently. He could name the entire periodic table, disassemble and reassemble machinery of any size, understand and write papers on quantum mechanics that changed the view of an entire field, but sometimes his own wife was as foreign to him as Mandarin Chinese.
 
   Shaking his head, he turned and headed for his rooms. When he reached them, he quickly lit a lamp with one of the phosphorus matches he’d made a few weeks earlier. He was almost out and would need to make another batch later. 
 
   Leaning his rifle against the wall, Eric picked up the lamp and walked through the sleeping chamber to the other room behind. The light glittered off his tools and projects in various states of incompleteness. He hung the lantern on the wall, sat down at one of the tables, and picked up one of the modified trip mines he’d been working on for about a month now. He had a feeling his little group of ragtag survivors would need them soon.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Several hours later, Eric looked up from his work to notice that Natalie was sitting at the other table. He started and Natalie smiled.
 
   “Do you ever get tired of doing that?” Eric asked.
 
   “Not when it makes you jump every time.”
 
   Eric grinned and set the grenade he’d been working on to one side. 
 
   Natalie waited for him to dust off his hands and put his tools away before speaking again. When she did, she picked at the bench she was sitting on, not meeting his eye.
 
   “I’m sorry for snapping at you earlier,” she said, sheepish. “I was just frustrated, scared, and emotional. We’ve always been safe here. You know I get edgy every time something new shows up.”
 
   Eric smiled and nodded, reaching out a hand to her. 
 
   She got to her feet, all five feet and two inches of her, and seemed to bound over to him. 
 
   He wrapped her in an embrace, glad that she’d always been willing to ignore his dirty hands and rough edges.
 
   “It will be all right,” Eric said soothingly. “I’ll set new perimeter defenses and make sure we have enough supplies on hand to last us a few months. The goblins and trolls that wander through here always pass on after a few weeks of fruitless searching. I think I’ve even found a way to enhance the water filters to compensate for the ash. It may even work this time, the Lord willing.”
 
   Natalie laughed softly and cupped one of her hands inside of his. She brought her other hand up to wrap around his chin and right cheek, lifting his head so he could look into her eyes.
 
   “Eric,” she said, hesitantly. “I . . . I have something I need to tell you.”
 
   Eric frowned. Usually when Natalie beat around the bush with things it was because she had something to tell him that he wasn’t going to like.
 
   “Ok.”
 
   “I um—well we—” She paused and brushed a strand of her auburn hair away from her freckled face. Her eyes were very green today. “We’re going to have a baby,” she said all in a rush.
 
   “That’s all right, my dear.” Eric said out of reflex, then stopped, blinking rapidly. “Wait, what did you say?”
 
   Natalie gave his face a playful little shake. “I’m pregnant, Eric. You’re going to be a father.”
 
   “Pregnant?!” Eric stood up in rush, lifting Natalie off her feet and swinging her around in the air. 
 
   “Yes.” Natalie laughed.
 
   Eric laughed along with her, though there was a small note of trepidation and fear bouncing around in the back of his mind. Though he presented a brave face for everyone else and he honestly did believe they were relatively safe here, he wasn’t at all sure he wanted to bring a baby into this world.
 
   “Have you told anyone besides me?” Eric asked instead of voicing his concerns.
 
   “Put me down, you great ogre.” Natalie laughed. 
 
   Eric returned her to the floor. 
 
   “Only you. You’re going to be the father, after all. I figured you should be the first to know.”
 
   “I appreciate that. We should tell everyone else. It will lift their spirits and boost hope after losing Kevin.”
 
   “We will. Just not now, I don’t think,” Natalie said, a note of her earlier trepidation returning. “Not right now. I want to wait a while and see how things go.”
 
   Maybe Eric wasn’t the only one with misgivings. He found himself grinning foolishly anyway.
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   Caleb’s lungs burned with pain by the time the dvergers came to a halt. His legs were barely able to support his weight. They wobbled and shook with each plodding step. 
 
   His vision was blurred with exhaustion, but he noticed that he and the dvergers were in a small, sheltered valley. There was something odd about it that Caleb couldn’t place. He blinked a few times and had to shake his head to clear it before he realized what it was.
 
    The valley was completely devoid of ash. A few haggard, wilting plants clotted the valley floor.
 
    There was something else about the valley. Something alien. Even through his exhaustion he could sense it. As they walked toward a small cave almost hidden behind a large boulder, Caleb felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.
 
   “We should bind the human,” someone said from behind him, “and blindfold him. He should not be allowed to see the sacred valley halls.”
 
   Several other dvergers grumbled their agreement. They were not as winded as he, despite their heavy armor and the leaden weapons they carried.
 
   “No,” Sigvid said, “I speak for him.”
 
   “He do be a spy, Sigvid,” the other dverger said. 
 
   Blinking tiredly, Caleb recognized the voice as belonging to the axe-wielder from the bunker. He steeled himself for the coming confrontation, shrugging aside his exhaustion.
 
   “Do you know this, Bothvar? When did you become a cleric, able to see into the future by Atelho’s will? We could surely use one who can see with the All-Father’s Eye.” Sigvid’s response carried the weight of command. Thomas had spoken with that same tone.
 
   “I don’t need to be a cleric to be knowing that he’s a dragon’s pet. Look at him! This murdering animal led that wyrm straight to us!”
 
   Bothvar clutched his axe with white-knuckled hands and shot Caleb a look of such venom and loathing that he recoiled despite himself. The dverger stood with his feet wide, ready for a fight. 
 
   Caleb’s brain refused to work correctly, but the hunter within him, the survivor, guided his hand toward the hilt of his long knife and ordered his body to sink into a ready position. He surreptitiously scanned the valley for a means of escape, though the dvergers had closed into a broken circle around him. The majority of the group clumped close to Bothvar, their faces grim and eyes hard. Only a few remained standing beside Sigvid and Caleb. The tension in the air was palpable.
 
   “Wyrms find us as they always do. This human killed it and saved us all. I would think you would be thanking him instead of insulting his honor by carrying on like an old fishwife.” Sigvid’s voice was cold. “Now unless you want to declare Holmganga here and now, which you can’t do under Enclave Law, get your stupid, fat face inside.” He pushed past Bothvar and the other dvergers and entered the cave. 
 
   Caleb stumbled after him, his mind screaming at him to turn and run out into the night.
 
   The entrance was small and shallow. Caleb didn’t know how they were all going to fit inside. Sigvid ran his hands down one of the walls until he found a particular depression in the rock. With a little shove, a cleverly hidden door opened inward. A faint greenish glow streamed into the cave. Sigvid pushed Caleb forward and scowled at the dvergers that crowded into the cavern behind him.
 
   The glow that illuminated the passage emanated from several round glass orbs that were suspended from the ceiling. It was not a natural tunnel. Caleb was alert enough to realize that. It had been cut out of the rock by well-practiced hands. The walls were perfectly smooth, without a single chisel mark to mar the perfection of the craftsmanship.
 
   “Move along, human,” Sigvid shouted from behind him.
 
   He hurried forward, but the dvergers still pushed passed him toward an iron-clad door that was recessed in the wall a few feet away. They opened it and shoved Caleb inside. 
 
   Caleb allowed himself to be pushed. A little abuse was nothing. If the dvergers were going to kill him, they would have done so already.
 
   A pile of blankets lay in a hammock that was clamped into the wall with iron hooks. Another of the strange glass orbs hung from the ceiling on a strand of wire. A roughly hewn wooden table and a couple of chairs were recessed in the far corner.
 
   “Stay here,” Sigvid ordered from the doorway. “Sleep if you must. There are some things that I must attend to before they cave in on me! By Úndin’s eternal beard, what am I to do with you? I will be back later with some food and drink.” He shut the door. 
 
   Caleb heard the scrape of the key in the lock. He was too tired to care. He flopped down onto the hammock, pulled a blanket over himself, and was almost instantly asleep.
 
   A voice whispered in the darkness, so faint that it remained indistinguishable from the sound of a mild breeze. Except there was no wind. Not even a breath of it. 
 
   He strained to make out words. He stood rooted in place, unable to move a muscle. 
 
   The voice called to him. It compelled him to listen, to hear, even as he struggled to breathe and fight against the enveloping darkness. He needed to reach out to that voice, to find the speaker. The voice was freedom. Safety.
 
   The voice whispered near him, just outside his reach. He tensed every muscle against the force that held him bound, exerting all his strength in a heroic effort to reach out to the speaker—to hear the words. 
 
   Something gave. The whispered words hit him with the force of a blow.
 
   “Find me, Caleb!”
 
   It was Rachel’s voice.
 
   Caleb sat upright in the blankets. The hammock swayed dangerously, but he didn’t fall. Icy sweat drenched his brow and made his shirt stick to his chest. His heart raced and his chest heaved harder than it had during his earlier flight. The ring bounced against his chest beneath his shirt with each gasping breath. The metal felt as if it too, had frozen. 
 
   He had dreamed of Rachel every night for the last two years, usually as he had last seen her, with Benson in her arms, but it had never felt so real before—like he could reach out and touch her, hold her once again. 
 
   His arms ached with longing and he realized that he was crying. He didn’t care. 
 
   A key scraped in the lock, sending Caleb’s hand flying to the long knife’s hilt. The lock clicked and the door swung inward. 
 
   Sigvid stepped into the room. He was devoid of armor and weaponry, clad only in thick woolen leggings, belted at the waist, a tunic, and a black leather vest. 
 
   Caleb placed the knife across his lap within easy reach and scrubbed the back of his hand across his face. The move only served to smear the dirt that had gone damp with his tears.
 
   “Not much to look at, are you?” the dverger said without preamble.
 
   Caleb shrugged. He hadn’t given much thought to his appearance in months, nor was the opportunity to find a mirror or clear water to view his reflection something that occurred frequently.
 
   “You’ve been in here awhile; you must be hungry. I know I promised you food, but I’m afraid you’ll have to come with me to get it.” Sigvid turned his back on him and walked back out through the door. “You can keep the langsaxe.”
 
   Caleb hesitated. Sigvid had left the door open. The way was clear. There were only a few dozen feet between him and freedom. Caleb was sure that he could make it to the concealed cavern before the dverger even realized what was going on. He could be gone in minutes, and with an army of golgent, trulgo, and their ilk close by, he could return to the hunt.
 
   He was at the door in moments, the long knife tucked into his belt and his heart already pumping with anticipatory adrenaline, ready for the mad dash to freedom. Something stopped him at the door though. Some unknown, unconscious feeling pressed in on him and Caleb found himself turning right, toward the dverger and deeper into the maze of tunnels. Sigvid was waiting for him only a few steps further down the hall, arm crossed across his broad chest and a short wooden pipe dangling from the corner of his lip. 
 
   “You’re not as stupid as you look either, human,” the dverger said, pulling the pipe free and using the stem to point down the hall. “If you’d tried going that way you’d have been dead before you took the second step.”
 
   Caleb didn’t give the dverger the satisfaction of looking over his shoulder. He should have known, should have suspected that there would be more tests to see what he would do when given an obvious opportunity to escape. He silently berated himself, though he had managed to avoid the trap. Perhaps it was the last vestiges of sleep from which he had abruptly awoken, but his mind was processing information more slowly, lost in the haunting echoes of Rachel’s voice.
 
   “Why am I here?” he asked.
 
   “Only Úndin can answer that one for you. I’d be scuppered if I know why I went through all that effort to keep you alive.” The dverger used his pipe to scratch under his bushy, auburn beard before he stowed it away in a pocket.
 
   Caleb waited for the dverger to explain further. When no answer was forthcoming, he tried a different question.
 
   “Why are you here? The golgent and trulgo, as you call them, they’ve been here from the beginning, but you’re the first—dverger, is it?—I’ve seen. How’d you get here?”
 
   “‘Twas the Breaking, boy. It brought us all together. You must’ve been living in a cave if you haven’t figured that one out yet. Maybe that wyrm did more damage than I thought.”
 
   “Breaking?”
 
   “You are daft, then,” Sigvid said. When Caleb’s expression didn’t change the dverger gave an exasperated sigh and continued. “Ack, I’ll need food and mead in my belly before I delve too deeply into this tale.”
 
   Sigvid, without waiting for any kind of a reply, strode purposefully away, quickening his pace so that Caleb, despite his long legs, had to jog to catch up to him. 
 
   Despite the pace, Caleb didn’t pay much attention to where they were going. The dream kept replaying itself in his mind, dwelling on the overwhelming darkness and the clarion call of his wife’s sweet voice. It still echoed with his thoughts and sang in his heart. He absently rubbed the spot on his chest where the ring touched his skin, feeling its reassuring presence beneath his fingertips. It calmed him and allowed him to clear his mind, though it was with a touch of regret that he banished both the dream and the voice to the recesses of his consciousness. 
 
   He pulled his full attention back to where they were walking just in time to stop himself from colliding with Sigvid’s stout form. They stood before a pair of large iron-bound oak doors that closed off the meandering passageway they had been following. Sigvid turned to Caleb and gave him an appraising look. 
 
   Caleb returned the scrutiny.
 
   “You should know, boy, that none within this room are your friends, though only a few are your enemies.” Sigvid finished with a humorless grin and turned back to the doors. He wrenched them open with a momentous tug that slammed both doors into the tunnel walls and caused an echo reverberating so loud that Caleb winced.
 
   “No sense hiding the fact that you’re coming, boy,” Sigvid called over the echoes and marched into the room. 
 
   Caleb stared incredulously after him, but followed.
 
   The room they entered was well lit, sunlight streaming into the room from narrow slits recessed in the ceiling. An intricate array of mirrors were placed around the room, refracting the light into the remotest corners. A roaring fire crackled within a stonework pit along one wall, over which roasted a large slab of meat being turned on a spit by a sweaty-faced, apron-clad dverger. 
 
   Roughly a score of dvergers sat among the dozen long, oak tables in the midst of a meal, though none of them were currently eating. All of them stared at Caleb, stony faced and silent, plates and mugs forgotten on the tables in front of them. Caleb returned the looks, staring each of the dvergers in the eyes in turn. He recognized Bothvar seated at a far table, surrounded by a small knot of companions. He was not surprised to see hatred burning in the dverger’s eyes. 
 
   Caleb held the stare for a long moment, unafraid.
 
   Bothvar blinked. He growled something to the dvergers around him and got to his feet. The dvergers with him got up as well and marched from the room through several smaller doors on the other side of the fire. The doors banged shut and, as if this were some sort of prearranged signal, the remaining dvergers in the room resumed eating. A low rumble of voices and the sounds of utensils hitting plates soon joined the crackle of the roaring fire.
 
   “Either daft or reckless,” Sigvid said, echoing his prior sentiment. He pushed a platter piled high with meat, cheese, and bread into Caleb’s hands. “Let’s find a seat and get the messy bits out of the way.”
 
   Caleb didn’t know what Sigvid meant by “the messy bits,” but he didn’t honestly care. The smell of the hot meat had his mouth watering with the sudden realization of just how famished he really was. 
 
   He took a seat at an empty table next to Sigvid and shoved some of the meat into his mouth with a handful of bread and cheese. He ate so quickly that he didn’t really taste anything until after his fourth mouthful. The bread was hearty and the cheese sharp and tangy. The meat had a spicy, gamey taste, and Caleb wasn’t sure what it was, nor was he sure he wanted to know. 
 
   Sigvid chuckled from across the table and pushed a tankard of mead toward him. A few other dvergers wandered over while Caleb was eating and spoke softly with Sigvid. They joined the two of them at the table, but did not speak.
 
   “Well, at least you eat like a dverger.”
 
   Caleb picked up the tankard and looked into it, sniffing it tentatively. He had never had alcohol before. It had been against his religion to consume any form of spirits, but what did it matter now? His God no longer cared what happened to him. His God had abandoned this world, if He had ever cared for it to begin with. It was an old argument that Caleb had played over and over again in his mind. He felt his eyes welling up with unshed tears and gritted his teeth in frustration and anger. 
 
    He picked up the tankard and downed half of it in two large gulps. It burned going down, but tasted remarkably like root beer with a hint of a nutty aftertaste. He coughed, cleared his throat, and placed the mead back down on the table.
 
   “So what’s the Breaking?”
 
   Sigvid looked at him over the top of his tankard and then looked down into it, as if the amber liquid held the secret answers he was looking for. For the first time, Caleb noticed the hints of gray at the roots of the dverger’s hair and whiskers. Sigvid looked up, his eyes searching out the corners of the room, his gaze unfocused. Dark looks passed between the faces of the other dvergers at the table.
 
   “I don’t know what it was like for you here,” he began in a low voice, “but for us, it started several years ago. Golgent and trulgo came down from the mountains. There were wars everywhere you turned. The gnomes were expanding their tunnels and crafting more powerful and more devious machines, eating into the mother earth without regard for what they were doing. They never do—never care. They raped their mother and she got her vengeance. She awoke the dragons from within her depths and they burst into the earth through her blood and wounds. The fire mountains spewed them out against us, and with them came the Dragonlords. 
 
   “They fell upon our world with slaughter and reckless abandon, killing anything and everything in their path. We dvergers had ventured above ground in the centuries before that time, settling in cities on top of the earth as well as beneath. This was once a thriving Enclave—a colony of dvergers—based around a thick vein of gold and silver ore. If only you could have seen it then. Hundreds of us, all working together in the mines and crafting works of metal and gem to send back to Tealcenrir, the dverger homeland far to the east.” Sigvid’s voice took on a note of mingled nostalgia and sadness. “The sprawling underground city had grown up through the base of the mountain, soaring spires arching into the skies.
 
   “Hundreds of us died before we realized that it was too late and called upon Úndin and Atelho to save us. We got word that Tealcenrir, the dverger nation, had been lost in a great raid. Those who were left were hunted down by the Dragonhosts. The aylfins and what human wizards were on our side fought the dragons with magic and sorcery, pushing them back until they turned and fell upon us. 
 
   “We had no magic, only blood and stone. We were an easier target. We escaped back underground, sealing the entrances. They didn’t stop—they sent kill squads and wyrms after us, gnomes too.
 
   “Then the earthquakes hit. We thought the end had come. So many of the passages caved in. 
 
   “When the earthquakes finally stopped, we decided to go out and see what had happened and found ourselves here. The world was similar, and yet different. It was full of machines and strange men and creatures that we’d never seen before. The Dragonlords brought us here, for they were here, too, waiting for us. They changed the world as we knew it. So many of us died while we hid underground. The world changed, the dverger nation fell. We vowed that we’d never hide again. We stand and fight where we can. We harry the enemy at every turn and do all we can to punish the dragons and their Dragonlords.”
 
   The story rang with such familiarity that Caleb shuddered at the sheer impossibility of it. It was as if someone had opened the pages of legend and myth and then thrust the world into it. This was not the first time someone had brought up dragons and Dragonlords, but this was the first time he’d made the connection to their role as a force behind the golgent and trulgo hordes. He’d thought them simply one more additional nightmare come to life.
 
   He remembered, those first few weeks in the Charlotte city-fortress, all the speculation about what had happened, what had destroyed their world. Some people had blamed it on God, as punishment for man’s folly and ignorance. Others had blamed it on science and the quest for the “God Particle.” Others still had merged science and superstitions, claiming that the blood moon eclipse had been a part of it as well. Caleb didn’t know what to believe. Magic was just as likely a source for him as anything else he’d heard.
 
   “Magic?” Caleb asked, more to himself than to Sigvid.
 
   “Aye boy, magic!” the dverger said to the accompaniment of a half dozen other muttered words of anger or bitter resentment from the other dvergers at the table. Their little group around the table was almost alone in the room, except for the cook, who was busy carving up the remaining meat on the spit, though he unobtrusively cast curious glances at the trio.
 
   “The cursed unnaturalness of dragons and aylfins. Our clerics can call down the holy might of Atelho through prayer, but that is a divine gift, not magic. Curse Úndin for ever giving life to Faerin and her brood!”
 
   All the unfamiliar terms were beginning to give Caleb a headache—either that or the mead was beginning to take effect.
 
   “So the thing that attacked us in the bunker, it was a dragon?”
 
   “That was a wyrm, a dragon throwback that exists for the sole purpose of killing dvergers. Mortan-zai, the leader of the Red Dragonhosts, bred them before the fall of Tealcenrir.”
 
   “If this Enclave stayed hidden for so long, what were you doing in the bunker?”
 
   “We were exploring areas where we could set up a second base of attack should the Enclave ever be taken.”
 
   “Sigvid!” 
 
   Unnoticed by their little group, Bothvar had returned during their discussion. His bearded face was livid and his voice accusatory. “What be you doing? Do you be telling this creature the secrets of the hall? The Council will not stand for this!”
 
   “What I do or do not tell him is of my concern, Bothvar, not yours,” Sigvid replied icily. “As the Council reminded you earlier today. Come, boy, we’ll talk in my quarters.”
 
   Caleb took his cue from Sigvid, left his plate and tankard on the table, and got to his feet, the langsaxe at his belt striking the table with a wooden clunk. 
 
   Bothvar saw the blade and growled. “He should not be armed!” His voice echoed about the chamber’s stone walls. 
 
   The cook looked over at the sudden noise, pausing in cutting a particularly thick strip of meat from the juicy haunch.
 
   Sigvid rounded on Bothvar, and those who had been seated at the table with them fell in around Sigvid like some sort of honor guard. 
 
   Caleb took an involuntary step away from the pair. Caleb had only ever known one other person who radiated the inner power and authority that exuded from the dverger and that had been a candle next to Sigvid’s raging flame.
 
   “Are you questioning the workings of the Ferreiro?” Sigvid asked. “I have spoken for this man and his honor is my honor. This is the second time you’ve crossed me today. A third will be your last.”
 
   Bothvar swallowed, visibly wilting beneath Sigvid’s withering glare. He took a step backwards and inclined his head slightly. “The scouts have returned with news, Ferreiro. The Council has requested your presence.”
 
   Sigvid scowled. “Tell them I’ll be with them shortly. Let them know what you did and accept whatever punishment they give you.”
 
   Bothvar’s dark eyes flashed with suppressed anger, but he inclined his head once more and left the way he had come. 
 
   Sigvid frowned at the dverger’s retreating back for a long moment, tugging agitatedly on the end of his beard.
 
   “Come on, boy,” he said at last, a touch of resignation coloring his voice. “We’ll finish talking later. The Council wants me to come play at war with them.”
 
   “My name is Caleb, you know.” 
 
   “And mine is Sigvid, son of Siglan.”
 
   He followed Sigvid out of the room and down a side passage. “What did you mean when you told Bothvar that you had spoken for me?”
 
   “It means that I convinced the other dvergers not to kill you, for now. Your fate is still undecided. We dvergers are a suspicious lot by nature. We’ve found that you humans aren’t much better than golgent.”
 
   “Not much better than golgent, are we—” Caleb said, his face contorted in anger. 
 
   Sigvid cut him off, raising his voice to forestall the coming tirade. “I’m on your side, boy. Not all is dross and slag; there is pure metal yet to be found amongst men even though it is hard to find. In time you’ll come to understand. Just know that I have spoken for you and have taken responsibility for your actions. Amongst the dvergers here that counts for something as long as you’re with me.”
 
   Caleb bit back the rest of his retort. It was true that humanity as a whole was warlike and self-centered, but to paint everyone with the same brush was an injustice to all those who had died defending their families and friends when the world had turned upside down. It was an insult to their memory. It was an insult to Rachel and Benson, both of whom had been innocent of any crime—and it had been the golgent who had delivered the fateful blow. They were the ones who deserved to die.
 
   Sigvid stopped in front of a large door at the end of a passage and pulled out a large iron key. He inserted it into the lock, turned it, and the door clicked open.
 
   “Wait for me here,” he said, standing aside and gesturing for Caleb to enter the room. “These are my rooms, so don’t break anything. I’ll be back soon.”
 
   Caleb grudgingly complied. 
 
   The door closed behind him and the lock clicked into place. He’d been on edge ever since he’d awoken underground. The thought of all the stone and earth above his head made him uneasy, but at least it was well lit. It seemed like he had spent the last two days almost entirely locked behind closed doors. He had not been confined since before the Charlotte city-fortress had fallen. He was restless and angry, though the anger, at least, was subsiding. 
 
   He glanced around the room. It was easily as large as the communal dining area they had just left, though with markedly fewer tables. A forge rested snugly in one corner of the room, the chimney cut into the stone of the wall and ceiling. He wondered at that. They must have had some way to break up the smoke and smell before it reached the surface, otherwise it would have given them away by now. 
 
   Anvils and hammers of varying sizes were placed neatly around the dormant furnace and a table next to it held dozens of other chisels and tools that Caleb didn’t recognize, arranged according to size. On another table, far from the forge, Caleb was surprised to see a massive array of guns and ammunition piled carelessly about. Several boxes of ammunition had burst open and loose rounds littered the floor and hid under most of the tables. 
 
   Opposite this table were racks of more dverger-appropriate weaponry. Axes, pole arms, and a variety of knives hung on half a dozen racks and stands, ranging in size from finger-length blades to the nearly short sword length that Sigvid had called a langsaxe. Shields, helmets, and other pieces of armor lay alongside these. Sigvid was obviously a blacksmith. 
 
   On the other end of the room, close to where Caleb stood, a few low walls and arches created a private area. Caleb could just make out the end of a rumpled-looking bed in the shadows.
 
   Caleb wandered across the room to the tables full of weaponry. There were enough assault rifles to equip a small army. His own gun was out of ammo and he’d lost most of his magazines, so he sifted through the various rifles, handguns, and ammunition around the table. He found several spare magazines that fit his gun tucked inside a box of hand grenades. He made a neat pile of 9mm ammo boxes on one of the benches, separating the hollow-point and target rounds into separate piles. 
 
   The work, though menial, calmed his mind and ebbed his frustrations, so he continued to sort, organizing the various weapons into categories and calibers, and arranging them neatly on the tables and benches. It felt good to be busy, to work with his hands and focus his mind away from the pain and the constancy of the hunt. The haunted feeling slipped away and the nagging fear from the dream the night before passed as he placed the last box of shotgun shells onto its pile.
 
   “You can keep what you want from there,” Sigvid’s voice said from a few steps behind him, “if you promise to show me about these here boomsticks.”
 
   Caleb spun around. He had been focused on his work, absorbed in the labor. He had not heard Sigvid enter the room. He didn’t know how to answer, so he simply nodded.
 
   The dverger’s face was a grim mask, but his eyes were friendly. “These human weapons are a mystery to me, and the metals and materials used in them strange.”
 
   Caleb nodded again, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “The Council would have me kill you, human, but I said you could be trusted. Will you betray that trust?”
 
   Caleb paused halfway between a frown and an open expression of confusion. Why would the dverger have done that? How could Sigvid say anything about trust after only knowing him a few short hours?
 
    “Ack, there will be time for that later,” Sigvid said with a scowl. “First, we should pay respect to the honored dead. This is something that no human has ever seen before. Follow me.”
 
   Sigvid didn’t wait for him to respond, but Caleb followed anyway. The dverger only led him a short distance down the hall and entered a room made entirely of white marble and walls curved in an ovular shape. Black lettering covered the ceiling, carved into the rock, an odd contrast to the beauty of the pure white stone. Square blocks of the white marble sat in rows along both sides of the wall. Long marble pews ran along the ground on a line outward from each square set into the wall; their seats were covered in deep purple silk and their backs exposed to the air. Dvergers occupied each seat in the pews, each of them garbed in gleaming armor and bearing an array of weapons. Bothvar, seated on the last bench, looked back as they entered. His eyes widened in shock and anger.
 
   “You cannot be bringing him here, Sigvid,” he hissed. “You will not be violating the sacred dead.”
 
   Sigvid’s response was cold and immediate. “You’re here, on this side of the Watch, because of him. He is here as part of the Honor Guard.”
 
   “Did the Council be deciding this?”
 
   “We did, Bothvar,” a new voice said. “Now be silent. You do be dishonoring the dead with your anger.”
 
   Caleb turned to see who had spoken. A dverger, hair and beard gone white with age, stood behind him, an anvil clutched in his burly arms. Behind him, four other ancient dvergers stood in similar positions, each one bearing an anvil. 
 
   Caleb moved aside so that they could pass. 
 
   “That’s right, slink away,” Caleb muttered in a barely audible whisper. “Don’t dishonor your dead unless you care to join them.”
 
   Sigvid gave him a hard, penetrating look but then turned away before Caleb could give him a questioning look. 
 
   Bothvar scowled at Caleb beneath his bushy beard and turned back to watch the procession march to the front of the room, where three large marble urns rested. 
 
   Sigvid pulled Caleb into a seat on the bench opposite Bothvar.
 
   The dvergers placed their anvils on the ground around the urns, the largest anvil placed in the center. Each dverger took a position behind their anvil and pulled small, ornate hammers from their belts. The hammers glistened with a faint white light, as if they had been ornamented in silver and polished with powdered light. Caleb wanted to lean over and ask Sigvid what was going on, but the solemn atmosphere kept him quiet. 
 
   Suddenly, a note rang out, deep and pure. It reverberated off the walls, growing as it echoed. One of the ancient dvergers dropped his hammer onto the anvil in front of him and another note rang out, higher than the first, but melding with it in harmonious unity. More notes sounded as the other anvils were struck, joining in a chorus that sounded as if scores of the instruments were being played. 
 
   As one, the dvergers seated on the white marble benches lifted their voices and joined in the song.
 
    
 
   “Brothers here, down in the deep, now we guard you as you sleep.
 
   Through battles fought while in this life, now you rest free of strife,
 
   Together now, with your kin, Atelho’s hands you’re sheltered in.
 
   Brothers here, down in the deep, now we guard you as you sleep.
 
    
 
   Brothers here, down in the deep, help us as your Watch we keep.
 
   Now in death, your souls unite, to give us strength in the fight,
 
   Atelho’s power come down to us, guide, protect, and shelter us.
 
   Brothers here, down in the deep, help us as your Watch we keep.
 
    
 
   Brothers here, down in the deep, we shall not falter, wail, or weep.
 
   When our lives are done and spent, our armor torn and our shields rent,
 
   We’ll join you here, in halls of white, and join our strength with Atelho’s might.
 
   Brothers here, down in the deep, we shall not falter, wail, or weep.”
 
    
 
   The dverger voices echoed on for many minutes after the dvergers themselves had stopped singing. It was a simple tune, but Caleb felt the pain and honor in the song. Tears ran in long rivers down his ash-covered face. His hand strayed to the ring against his chest, and he clutched it through his shirt until his knuckles turned white.
 
   Sigvid leaned over and whispered in his ear. “You can’t remain here for the next part, boy; it is too sacred. Come with me.”
 
   Caleb got to his feet and shuffled out of the room. 
 
   Sigvid closed the door reverently behind him and then spun on Caleb, his fist flying directly for Caleb’s gut. It struck him with incredible force and knocked the wind out of him. 
 
   He doubled over in sudden pain. 
 
   Sigvid’s other hand came up and struck him a resounding blow on the temple, knocking him unconscious.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   “Take a look, human,” Sigvid’s voice said with an intensity that pulled Caleb from unconsciousness.
 
   As his mind came awake, he became aware that he was being held by the scruff of his neck and under one shoulder. He struggled to break free, but the hands gripping him were like iron, and he was slammed none too gently into an earthen berm. Panic built and the hunter reared up within him as the sounds of death and pain reared up in the night. He realized with a marked note of panic that if he were only to look out over the berm, he would see the Raleigh city-fortress. 
 
   Screams of terror sliced through the din of gunfire, only to be cut short by equally powerful screams of pain and death. Explosions rocked about, accompanied by small flashes of light that illuminated the sky above the berm and outlined the silhouettes of the dead and broken buildings. Fires blazed and crackled in strange harmony with the sounds of raucous laughter and inglorious revelry that hammered at his ears. 
 
   Caleb recognized the sounds, knew the cries of a ravaged city from the moments before Rachel’s death. By sheer luck and happenstance, he had not been one of the ragged screams that night. But he had relived the death of the city-fortress, of Rachel and Benson, every single day since. He did not need to add any more nightmares to his abundant supply.
 
   “I will not,” Caleb said. He kicked out behind him with all the force he could muster.
 
   He connected with Sigvid’s knee. 
 
   The hands around Caleb’s neck and armpit slacked, and Caleb instinctively dropped straight down, rolled to his right and leapt to his feet. 
 
   Sigvid had already recovered and was standing with his feet and hands spread wide, barring Caleb’s path.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Caleb shouted.
 
   “Because you are not what you seem to be,” Sigvid said. “I will not be responsible for more of my brethren joining those in the Halls of Honor. Tell me who you are.” The intensity of his gaze pierced even the nighttime gloom.
 
   Caleb glanced over his shoulder and spotted a pair of dvergers in the trench behind him, standing close enough for him to make out the pair of heavy crossbows leveled at his chest. 
 
   The hunter screamed for control, longed to dash toward Sigvid and tackle the traitor before escaping into the night. He had thought that Sigvid could be a potential friend, but was now at his mercy, the butt of some twisted and cruel mockery of a joke. Anger turned to a white-hot rage as he came to the realization that there was nowhere for him to run.
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   “What do you want from yourself?” Sigvid said, his voice just loud enough to be heard. “What sort of a life do you want to live? Do you think I don’t recognize the berserker’s grief in your eyes? Do you think I don’t know that you live only to kill the next golgent, moving from kill to kill? I heard you muttering in your sleep while you were unconscious just now. Your hair is long and matted; your beard wispy and unkempt. You care for nothing now except your hunger for revenge. You eat only when hunger forces you to your knees. You drink only when thirst blurs your vision. There is only the kill, the sweet joy of revenge.” 
 
   Caleb stared at the dverger in stunned silence; the hunter stilled.
 
   “I can see the truth of it in your eyes, human.” Sigvid took a step forward. “I know you were in a city-fortress much like this one. I know that those you loved were killed. I know that you survived, but you’ve come out broken. I’ve seen your scars.”
 
   The tears that had sprung unbidden to Caleb’s eyes spoke louder than any other affirmation he could give. Sigvid had, in only a few short moments, stripped him of all the emotional barriers that he had built and laid bare his soul. He wondered vaguely how raw the wounds still were if a dverger who had only spent a few real hours with him could already see all that Sigvid had seen.
 
   “You live for revenge, Caleb.” The dverger took another step forward so that there were only inches left between them. “But that is only the story you tell yourself. It’s a lie, a shield your mind puts in place to protect itself. You fight, you hunt, and you live because you feel, deep down inside your heart, that their deaths are your fault. You blame yourself, and you hope that your valiant efforts to obliterate the golgent race and the evil you see around you will somehow erase your own inner turmoil and blame. 
 
   “My question to you is this: can I trust you? Will your thirst for revenge and penance put more of my brethren in urns?”
 
   Tears streamed down Caleb’s face in torrents. His knees lost their strength as he realized that the dverger was right. He barely felt it as Sigvid gently lowered him to the ground.
 
   “I couldn’t do anything. I left her there, her and Benson.” He sobbed into Sigvid’s shoulder, unable to keep the truth from spilling out of him, as if it had only been waiting just below the surface, eager to be let out. “I should have stayed with them—I could have saved them. They’re dead because of me—because I failed them.”
 
   “It was not your fault, Caleb. In time you’ll come to understand and accept that. I’m not a warrior; I’m a blacksmith. But we’re all soldiers now, and we have all faced the pain of loss and grief. When you figure out what it is you want to live for, you will find yourself again and you’ll find peace.”
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   Flames danced beneath the altar in the sand-filled bowl atop the sculpture’s headpiece. Somehow, the heat was not enough to melt the ice from which the altar was made, yet the fire’s light was evident through the room. The pale blue light glittered and reflected off the frozen chamber walls, casting odd shadows and shapes across the ceiling and floor. A large, flawless egg was nestled in the sand within the bowl, an image of perfection and tranquility against the backdrop of the Mother-Goddess’s twin statues. A dazzling rainbow pattern sparkled off the stark white of the egg and the statues, cast by the flickering light of soul-fire beneath.
 
   Aeolin sat cross-legged in front of the altar, inwardly calm and focused on feeding the soul-fire at the altar’s heart. She was neither old nor young, but she had spent many centuries as a Keeper, tending the eggs of the White Dragons. 
 
   She had been the first. She knew, though, that this egg would be her last. 
 
   Already it had changed her, aged her in the few years since it had been laid and entrusted to her care by CeLiana. Once tall, proud, and beautiful, she now had wide streaks of white and gray through her long silver-blond hair. She walked with a slight stoop and a shuffle to her gait that had not been there before. The soul-fire consumed her from the inside out. 
 
   A faint brushing on the edges of her consciousness distracted Aeolin from her thoughts, though she recognized the touch. Reflexively, she dropped her mental barriers and allowed one of the dragons to connect with her.
 
   “How proceeds the Watch, Keeper?” Rolaen asked, his voice a deep resonating bass in her mind.
 
   She smiled slightly at the mixed emotions that passed along the link between them. Rolaen and his Dragonsworn, Kaelie, were among the few who supported her prolonged vigil. The Council of Elders and the King disapproved. They claimed she was wasting her experience and Calling on a hopeless cause. She had support from other aylfins, though. And even without them, she had the support of Faerin, their Mother-Goddess, and that was enough. 
 
   All of her supporters were dragons and Dragonsworn over whom she had kept the Watch and to whom she was still linked, though none were as loyal or as respectful as Rolaen and Kaelie. Rolaen had been Aeolin’s first Watch, the first Watch. He had also been the mate of the dragon who had laid this particular egg before falling during the Breaking.
 
   “She stirs,” she replied. “Her thoughts go out into the world, searching.”
 
   Along their mental link, Aeolin could sense the surprise, hope, and happiness the words caused in the dragon, but she also felt the underlying skepticism and fear that lay beneath them. It was to be expected, even from him. There had been little cause for hope since the Breaking and too much to mourn, especially among the dragons. There were so few of them left, and even fewer Dragonsworn.
 
   “There is always hope, Aeolin. There are enough younglings for now. But I digress. Kaelie requests your presence in the scrying room. She is in need of your assistance with a matter of some delicacy.”
 
   Aeolin’s smile grew wider. That was Kaelie’s way of saying that she and her father were arguing again. It was always the same argument, though the words and topics changed. Their newest fight happened every time Kaelie looked into the scrying pool and saw how the Dragonhosts advanced upon this new world. It was a frequent topic amongst all the aylfins. One that, apparently, had no right answer.
 
   “I’ll come at once.”
 
   Aeolin stood with a silent groan, simultaneously dimming the soul-fire and pushing the portion of her consciousness responsible for its maintenance to a partitioned portion of her mind. That ability set her apart from the other Keepers. With her mind partitioned, she could go about simple daily tasks at her own leisure. As long as she stayed within a mile of the hatchery she could concentrate on other things while maintaining her duty to the Mother-Goddess. The other Keepers were bound to their charges, unable to move more than a few feet from the altars. 
 
   She brushed the ice and snow off her thick woolen robes, sweeping her long tresses behind her softly pointed ears. She reached out and placed her palm flat against the wall, as if to shove it away. The light in the room flickered. Part of the wall melted away. Chill air screamed for entrance from the frozen tundra outside, carrying errant flakes of snow into the room. 
 
   Aeolin hastily stepped out into the wind to keep the gusts from affecting the egg. The wall reformed behind her.
 
   She paused for a moment, like she always did, and bowed to the statue of the Mother-Goddess at the heart of their frozen community. The statue was all that remained of Eldensar, ice palace of aylfin kings. It was the last legacy of a dying age, a tortured reminder of a splendor and a past that would never be seen again. On this world or any other. She left her head bowed against the wind and crossed the open stretch of tundra in the center of the little group of mounds that reared up against the bleak whiteness like giant snowdrifts, crossing between the statue’s pillar-like legs. She stopped in front of one of the mounds and pressed her hand against a carving in the ice. A section of the wall shimmered and disappeared. 
 
   A familiar frustrated voice rang out as she entered. “What would you have us do, Kaelie? Attack? There are too few of us left. The Reds are led by Mortan now. We’ve lost too many of our Dragonsworn to his hand already. I won’t let him have my daughter as well.”
 
   “What sort of king lets evil go unanswered? What sort of king lets those things he loves most slip away from him while he does nothing?”
 
   “Mortan is a son of the Mother-Goddess and ruler of his people, as is your father, Kaelie,” Aeolin said. Her tone was light but reproving. “Do not do yourself the disservice of forgetting that fact.”
 
   Kaelie and her father looked up from the scrying pool over which they had been huddled. Kaelie smiled, instantly bringing warmth and happiness into the room. 
 
   “Mother!” she cried.
 
   Aeolin looked over at her and proffered a small, secretive smile. Before becoming the Keeper, she’d been Kaelie’s mother. But that was part of the past.
 
   “Keeper,” the other aylfin said with a slight inclination of his head. Light glinted off the silver circuit on his brow. 
 
   “Hasoer, my King.”
 
   He scowled, a sinister expression on his otherwise flawless face. 
 
   Aeolin turned to her once-daughter. “Rolaen said that you were in need of my assistance?”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Kaelie said forcefully, gesturing at the surface of the pool upon which images of the world and the battles being fought played back and forth. “Look at them! Look at how they fall! The humans are being slaughtered by the Red Dragonhosts. The Browns huddle in their holes and dabble in magics and sciences that are best left alone. Either individually or together, they will find us—or we will die here, safe in our hiding places until the end, while the world falls to ruin around us. We should be out trying to fix the Breaking, and yet we do nothing!”
 
   “What would you have us do?” Hasoer demanded again. “There are no more than a score of the Dragonsworn left and fewer still of those who are fit to fight! Would you have us send the only defense we have out into the world to be slaughtered only to save a few humans or a pitiful company of dvergers?” He said the latter scornfully, contempt and anger evident in his voice. “Our race is dying, torn apart by the Breaking. For now we must hide, yes, and rebuild our strength.”
 
   “To what end?” Aeolin said in a calm, yet firm voice. “It is true there are new births amongst us, but they shall not be ready to stand for many decades. Of all the eggs, only one remains, and there are few mated pairs left to give more. The Breaking hit everyone, everywhere—the prospect is not as bleak as you describe. There will be other aylfins, other races here as well, striving as we all do against the hold of their enemies.”
 
   “And where are they?” the King snapped angrily. “Kaelie has not found them in all her sleepless nights spent scrying over this world! There are no others or they would have shown themselves. We are alone.”
 
   “And what if they’re thinking the same thing about us?” Kaelie asked in a voice that bordered on being a whisper. “Don’t the twins keep us shielded from scrying eyes? What if the other aylfins are doing the same? Someone must raise the beacon of hope.”
 
   “I will not go against the decision of the Council of Elders! Especially not when their decision is right.”
 
   “Is that you talking, Father, or Elorin?”
 
   “I will not be spoken to in that manner. I am the King, and you will do well to remember it. My word is law.”
 
   With those words, he strode from the room, opening a door that led deeper into the ice-bound structure and disappearing through it without a backward glance. 
 
   “Oh, Mother,” Kaelie said, “You must make him see reason! This is madness!”
 
   Aeolin glanced at her once-daughter and shook her head sadly. 
 
   Kaelie’s eyes were fixed on the images of battle shown on the surface of the scrying pool. Tears stained her flawless face with streams of wetness born of frustration and anger. And pain. 
 
   With a heavy sigh, Aeolin reached out with her mind to feel the tendrils of water, air, earth and magic that held the scrying in place and willed them apart. The images vanished instantly, leaving only the pool of water behind. Kaelie did not look up from the glassy surface but stared down at her unyielding reflection. Aeolin sighed more heavily still and turned her back on her once-daughter, heading out into the icy chill. 
 
   The egg was stirring.
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   The scream echoed through the halls and struck Eric in an icy shower of recognition. It was Natalie’s voice. 
 
   He leapt forward immediately and slipped on a patch of slick algae and moss. His ankle twisted beneath him, but all thought of pain vanished at the sound of another panicked scream. He broke into a frantic run. His M16 bounced against his side in his one handed grip and his pack jostled, throwing off his stride. With a shrug, the pack fell to the floor and he tossed the M16 aside. 
 
   He pulled out his sidearm and rounded the corner into the Commons. Flames leapt from several of the ramshackle buildings that he and his people called home. Broken bodies littered the ground. He caught a glimpse of Dan rushing across the open area opposite from him and dashing into a side tunnel. 
 
   Eric swallowed at the sight of the carnage around him. What could have made such a mess? Surely the golgent and trulgo hadn’t made it into the tunnels. Not now, not after all these years of peace hidden away beneath the broken city streets. 
 
   He swallowed hard again to keep from throwing up. It didn’t help. 
 
   Where was Natalie? He didn’t see her among the dead or wounded, nor any of the others who were wandering around aimlessly, lost to shock or fear.
 
   He darted down a side tunnel on the right then took the first fork to the left. It was the most likely route to safety and connected with the tunnel he’d seen Dan run toward. Eric silently prayed Natalie would be safe, that he’d find her before something went wrong, and that neither she nor their unborn child would be harmed. 
 
   Before too long, the tunnels echoed with the sharp retorts of gunfire and shouts of anger, alarm, and pain. They grew louder with each stride. Eric licked his dry lips in anticipation, palm sweaty on the butt of his gun. 
 
   Suddenly he was in the middle of it. Men from Roberts’s team were all around him, rearing up in the semi-darkness. Guns blazed in the gloom, illuminating the scene of battle. A few meters away, a pair of lizard creatures exactly like those Dan had described hissed and scrambled about the tunnel floor. Bullets ricocheted off scales as impenetrable as armor. Their tails flashed out, much like a scorpion’s, though none of the soldiers were close enough to be struck by the foot-long barb at the end. Streams of acid hissed and crackled, splattering against either the rocky walls or the men sandwiched in the narrow tunnels. The smell of burning flesh hung heavy in the air.
 
   “Spread out, you idiots!” Eric ordered. He shoved through the group and located Roberts near the middle of the pack.
 
   “Eric!” Roberts yelled. “What the hell are these things? They chased Natalie right into us. Lucky for her we were already here fighting two strange men that burst through the northern entrance while we were trying to repair it.”
 
   “Where’s my wife?”
 
   “I’m here, Eric.” She appeared at his side, her face stretched and white, but otherwise unharmed.
 
   Eric threw his arms around her, surreptitiously putting one hand on her stomach, and sighed with relief. 
 
   She coughed pointedly, and Eric immediately regained his composure and presence of mind.
 
   “Head back to the Commons,” he said. “Tend to the wounded. Get everyone you can into the safe areas and wait there until either Dan or I come for you. Seal off the Commons.”
 
   Natalie nodded and vanished into the throng of men. 
 
   “What now, Eric?” Roberts asked. He leaned against the tunnel wall, oblivious to the dying men around him.
 
   “How’d they get in?” Eric demanded. He suspected the man had somehow given away one of the secret entrances, but now was not the time. 
 
   Roberts shrugged, though he didn’t meet Eric’s eye. “How should I know? What should we do now, though?”
 
   “Keep the men back, spread out,” he said, allowing the matter to drop. “Send someone for the phosphorous grenades in my workroom.”
 
    Roberts grabbed one of his men and set him to the task.
 
   “Now where are these men you said came with the lizard-things? Are there more of them?”
 
   “They’re back there—they came up on us from the north just as these monsters attacked us from the rear. There were only two of them, but they’re dead now. It sure took a hell of a lot of bullets to bring them down. They kept coming even after two grenades.”
 
   Eric pushed passed the man and into the side tunnel. He didn’t trust Roberts’s assumptions any more than he trusted the man himself.
 
   “Keep the men here. Tell them to aim for the eyes and the soft parts around the head.”
 
   Eric found the bodies, facedown and mangled, only a few steps away. They were short and stocky, they wore thick, spiked armor, and their heads were bare and devoid of any helm. Eric grabbed one of the bodies by the shoulder and flipped him over, a sense of dread creeping into his chest. A massive, glistening war hammer dropped from the corpse’s limp hands and dropped onto the sewer floor with a clarion clang. 
 
   It was a dwarf.
 
   Questions burst through his mind in a rush of thought that left him dizzy. What were dwarves doing here? Were they allied with the lizards or fighting them? 
 
   Pain exploded along his back. He felt his feet fly out from under him, and he slammed into a wall. The gun in his hand flew into the darkness. One of the lizards bore down on him, mouth agape and dripping acid. Eric tried to roll to his feet, but he ended up in a half crouch instead, feet placed in poor fighting posture. He ducked a stream of acid and slipped backward on his weakened ankle, going for the floor. He reached out his hands reflexively to catch himself as he fell.
 
   His right hand closed over a cool metal shaft. A massive shock rocked up his arm, and his muscles spasmed. Pain rode up his arm in waves but vanished under the blazing fire of strength and determination. He lifted the dwarf’s war hammer up in one hand, roaring through the pain. 
 
   Instinctively, Eric leapt to his feet, holding the weapon horizontally in front of him. A second later the lizard’s hooked tail bounced off the hammer’s haft.
 
   The hammer spun in his hands as if he had wielded the weapon since birth, a living extension of his will. He stepped forward, throwing his entire momentum into the swing and driving it upwards into the lizard’s ribs. He heard a sickening crunch of scales and bone. Sparks cascaded in all directions, crackling bolts of energy that shone bronze in the dim light. 
 
   Eric pivoted back around with the hammer’s momentum in a complete turn and sent the war hammer humming in a horizontal arc. The weapon connected with the side of the lizard’s head at the moment that it spun around to spit a stream of acid at Eric’s face. The jawbone was instantly obliterated. The hammer continued moving upwards, as if it had met no resistance at all.
 
   The lizard-creature convulsed in wracking spasms. It writhed and flopped on the ground, its tail flailing dangerously close to Eric’s head, though it was only the last futile firings of a dying nervous system. 
 
   Eric ducked by reflex, and the hammer pulled free from the pulpy remains of the lizard’s head, still as clean and polished as it had been when he’d picked it up.
 
   The lizard collapsed with one last feeble twitch. 
 
   Eric turned the hammer over in his hands, his veins coursing with adrenaline and a rush of strength. The weapon gleamed and thrummed with each of Eric’s heartbeats, throbbing as if possessed of its own steely pulse.
 
   Something shot passed Eric’s head and he looked up from the hammer’s glistening face. Scores of dwarven figures rushed through the tunnel, shield-bearers at the fore. Bullets ricocheted off the steel, screaming through the gloom. An answering salvo of throwing axes and short, thick arrows filled the air. 
 
   With a roar, Eric raised the hammer over his head, arms extended to their fullest. “Enough!” 
 
   So loud was the shout and the ensuing echoes that it drowned out the hail of gunfire and the sound of metal clashing against metal and rock. Soldiers on both sides paused and looked toward the proud figure that stood defiantly between the two forces, dead lizard creature at his feet and his face a mask of anger and frustration. 
 
   The dwarves lowered their axes in open disbelief, staring at the hammer raised about his head. Several hurried forward to look after their fallen companions. 
 
   Roberts’s men did not lower their guns. 
 
   Eric turned to face them and the closest quailed under the look he leveled upon them. “Lower your weapons,” he ordered.
 
   Some of the men dropped the sights of their guns towards the floor, but Roberts and a large number of his men clutched their weapons more tightly still.
 
   “Lower your weapons.”
 
   “Fairy tales!”
 
   Eric arched at eyebrow at the man who had spoken. “And I suppose dragons, trulgo, golgent, and giant lizards that spit acid are just fancies in the night as well, right?”
 
   Chuckles broke out on both sides of the conflict. The man who had spoken blushed with chagrin and lowered his rifle, as did the men around him, including Roberts.
 
   “Do you be speaking for these men, human?” The deep, rumbling voice spoke from behind Eric. 
 
   He turned towards the speaker, unconsciously tucking the hammer into his utility belt as he did so. A dwarf stood in front of the others, his auburn hair and beard braided into one another and festooned with intricate chains and jewels that glistened in the dim light. His armor was plain in design, but inlaid with gold and silver along the steel plate and around the chain mail. His helm, though similar to those of his companions, was adorned by a garland of gold and silver leaves that intertwined and wrapped twice around its girth. A king or ruler, perhaps?
 
   “I speak for these men.” A small sound of protest came from behind him, but Eric ignored it.
 
   “You have killed two of my kin, berserkers though they may be. You have in your hands the Elithalma, Valundnir, by which you slew a wyrm. Tell me why I shouldn’t be killing you and your men right now for your treachery.”
 
   There was no time for hesitation, no time to wonder or question. Eric spoke with a decisiveness and power that surprised even himself.
 
   “We are not your enemies. There have been many losses on both sides, but we have women and children deeper within the tunnels that were injured by these—wyrms did you call them? We need to attend to them. If you have injured or wounded, we will see to them as well.”
 
   The dwarf surveyed him for a long moment, his deep, brown eyes seeming to pierce Eric to his very soul. Eric stared back and did not lower his gaze. Blood pounded in his ears and he felt a strange rush of adrenaline shoot through his veins. Where did such boldness come from? 
 
   The dwarf began speaking, and the surge of adrenaline faded away into nothingness.
 
   “Trust be not so easily given, human. You and you alone will be taking me to see these wounded, and if your story be true, then perhaps you will be living out this day. We have met many of your kind over the years. Few have lived past that meeting. You will be leaving your warriors here with my soldiers.”
 
   “I will take you and five of your warriors,” Eric said. He recognized the wisdom and the test hidden in the dverger leader’s words. “I will go unarmed as a gesture of good faith.”
 
   Eric stepped forward without waiting for an answer and pulled the hammer from his belt and presented it to the dverger king before any of them could react. The metal was surprisingly hot and seemed to thrum in his hands.
 
   “I dare not take it, human.” The dverger took a step backwards and gave a slight bow toward the weapon, as if in respect. He gestured towards the five closest dvergers, who fell in around him.
 
   “Don’t be a fool, Eric!” Roberts said. “They’ll kill you as soon as you’re out of sight.” He raised his gun and leveled it at the dverger king.
 
   Eric’s temper flared, hot and sharp. Roberts had caused this whole mess by killing the two dvergers in the first place. If he kept on the way he was going, a lot more people were going to die. Eric knew that despite the dverger king’s outwardly calm demeanor, there was a raging storm of anger hidden just beneath the surface. He could see it in the dverger’s smoldering, hard eyes. There was no nobility in the face of vengeance.
 
   “Put the gun away, Roberts.” Eric turned to face the man, his frustration evident in both his voice and his posture.
 
   “This is madness.”
 
   “Put it away.”
 
   Eric stepped forward slowly, deliberately. He stopped only inches away from the muzzle of Roberts’s gun. Roberts held his defiant posture for a long moment, though his expression was one of confused surprise. Eric’s patience, already stretched thin, broke beneath another sudden flare of temper. He dropped the hammer to the ground with a sharp, metallic ring and his right hand came up and wrapped around the muzzle of Roberts’s gun, jerking it out of the man’s hands. Eric’s left hand grabbed a fistful of Roberts’s shirt and pulled the man forward so they were nose to nose.
 
   “I should hand you over to the dverger right now,” he whispered in a voice that only he and Roberts could hear. “I’m sure they’d be glad to rid me of your constant stupidity.’” 
 
   For a moment, Eric almost considered it. Having spoken the words, though, Eric immediately dismissed them. He wasn’t a vengeful person by nature. What had overcome him?
 
   Eric shoved Roberts away with a contemptuous flick of his wrist and turned back to where the dverger king and his guards silently waited, watching the exchange without comment. Their eyes, larger and rounder than human eyes, glowed in the semi-darkness, glistening like jewels ensconced in stone.
 
    Eric bent down and picked up the hammer, feeling reluctant to leave it on the ground, and then he gestured for them to follow him and led the way into the tunnels. He could feel the eyes of the dverger king and his men boring into his back as he walked, studying him, measuring his every move, and weighing him on scales that held the balance of life and death. 
 
   He ignored it. There wasn’t anything else that he could do or say that would make any difference. 
 
   They skirted the bodies of the two wyrms and the corpses that lay around them. Eric didn’t stop to check if they were human or dverger. Now was not the time.
 
   A few steps into the adjacent tunnel, a rush of echoing footsteps greeted them. Natalie appeared at the far end of the tunnel, followed closely by Dan and a group of heavily armed men, the remnant of Dan’s earlier patrol. Natalie carried one of their last remaining flashlights. The beam cut through the gloom like a scalpel, though it shook in her hand. 
 
   A sudden rush of anger at being disobeyed flashed through Eric’s mind, but it passed almost instantly as rough, meaty hands seized him from behind and pulled him back into the knot of dvergers. Strong arms forced Eric to his knees and a dagger’s tip dug a small hole in the side of his neck. 
 
   Dan and his men had guns trained on the dvergers holding Eric in mere seconds.
 
   “Everything’s all right, Dan,” Eric said. “I’m taking them to see the damage in the Commons.” Blood pounded in Eric’s ears, and his pulse raced. His whole body seemed to itch in response to the cold metal at his throat, though he forced himself to remain calm. The hammer lay like a warm ember in his left hand, fighting the cool touch at his neck.
 
   It was a mark of the trust Dan had in his older brother that he didn’t question the order, but shouldered his rifle and passed the word for his men to do the same. They were not so trusting as Dan. Their hesitation was shown in their expressions and the speed at which they put up their guns. The dvergers surrounding Eric muttered to each other in tones too soft for Eric to hear though their voices were deep and resonating. The conversations cut off at a sharp command from the King.
 
   “Tell them to be putting their weapons on the ground and for the woman to be ceasing her spellcasting.” The king’s voice was moist in his ear.
 
   Spellcasting? It took him a moment to realize they meant Natalie’s flashlight.
 
   “Dan, have your men put their guns on the ground. Natalie, turn the flashlight off.”
 
   Dan arched an eyebrow, meeting Eric’s eye.
 
   “Just do it.” Eric was surprised at the level of anger in his own voice.
 
   Dan frowned but ordered his men to put their guns on the ground. Natalie looked between Eric and Dan with a look of concern, but she clicked off the flashlight and placed it on the ground alongside the guns. Two dvergers ran forward and picked up all the guns. One of them gingerly rolled the flashlight down the hall with the tip of his boot. 
 
   The knife lifted from Eric’s throat. He got to his feet.
 
   “Take us to be seeing the wounded,” the king said. He ignored Dan and the other men and gave Natalie a wide berth. 
 
   Dan and the other men stepped back to let the dvergers pass, though one of the bearded figures slowed to remain behind them. 
 
   Natalie dropped into line alongside Eric and took his free hand. “The injured are still in the Commons,” she said. “There were too many for the infirmary.”
 
   Eric was cognizant of the dvergers behind him, straining to hear every word, so he remained silent. Natalie got the hint and quieted as well.
 
   A scene of chaos greeted them when they entered the Commons.
 
   Smoke hung heavy in the air. Most of the fires had been put out, but there were many bodies and wounded scattered throughout the remaining wreckage, badly burned by acid. Some were beyond the point of recognition. Eric could see where some of the bodies were being laid, arrayed in lines along the center pathway. Bile and nausea threatened to overcome him, but he fought it down. He would not throw up in front of the dvergers. He wasn’t about to give them that satisfaction. Dozens of other men and women, and even some children, scrambled through the burnt husks of buildings like a swarm of ants. They attended to the dead and wounded and tried to salvage what they could from their destroyed homes. 
 
   Natalie’s hand shook within his. Eric squeezed it comfortingly. He realized that despite the brave face she wore, she was as appalled and shocked as any other within the Commons. If her feelings were anything similar to his own, there was a small degree of denial at the sheer violence and chaos that assaulted their senses. It was nothing compared to what they’d lived through during the end of days—it paled in comparison—but they had been prepared for that. This had come without warning, swift and deadly.
 
   He grabbed one of the men as he ran by. “Have someone organize a team to get the fires under control and then take whoever is left to get the wounded gathered.”
 
   The man disappeared down the tunnel. 
 
   Eric let go of Natalie’s hand and ran to the nearest body. He thought about setting the hammer aside, but immediately dismissed the idea and instead pushed the haft beneath his belt. 
 
   Behind him, the dverger king snapped out his own orders. A dverger warrior pushed forward and helped him pull the inert man towards where the other wounded were gathered. 
 
   Burns covered much of the man’s body. Eric recognized him as Joshua, who had once been a banker. The man groaned and stirred at their touch, but didn’t open his eyes as they laid him back onto the ground. 
 
   Eric nodded his thanks to the dverger and moved on to the next man, fighting to keep his nausea under control.
 
   The next few hours passed in a blur of activity, thoughtlessness, and emotion. Repairs were started, wounded tended to, fires tamed, and plans organized and implemented. Eric was a part of all of it. He pushed himself to the limits of his strength and then pushed some more, running from group to group and task to task until everything was set to his standards. 
 
   The dvergers were quick, diligent workers. They shouldered burdens and loads that none of the men could have completed unaided. A team of them, sent for by the dverger king hours before, had already begun repairs on the homes and storage buildings. Others were helping Dan repair the perimeter entrances. 
 
   Roberts had been sent out on a needless supply run down some of the remote tunnels that extended out beneath the old university. As much as Eric disliked the man, he couldn’t risk the dvergers discovering that Roberts had ordered the two dvergers be killed. And he still needed to confirm it was something Roberts had done that had given them away in the first place.
 
   Eric groaned, shifted his weight off his injured ankle, and tossed a large chunk of stone aside. Someone had come along earlier and bandaged his foot at Natalie’s insistence, but he’d refused the pain medicine they had tried to press on him. Their supply of such medications was limited, and he was not about to waste any of it on something as trivial as his own sprained ankle. 
 
   Finally, Eric took a look around and decided everything was organized and structured enough for him to sit down, his last drop of energy spent. He collapsed onto the ground and sunk backwards onto the floor, ignoring the chill dampness that soaked his shirt. The hammer haft scraped against the floor.
 
   Eric closed his eyes and breathed deeply, letting the stress, pain, and soreness of the day leak out as he exhaled. The sound of heavy booted feet approaching caught his attention. He opened one eye. 
 
   The dverger king stood above him, outlined against the light from the lanterns along the walls. 
 
   Eric sighed. Couldn’t he at least catch a few moments of rest, at least? This reminded him of finals week the last year of his master’s program, except about twice as tiring. 
 
   The dverger king took a seat on the ground next to him and proffered a jug of water he had picked up somewhere. 
 
   Eric sat up with a groan and accepted the container.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, taking a drink.
 
   “You’re welcome. I be called Olan, King of the dverger people.”
 
   “Eric.”
 
   “You do be an interesting man.” The dverger took the jug back from Eric and gulped a long swig. “We’ve not met any human like you since before the Breaking.”
 
   It was an apt name for the days of chaos. The days when lava spewed from volcanic maws, when earthquakes broke the face of the earth apart and destroyed the lives of billions. It had literally sundered the earth, and humanity along with it.
 
   “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment,” Eric said carefully. “You’re an interesting dwarf.”
 
   The dverger king chuckled. “We be not these dwarves of whom you speak. The bands of men we’ve come across in this place have been knowing us by that name. We do be knowing you as well, or at least your human nature, even if we do not be familiar with your machines or sorcerer’s ways. You, human, be not the same as the other men we did meet here.”
 
   Eric let out a soft chuckle and scratched at his chin. There was a day’s worth of growth there, beneath the grime. He’d be needing a shave soon. “We call those men marauders,” he said. “And I’m glad I’m not like them. They responded to the ‘Breaking’ by giving up their humanity and answering horror and violence with an even darker version of itself. They live to hunt and kill their kindred men. Most join the golgent and trulgo armies, killing in the name of one Dragonlord or another. They’re one of the reasons we live underground, far from where the dragons roam and away from their fiery breath.”
 
   Olan spat in disgust. “Aye, men of that ilk do often be drawn to the Dragonhosts. We had thought this world made up of naught but Dragonspawn.”
 
   Silently Eric agreed with the dverger. Throughout history, men had often become the evil they saw around them. It was a vicious cycle where the abused turned around and became the abusers. In the face of dragons and creatures of nightmare entering the world, it was little wonder that some of the survivors joined themselves with those horrors, recognizing the inevitability of utter destruction. 
 
   He remembered the first footage of dragons climbing out of the volcanic eruptions, dripping lava and flame. Massive red monstrosities that spewed plumes of fire a hundred yards long and almost half again as wide. They flew through the air on silent wings of death, with hides nigh impenetrable. And then, just before all communication had ceased, a few had given reports of the dragons having riders: Dragonlords. They led the Dragonhosts, bending golgent and trulgo alike to their will. Was it little wonder that the weak of mind and heart sought them out?
 
   “Not all of us,” Eric said softly.
 
   “So it be seeming. I would not have thought Valundnir would be choosing a human companion, much less one which did play a part in the death of its former companion. Most unfortunate.”
 
   Despite his fatigue, Eric noticed the change in Olan’s tone. This was the Olan’s final test. He wanted answers about the deaths of his kin, answers that would determine if anyone other than dverger would ever again leave the confines of the tunnels beneath Provo. Eric glanced around and noticed the dverger warriors trying and failing to appear unobtrusive near where he and Olan sat. 
 
   “I wasn’t there when it happened,” Eric said, his voice level and calm despite the rush of adrenaline that coursed through his blood. “But I can promise you that things would have been different had I been. The man who was in command is a fool, but owns the loyalty of a lot of men and their families. Blame, if there is any, lies with him. He will be punished accordingly.”
 
   Olan leapt to his feet in a crash of metal.
 
   “Indeed he shall. The man will be tasting the blade of my axe.”
 
   Eric got to his feet as well, ignoring the twinge of pain from his ankle. The adrenaline spiked and, despite himself, Eric found himself facing down the short, angry figure before him.
 
   “He is one of my men, as dumb as he is. I would not think to execute one of your dvergers regardless of what he did to my people. That would be no better than taking up arms with the dragons.”
 
   The dvergers around them roared. Eric took a few quick steps backwards as Olan ripped a battleaxe from his belt and Eric took a few quick steps backwards. Part of him was warning him to calm down, think the situation through, and act only when necessary. Part of him didn’t care. He set his feet wide and raised his fists in a defensive position. The weight at his belt disappeared and his fingers were shoved aside as the hammer, which had been on his belt until that moment, materialized within his grip.
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   Eric’s surprise was nothing compared to the reaction of the dvergers. Several of them dropped their weapons and shouted with alarm in their native tongue. Others gave him startled, but reverent bows. 
 
   It was a stark contrast to the tension and rage that had filled the room only moments before. It was still there, hidden beneath the surface, but it was receding into a simmering anger, fast resolving into something smaller. 
 
   Olan’s face was a mixture of quizzical surprise and the last stubborn vestiges of anger. 
 
   A dverger that Eric had not noticed before scurried out of the smoldering ruins of a nearby building. With a sense of surreal detachment, Eric curiously looked over the dverger’s armor, which appeared far more ceremonial than functional. It bore etchings of white enamel about its entire surface, arrayed in patterns and symbols Eric didn’t understand. The only recognizable symbol was that of an anvil, hammer, and axe arrayed together within a silver circle. The armor was pulled over a flowing white robe which gave the dverger a comical appearance. 
 
   Regardless, the dverger pushed his way forward until he was standing directly in front of Eric, though with his back to him, and threw his hands into the air. “Valundnir has chosen! A Guerreiro has been chosen! Witness and observe!”
 
   By now everyone in the compound, human and dverger alike, was staring at Eric, who stood in bewildered silence, the war hammer held lightly in his hand. The weapon seemed to thrum in his hands, pulsing and vibrating as if with a heartbeat of its own. His own heart pulsed almost in unison, following the pattern of beats and pauses with uncanny precision. As one, the dvergers, including Olan, clamped fists to their chests and snapped to attention with a bellowed shout. 
 
   Eric didn’t understand what they said, nor was he sure how he should respond. He looked out beyond the dvergers to the men and women whispering in confusion against the backdrop of death behind them. The sight pulled him back to the bare bones of the situation in an instant, stilling the thrill that had momentarily raced through him. 
 
   The dvergers looked at him with a mixture of respect and open curiosity, as if they were expecting something from him. This was not his problem. There were people who needed him.
 
   Grunting in his best imitation of dverger gruffness—since he didn’t know what else to do—Eric hooked the war hammer through his belt and pushed through the dvergers, who gave way before him without protest. He ignored the other men and women of the compound that called out to him and skirted into a side passage. He knew he would be followed. 
 
   The sound of heavy dverger footfalls soon echoed in the passageway behind him. Judging from the sounds, there was more than one. No, one had a different sound, like the soft thwap of flip-flops on stone. Eric stopped, turned, and was unsurprised to find both Olan and the white-armored dverger—whose sandaled feet poked out from beneath the flowing white robe—a few steps behind him. 
 
   The tunnel was dark, only dimly lit by the remnants of light that filtered down from the. The darkness hid their faces from view, so Eric stepped back into a swath of light. Olan and the other dvergers followed. The dverger king’s face was grim, though his companion’s bearded face was split in a wide, toothy grin.
 
   “Olan,” Eric said with a slight inclination of his head.
 
   The white armored dverger opened his mouth to say something, most likely a reproof regarding Eric’s lack of an honorific, but Olan raised his hand and the dverger fell silent before he had even began. The light played across the stony, dverger features, casting them into shadow and highlighting the crags and gullies that lined their faces where they weren’t hidden by beard or mustache.
 
   “There be some small matters we be needing to resolve, human,” Olan said, his voice flinty, “starting with Valundnir. Torsten here be a cleric of Atelho, our God, and guardian of the Elithalma. He be needing to see if the hammer do truly be yours now.”
 
   “And if it is?”
 
   “Valundnir be a magical weapon, human, one of the most powerful we know of. It be made by our only Ferreiro before he be lost in the Breaking.” Olan’s voice grew somber and, if anything, even flintier. “The weapon do be recalled to its master when it be summoned and it do give its wielder enormous physical strength and stamina in battle. How else could you be killing a wyrm with a single blow? It did know only one other master, the berserker that were killed by your men.”
 
   “So what do you want me to do?” Eric asked. He had to focus to keep his irritation down. He breathed in deeply to calm his nerves. He must have been more tired than he thought. He didn’t usually lose his temper so easily.
 
   “Just be giving it to Torsten and I’ll be explaining the rest.”
 
   Eric felt a strange reluctance to part with the weapon. He reached out one hand and dropped the weapon into Torsten’s waiting, outstretched hands. The fatigue and pain from his wounds immediately threatened to overwhelm him as Torsten pulled the hammer close to his chest and stomped off back the way they had come. Eric blinked and forced himself to focus on Olan’s scrutinizing face.
 
   “What’s to keep you from simply taking the weapon back? Why do you even care?” Eric asked.
 
   “If the weapon do truly be yours only you or a cleric of Atelho can be touching Valundnir without being instantly killed. Now, summon it. Speak the weapon’s name within your mind.”
 
   Eric did so, feeling only slightly foolish, and the hammer instantly appeared in his right hand, materializing out of thin air in a coalescence of shadows and light that crackled and snapped with surprising vigor. A small shout of surprise echoed down the passageway. The weapon thrummed in his hand and the fatigue of the day’s events faded slightly. Eric swallowed dryly. This was something that couldn’t be explained by science, that didn’t have an easy answer.
 
   “It would seem that Valundnir be indeed yours, Guerreiro,” Olan said as Eric tucked the war hammer into his belt with a slow, measured hand. “Never before did there be anyone not of dverger blood with an Elithalma. There will be blood spilled amongst the clans over this.”
 
   “I don’t really care about your internal politics,” Eric said with a note of impatience in his voice. “I care about how this is going to affect me and those I protect. Two of your people are dead. I lost at least a dozen of mine. So I have a magic hammer. What does this have to do with anything? Why are you here? What are your intentions towards my people?”
 
   Olan grunted something under his breath that sounded like a curse. His brow furrowed and his mustache quivered on his lip as he banged the butt of his axe against the ground.
 
   “The politics do be affecting you, human. As a Guerreiro you be having as much say as a clan chief and command of a squadron of twelve dvergers. They will be seeing this as complete and utter blasphemy. They will be demanding your death and the deaths of everyone here as penance.”
 
   “Technically, Olan,” Torsten said, appearing out of the shadows before Eric could respond, “Atelho demands that he be adopted by the same clan as the previous wielder of Valundnir, which is your clan, the Deepgarth.”
 
   “Of more pressing urgency, what are you doing here and what are your intentions towards my people,” Eric repeated, his frustration coming through. 
 
   “That do be none of your concern, human.”
 
   “None of my concern? You just named me a Guerreiro and told me that I have as much say as one of your clan chiefs, and yet you brush me aside like child pestering its mother. It makes sense why your clan chiefs would be so cruel and heartless as to slaughter an entire community of innocent people if this is the way their king treats them.” Eric dropped a hand onto Valundnir’s cool metal head, feeling its reassuring presence. He’d lost his guns during the battle, but he felt just as well armed with the hammer at his belt has he had with any of his guns.
 
   Olan’s eyes blazed with anger and he snapped his axe up into his hands as his feet moved outward into a wide battle stance. Before either Eric or Olan could make any sort of move towards the other, Torsten interposed himself between the two.
 
   “He is right, Olan, however disrespectful,” the cleric said, looking Olan in the eye. “He has the right to be answered.”
 
   Olan growled but blinked and looked away. 
 
   Eric noted the exchange with interest. The cleric was powerful indeed if he could make a dverger king blink.
 
   “We be here because the Brown Dragonhosts be moving northward. My armies must be meeting them halfway, before their alliance with the Reds can be finalized and we be finding ourselves facing both ‘Hosts at the same time. The wyrms did be the first phase of that alliance. The Death Squads, the wyrms and trulgo that did come with them, have been hunting us and my hunters have been hunting them. There do be nothing better at hunting wyrms than a berserker.”
 
   “Armies?”
 
   “Yes, human, armies! Remnants of all nine clans still be remaining. I have united them all as no King has done before. We be five hundred score strong. We move south as one united force—a single dverger nation to meet the twisted spawn that the Brown Dragonlords have at their beck and call.”
 
   Eric reeled at the number Olan was suggesting before a quick reality check brought him crashing back down to reality. Against the millions of golgent, trulgo, and men twisted into servitude to the devil, ten thousand dvergers didn’t seem like much.
 
   “How do you travel in such large numbers without being noticed by the patrols?”
 
   Olan smiled somewhat ruefully as he replied. “The Browns do not be much for flying. They do prefer to burrow into the ground and weasel about in the earth like gnomes. They keep their feet and bodies on the ground. But there’s something else that keeps them away from us.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “We dvergers be the world’s finest dragon hunters.”
 
   “Dragon hunters?” Incredulity hung thick in Eric’s voice. 
 
   He remembered the initial reports from the first encounters with dragons. Bullets, rockets, and mortars has bounced of the dragon’s thick hides as if they were pebbles tossed against the trunk of an ancient oak. As he thought this, his hand settled on Valundnir’s head and he felt a slight rush of adrenaline. Maybe with weapons like Valundnir the dvergers would stand a chance.
 
   Olan grinned, a malicious twinkle in his jewel-like eyes, though Torsten’s expression was grim and strained. 
 
   “Aye, dragon hunters!” Olan said. “You’ll have to be seeing it to understand, should you happen to get that chance.”
 
   “Your Majesty,” Torsten said, interrupting the conversation before Eric could repeat his most pressing questions. There was a deep note of weariness in his voice. “The clan chiefs should be assembling now. As King you should meet them and lead them into the tunnels yourself. We don’t want to start another battle with these humans.”
 
   Olan shrugged noncommittally, looking between Torsten and Eric in mild confusion, as if trying to decide what he was going to do. Torsten gave a slight nod and Olan’s expression cleared. The dverger king inclined his head toward the pair and headed off in the direction he had come, leaving Eric and Torsten alone in the sparsely lit tunnel. 
 
   Eric wondered at the relationship between the two dvergers if Torsten could so easily influence Olan’s decisions. He wasn’t sure it boded well. True leaders, those that weren’t always in the spotlight, but that influenced the decisions of everyone around them, those were the most dangerous. When they got a hold of something they hung on like weasels, tenaciously gripping their claims until death or a force greater than their own deposed them. 
 
   “Olan means well,” Torsten said with a sigh, “but he’s a true dverger through and through. He thinks with his axe far more often than he does with his brain.”
 
   “And you do not?” Eric asked. As wary as he was of the dvergers, Torsten had sent Olan away for a reason and Eric was curious what that was.
 
   “Perhaps, but then again, perhaps not. You know so little, and yet you must learn so much is the short time we have. I am called Torsten, of the Midgarth Clan, chief priest and cleric of Atelho, son of the All-Father and Father of the dvergers. You are Eric.”
 
   It was not a question. The cleric looked up at Eric with intensity in his gaze, his deep blue eyes piercing and hard. Eric remained silent, intrigued.
 
   “There was an event in our recent past where the might of Úndin, the All-Father, was matched against Sayrin, his brother. Their battle sundered the universe and created this union of lives that you and I now live in. But their fight is not over. They fight on even now, but they are constrained in their fight to use their instruments, imperfect mortal creatures such as ourselves. The creations of Úndin are on one side, and Sayrin’s children are on the other. Man, however, was a creation of both Úndin and Sayrin and thus prone to fall prey to their own whims and follow the path that they so choose. The aylfins, the daughters and sons of Faerin, have followed their own paths as well, either falling to Sayrin or joining us on the side of the All-Father. Such is their fickle nature as well, though they are outside the balance of power. The dvergers alone remain pure and loyal to their creator, Atelho, first son of Úndin. The humans we have found have all decided to follow their lesser Father to aid the golgent and the Dragonhosts. The dragons we fight are the tools of Sayrin and we dvergers fight them at every turn.” Torsten recited this as if from rote memory, with minimal inflection.
 
   “What does your religion have to do with me?”
 
   Torsten appeared as if he’d expected the question. “You’re asking yourself if you’re going to live through this experience. You’re asking yourself if Olan would dare take a chance at trusting a human and leave you and your people here in this sheltered hollow alive and unmolested. Why should we let you live? You’re humans, and it is inevitable that you will all fall to the will of the Dragonhosts.”
 
   “How dare you—” Eric said, moving to wrench Valundnir free from his belt, but Torsten held up a single hand and Eric’s anger dissipated almost immediately.
 
   “It was rhetorical. I can tell you what it has to do with you and its resting there in your hand. Valundnir has chosen you. A human. It is an Elithalma made by one of our Ferreiros. It marks you as a warrior of Atelho, a pure and holy warrior. Only the Guerreiro to whom the weapon is bonded or a cleric can touch one once its Guerreiro has been chosen and named. When the clan chiefs arrive and see the hammer at your side, some will call it blasphemy and demand your death. There will be arguments and fighting amongst all of them. Olan might decide to kill you just to keep together the fragile alliance that he maintains between them all.”
 
   “We won’t go down without a fight,” Eric said. He breathed in deeply, steeling himself. Valundnir coalesced from shadow and light, crackling in his hand with a brilliant white energy.
 
   “If you stop acting like a fool and listen to me you won’t have to,” Torsten snapped. “You must act as any other dverger would or they will see it as a desecration and a mockery of something they hold sacred. You may have to fight one or two of them in Holmganga to prove yourself worthy of the hammer you bear. Do not shy away from this. There are some who are opposed to Olan’s rule over them that will try and use you to prove that he is not fit to be King. You will become a pawn in the not-so-subtle politics of dverger life if you do not make yourself something more than an enemy in this first meeting.”
 
   There was wisdom in Torsten’s words, the rational part of Eric which would normally control his actions seemed to note, but anger still thundered in his ears.
 
   “One thing I learned about chess, cleric,” Eric said, “is that it’s better to be a player than a piece in the game. I won’t be your pawn either.”
 
   “I am Atelho’s servant. You are his holy warrior. Your preservation is one of my callings in this life. For now, the way to reach both our goals lies along the same path. Allow me to walk it with you.”
 
   Eric grunted, but his anger and frustration dissipated. He was the arbiter of his own path, he’d always believed that. Nor did he give the slightest credence to the dverger belief in their deities—he had struggled enough with his own religion without adding another to it—but he would do what he must in order to ensure the survival of his little community.
 
   “What do you suggest?”
 
   “As I said, you must behave the way that they behave. If they are aggressive towards you, then you have to be aggressive back. If they are passive, then so are you. Respond in kind to what you receive, like a distant echo of sound coming back on its maker in a cavern. As a priest of Atelho I will stand behind you to show my support of Valundnir’s decision, but there is little else that I can do, even with the aid of our God. Atelho does not help dverger fight dverger.”
 
   “And what of the other people here? Will they be safe if I play along with your charade?”
 
   “They will be as long as you can prove to the clan chiefs that you have the heart of a dverger—that you are worthy of Valundnir. The truest nature of a dverger comes out in battle. It would be wise of you to insist on accompanying the army in the coming war against the Browns.”
 
   Accompany?
 
   “Leave everyone?”
 
   Torsten nodded. “That or watch them die.”
 
   “You’d really kill a hundred innocent people?” The judgment in his voice was plain.
 
   “We protect our own. We will not risk a single dverger life by leaving anyone behind, especially not a group who has already killed two of our brethren. The best thing for you to do is to purposefully put yourself in danger, surround yourself by dvergers, embrace our ways. Fight alongside them as a brother until they come to accept you as one. They will not worry about a leaderless group of survivors when you are trapped within their ranks. Dverger honor already tells them that the deaths of their brethren are on your head. 
 
   “The Brown Dragonhosts are headed this direction as we speak—the kill squads are their scouts. By coming with us, you defend your own people as well.”
 
   Eric didn’t like it. In fact he hated it. The whole idea was ludicrous. He vowed to make Roberts pay for his rashness. For a moment he considered telling Torsten about the man’s guilt, throwing him to the wolves, as it were. But then he sighed and bowed to the inevitability of the situation. There really was no way he could reconcile being an ally with the dvergers without readily taking up arms alongside them against a common enemy. He hated being forced into it though, and hated leaving the lives of those he’d fought for in the hands of someone else even more. 
 
   He wasn’t a warrior, he wasn’t even a very good leader, but these people were his family now, each and every one of them. Even Roberts after a fashion. He had shouldered the burden of their protection despite his own inexperience and found himself equal to the task. Every time he had chanced giving anyone else a slight amount of control over his life or the lives of those within the community, it had led to headaches and confusion later on. Now the safety and protection of his people would slip out of his control again and there was nothing that he could do about it. And what of Natalie and the baby?
 
   “Fine then,” Eric said. “I’ll walk your path for now. Where are the clan chiefs meeting?”
 
   “We noticed a large chamber on our way in, to the north of where the wyrms were slain. It was full of crates, boxes and machines. Olan will meet with the clan chiefs there.”
 
   Eric took up the lead without a word. He knew the room Torsten had described quite well. It was a spacious chamber that had originally served to house some of the large pumps that pushed sewage through the pipes and tunnels. Most of it had been abandoned long before the Breaking, as the dvergers called it, removed for various other purposes and uses. The border patrols used it as a temporary billet and storage area these days. A couple of crates of rations and munitions served as a makeshift table for meals and meetings. It was as good a place as any for a war council.
 
   Torsten hurried to catch up to him, sandals flapping against the stone. Eric hid an amused smile as the cleric dropped into step alongside him, taking two quick strides for every one that Eric made, despite his slight limp. Torsten was not what Eric had assumed a dverger cleric to be. He was quick to ire, which seemed typical for a dverger, but he kept his frustrations in check and his level of thinking was much deeper than Eric had expected. In fact, the dverger was more intelligent and cunning than most of Eric’s engineering professors. As odd as Torsten looked in his ornamental armor and sandals, Eric knew that he would be a formidable opponent if ever they became enemies.
 
   He led them through a set of passages that skirted the Commons, where repairs were still underway. His right hand tapped the hammer’s head absently as he walked, feeling a curious surge of adrenaline as they passed. 
 
   He pulled the weapon from his belt and studied it, turning it over in his hands. It was a mixture of two metals, the haft a dark pure silver and the head a shining metallic white. There was intricate scrollwork around the head, which was equally balanced on both sides of the handle. Dverger characters were carved into the haft just below the head, most likely the hammer’s name, Valundnir. The rest of the runes glittered faintly in the light as if tiny flecks of some silicate material had been melted into the grooves. The haft itself extended up through the head and out the other side for a few inches, where it had been flattened out slightly and formed a point. Generally speaking, it was notably impractical to use a hammer for thrusting purposes, but Valundnir was so light in his hands that Eric figured he could use the spoke quite effectively if the need arose.
 
   “Leave Valundnir out here, Eric,” Torsten said as they rounded a corner and found themselves only a few steps away from the entrance to the chamber where they were to meet Olan. 
 
   Eric had been so engrossed in studying Valundnir that he had not noticed they’d arrived. Silently he berated himself. The noise the dvergers were making would have been echoing down the halls for the last hundred yards and he should have noticed it minutes earlier.
 
   “It will come when it is needed. Let me go in and announce you and then you can follow. Summon Valundnir to you as you enter.”
 
   Eric leaned the hammer against the passage wall as the cleric entered the chamber. He let go of the haft and sighed as his weary body protested the movement of straightening back up. There were no guards at the entrance to the chamber, which he found odd. So many leaders in the same place with no one to protect them?
 
   Torsten’s voice rang out, cutting over the din of voices and echoes from the nearby chamber.
 
   “Hail Eric of the Deepgarth Clan of warriors, Guerreiro and wielder of the Elithalma, Valundnir, chosen this day o’er the grave of a fallen brother!”
 
   Eric took a deep breath and stepped into the room. He mentally willed Valundnir to appear in his outstretched hands. The weapon crackled into existence within his grasp, coalescing from shadows and light. 
 
   Olan and three other dvergers were grouped together at one end of the makeshift table upon which had been strewn a number of rough, paper maps, held down on either end by a pair of simple oil lanterns.
 
   A pair of dvergers sat at the middle of the makeshift table, an odd pair whose garb was different than their companions. One wore a thick, black leather cloak, though the other bore a large bright red shield that was made out of a single massive, red dragon scale. 
 
   The other four clan chiefs were scattered around the edges of the table, some frozen in the middle of moving small metal figurines upon the maps. They stared at him, unmoving, their eyes like hardened onyx in the gloom. Eric absorbed the scene in the first pregnant breath after Valundnir’s appearance. The unnatural silence was shattered before the next breath was born by a cacophony of angry bellows and stunned shouts of alarm and incredulity.
 
   “What be this blasphemy?” one of the dvergers bellowed. He wore polished armor over a shirt of mail that stuck out at the bottom of the breastplate. A helm sat on his head, crammed down over the shock of dark brown hair that covered his head and hid his chin. A deep maroon cloak hung from his shoulders. 
 
   The dverger tore an axe from his belt and leapt to his feet. Around the table, several others drew weapons and leapt to their feet, armor and weaponry glittering in the unsteady lantern light. They backed away from the table so that they would have a clear space in which to fight. Eric glanced over at Olan to see if he would intervene. It was a fleeting hope, but he felt an uncharacteristic rush of adrenaline and excitement when the dverger king gave the slightest shake of his head to show that he was not going to interfere.
 
   With a roar, Eric let go of Valundnir with his right hand, leaving his left hand gripping the hammer just beneath the head and swung it around in a heavy punch that connected with the nearest dverger’s head with a burst of bronze sparks. 
 
   The force of the unexpected blow knocked the unsuspecting clan chief off his feet and sent both him and his dented helm flying over the top of the crates. The dverger turned a complete flip in the air and came crashing down against the wall on the other side. The dverger staggered to his feet with a stubborn roar, axe still firm in his grip, though he stumbled on his first step forwards. Eric marveled at his tenacity.
 
   A dverger barreled towards him from the right, weaponless but with arms outstretched to engulf him and bear him to the ground. Another bore down on him from the left, a short, slightly curved sword held low for a thrust at his kidneys. Eric spun instinctively, leaping into the air and sweeping out with his left leg and, at the same time, carrying his left hand, the one holding Valundnir, down into the spin. The hammer burned within his grip, and Eric marveled at the strength and speed it lent him as his leg spun through the air and caught the dverger on the right in the side of the neck. Valundnir connected with the other dverger’s shoulder with a shower of sparks and both dvergers fell to the ground within moments of each other. 
 
   Eric landed on his right foot and completed the spin, stopping to face the dverger who still remained at the table. He took a step forward, ignoring the dverger on the ground behind him to focus on the first dverger who he had knocked to the ground.
 
   “Valundnir chose me, dverger,” he said, tossing the hammer onto the table with a loud wooden clunk. “I am a chosen of Atelho. I answer to him and no other.”
 
   He didn’t know why he said it, but the words seemed appropriate for the situation. He looked around the room, staring at each of the dvergers in turn and returning their flinty gazes as the strength and energy that had coursed through him during the battle faded. His confidence slipped a little at the sight of the dvergers before him, but he took a seat in one of the vacated spots at the table before anyone could take note of his suddenly shaking hands. 
 
   Eric glanced down at Valundnir, aware of the fact that he wasn’t anywhere near that good a fighter. What sort of magic ran through that weapon to give him such strength and ability without training? No, that wasn’t possible, was it? 
 
   Maybe Natalie was right. He was an idiot. 
 
   He turned to look at Olan and Torsten as if nothing had just transpired. “So what’s the plan, your Majesty?” he asked.
 
   There was a moment of tense silence, then suddenly the room was filled with riotous laughter. One of the dvergers slapped Eric on the back with rough, brutish strength, though he knew it was meant on a jovial note even as he winced. The first dverger Eric had struck was ribbed as the butt of several jokes from the other clan chiefs as he made his way back to the table after retrieving his dented helm.
 
   “Well done, human,” Olan said with a wink.
 
   Eric flashed the dverger king a faint smile. He took the few minutes it took for the dvergers to calm down and return to their previous discussion to study the maps on the table. Several dozen dverger miniatures were placed on the map within the borders of Old Provo. A half dozen dragon figurines rested on the map far to the southeast, near what had once been Grand Junction, Colorado. It was a long distance to cover out in the open, exposed to the patrols that passed overhead and traversed that land around them—a distance that Eric would have normally called an impossible journey. But the goal of the army was to kill dragons and the hosts that followed them. Eric doubted they’d have any trouble finding the beasts.
 
   “The plan be simple,” Olan said once all the clan chiefs were seated. The dverger with the dented helm slouched moodily in a seat across from him, the faint line of blood that dripped from his nose only heightening the intensity of the murderous glare he shot towards Eric. The other two dvergers Eric had fought sat on either side of him, though they didn’t show any open hostility towards him. “The main army be here. According to our latest reports, the Brown Dragonhosts do be southwest of us. We intend to lure them out and be meeting them at the base of these canyons and passes to the northwest of where they be holed up.”
 
   Olan pointed to a spot on the map that corresponded roughly with an area just north of Old Moab and the Arches National Park. Eric had been down that side of Bryce Canyon before and approved of the choice. With a sheer mountain range on one side and a maze of canyons on the other, it would be a simple matter to bottle them up and crush them against the immobile rock. Even if, in the worst case scenario, they were routed, they could fall back into the Canyonlands and lose them in the labyrinth of valleys and canyons for which the area was named. While Eric had never been one for the actual physical part of combat—at least, not before now—tactics and maneuver were one of his strong points.
 
   “Gaeslingr and Fenrirbane will be taking the flanks to the north and south of the army as we march. Deepgarth will be leading and Norvigr will take up the rear,” Olan continued, nodding at each respective clan chief in turn. 
 
   Behind Eric, Torsten cleared his throat and pressed an elbow into Eric’s back. Eric made a small noise of protest from the pain, which, despite being quiet, immediately drew the attention of all the others in the room. Some gazed at him in interest, though most looked over with scorn and derision at the interruption. 
 
   “I think I should scout ahead with the clan,” Eric said into the silence, receiving an approving grunt from Torsten. “If you will have me. I know the area around these parts quite well.”
 
   “Why would you be joining us, human?” one of the clan chiefs asked, his face a mask of hair that hid his expression. “What be in it for you? Why be leaving this place and your people?”
 
   Eric didn’t need the nudge from Torsten to know that his answer would determine the fate of his people.
 
   “I am a Guerreiro. Fighting the Dragonhosts is what I do.” 
 
   Again the words were unplanned and unfamiliar, but they seemed to placate the dverger, even if Eric inwardly groaned at the brashness of it all. He never would have made a move without planning it out in advance before, but his back was to a wall and he simply had no other choice. He hoped Natalie would forgive him. 
 
   For a moment, Eric thought he saw a trace of irritation flash across Olan’s face, but it passed in a moment. The dverger king turned to one of the clan chiefs near him and raised a thick bushy eyebrow. The clan chief looked a lot like the King, though with thick brown hair and beard touched with gray, rather than Olan’s auburn locks.
 
   “What be your word, Diarf?”
 
   Diarf glanced from Olan to Eric and then back again. Something seemed to pass between them and Diarf nodded.
 
   “I do accept the Guerreiro and his squad as one of the scouting patrols.”
 
   Olan nodded as well, which silenced the shouts of protests on the lips of the dverger opposite where Eric sat. 
 
   Behind him, Eric heard Torsten breathe a sigh of relief.
 
   “It be decided then. We be leaving on the morrow.”
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   Screams tore upward from the breeding pits below, reverberating off the chamber walls and growing with each overlapping peal. 
 
   Remdin sniffed and sunk down into the shadows. Hidden in the murk near the monstrosity’s feet, the dverger shivered in his scant loincloth and hugged his knees to his chest. Huddled as he was, it was hard to make out the rusted chain which wound its way along the floor from his left ankle to wrap around one of the skull throne’s thick ivory horns. 
 
   Upon his dais, Granil grinned around his yellowed tusks. Wrapped in vibrant purple silks that barely hid his pustule-ridden flesh, Granil leaned back in his throne and sighed contentedly. Made from the hollowed out remains of a red dragon’s skull, the throne’s massive size made Granil’s own enormous girth appear almost normal in comparison—and that girth had grown considerably in the years of splendor that had greeted him in this world.
 
   More screams joined the first before they died and Remdin shivered again. He buried his bare face into his knees and closed his eyes, picturing a better place, one filled with mead, hot venison, and wenches. The image never fully coalesced.
 
   A gong rang from the entry hall, announcing someone’s approach. A dozen golgent ran into the room bearing a large wooden table that was proving too heavy for them. They nearly dropped it twice before they managed to set in place in front of Granil. He swiped at one of them lazily, but the golgent, only as large as Granil’s boulder-like hand, easily avoided the weak blow. It scampered away, large feet flapping against the stone.
 
   Remdin lifted his head slightly to stare after the fleeing creature as he did every time they were about. They were so much smaller than the ones he had fought before. Pygmies even. One of them wouldn’t even come up to his waist. And the coloring was off too. Golgent were supposed to have green skin and yellow eyes. These had a pastel cast to their skin, as if a layer of white flesh lay beneath the green skin. And the eyes—they were almost orange. 
 
   He scowled and let his head drop.
 
   This was not his world, yet there were similarities. The same creatures, the same familial alliances amongst the clans, and yet different somehow, in subtle, strange ways. It didn’t matter anymore. Olan was King. His family had been assimilated into the dverger army that Olan was building. He was now a king without a crown. A dverger without a clan. He had lost.
 
   The pygmy golgent scampered back into the room. This time they carried platters of food balanced above their heads. The smells were nauseating and alluring at the same time. Remdin didn’t even have to look over at the table to feel his stomach turn. It grumbled, either in protest or hunger. He couldn’t tell which. Regardless, he had to eat. His body was growing weak from lack of nourishment. 
 
   Gritting his teeth, he lifted his head and shifted around so he could snatch at whatever morsels fell.
 
   Above him, Granil seized a haunch of sizzling meat and tore off a massive chuck with his broken, crooked teeth. He sat up, making his throne groan in protest. Grease covered his hands and lips, mingling with blood and juices from the rare meat. In the dim light, the liquid shone with a reddish cast.
 
    Remdin licked his desiccated lips and tried not to heave.
 
   Granil continued feasting. Breads and cheeses disappeared down his gullet in single gulps. Strange jellied substances and thick glutinous chunks of brick-like proportions were consumed as well. 
 
   Remdin waited on balled feet, his weakened muscles tensed and ready to spring. A bone dropped from the table.
 
   It seemed to fall in slow motion, tumbling through the air trailing juices. Remdin charged forward just as the shadows in the corner of the room opposite him seemed to bulge and expel a large red wyrm. Remdin noticed it only in his periphery. He was focused on the falling bone. He dove, snatching it from the air with a single outstretched hand and then tucked into a roll that left his shoulder bruised and carried him under the table at Granil’s feet. 
 
   The wyrm, its mouth agape and pronged tail poised, skittered after him.
 
   Granil stood erect in all his slovenly glory, bathing his chest in the grease that dripped from his mouth and ran in rivulets down his pock-marked skin. He heaved the table over before the wyrm could pounce, spraying food across the floor. The wyrm scrambled backward and Granil sent a kick in its direction, but it darted around the overturned table and descended upon the scattered meal. 
 
   Remdin sat where he had landed, gnawing at the bone. Hunger drove him, and it was a more compelling master than fear.
 
   Granil rounded on the dverger, reaching back to his skull throne and drawing out a massive sword. Remdin’s eyes followed the blade. That sword, as wide at the base as his skull, had killed him before. Killed him and returned him to life again. A sneer curled Granil’s lips, giving him a feral look around the tusks. Screams sounded from the breeding pits. Granil raised the sword high and took a step forward.
 
   The gong sounded.
 
   Granil lowered the blade and spat to the side—a long stream of reddish black liquid that stank almost as badly as the creature himself—as Lamaril stormed into the room. 
 
   Lamaril’s expression could have defied the storm clouds and spat in the face of thunder. His black cloak swirled around him like wings, the red fist on his left breast rippling with the movement. The man walked right up to Granil ignoring the broken furniture, the wyrm, and the sword.
 
   “Mortan has shown his hand,” he said. “Athore is dead. My scryings found his body in the valley where he was supposed to meet with the Red’s envoy.”
 
   Granil roared in anger, tilting his head back to bellow at the ceiling. The sword in his hands dropped towards the floor, but instead of striking it, passed straight through as if it weren’t there. Neither Remdin nor Lamaril paused to take note of it.
 
   “Curse Mortan,” Granil grunted. “May Sayrin take him down to the black depths of hell.”
 
   Lamaril remained standing, still as stone, as Granil kicked his way back to his throne and flopped down into its embrace. His flinty eyes were impassive, yet missed nothing. 
 
   Almost at his feet, Remdin gnawed at the bone, sucking every last drop of marrow from it that he could.
 
   “So what is our response, my lord?” Lamaril asked, his voice flat.
 
   Granil lounged back on his throne, one hand reflectively scratching at the pustules on his chin. Screams echoed up from the breeding pits, a chorus of pain and glory that crashed against itself in a chaotic jumble. 
 
   Granil’s eyes narrowed. “We let them come to us!” he said, his voice full of cruel pleasure.
 
   “My lord?” Lamaril asked.
 
   Granil turned his head to gaze at the human wizard, his eyes seeming to glow.
 
   “We let them come to us, or rather, part of us. A dverger army is on their way here already. They can fight us and Mortan, if they are both lucky enough to survive. You will lead them.”
 
   “I?”
 
   “Yes, you,” Granil snapped. “I will lead part of our hosts north.”
 
   Remdin looked up, the bone frozen in place halfway to his mouth.
 
   “Is it wise to split our forces, my lord?” An arched eyebrow was the only indication of Lamaril’s dissent, but it was enough to make Granil cackle in delight.
 
   “We outnumber Mortan, and the dvergers. We far outnumber them. Ready the Draugrsál. You can use them.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   Granil turned and grinned down at Remdin.
 
   “I will be paying a visit to some old friends. The best way to kill someone is to stab them in the heart.”
 
   The bone slipped from Remdin’s fingers and clattered to the floor.
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   Barbed wire glinted dully in the lantern light as Caleb leaned over and rested his elbows against the city-fortress wall. The cruel metal points menaced his flesh only a few inches from his face, but Caleb peered out into the space between them, searching among the broken, decaying buildings that surrounded the city-fortress for signs of movement. He knew it was unlikely. Any survivors that weren’t in the city-fortress were either marauders and unlikely to move against a city-fortress so large, or had long-since moved on. Charlotte’s cold dead corpse had been picked clean. Only the empty husk remained—an empty husk slowly filling with ash.
 
   He shifted and looked northward. Even in the darkness and through the haze of soot, he could still make out the old I-77 highway, now shattered and skeletal, dotted with ash-covered bumps that hid abandoned, empty cars. It stood out against the horizon, like a rib sticking out from a skeleton’s frame. 
 
   He yawned and brushed ash from his sleeve, coughing slightly as he breathed in some of the ash.
 
   “Anything to report?”
 
   Caleb jumped and straightened in the same motion, a hand reaching for the gun that hung heavy on his hip. His heart raced, but stilled in the next moment when he recognized Kenneth’s domineering presence behind him. The large man wore full military fatigues, a Kevlar vest strapped over his thick chest. Various pieces of equipment hung from the vest or were secured in pockets along its length. An assault rifle hung over his shoulder, in such a way that it could be in his hands in an instant. As always, the man’s scarred face bore a scowl. At first Caleb had taken the look personally, but over time, he’d noticed that the sergeant gave the same look to all the refugees.
 
   “Nothing to report, sir,” Caleb said hastily. He snapped into a sloppy salute.
 
   Kenneth arched an eyebrow at him and the corner of his lip curled into a sneer.
 
   “Get back to your post,” he ordered and stalked off, disappearing into the gloom without a backward glance, the rifle bouncing against his shoulder.
 
   Caleb rolled his eyes and turned back to peer out into the gloom. Dropping a hand to the butt of his gun, he wondered, not for the first time, why only the officers or ex-military men had rifles. They had all been trained to handle the assault weapons, both the ARs and the M4s, but the only service weapon they’d been issued where the handguns. 
 
   And it wasn’t as if one was readily interchangeable with the other. A rifle was a weapon infused with finesse and skill. It was a ranged weapon that kept the enemy far from you when firing. 
 
   A handgun was a grunt’s weapon. Close quarters. Inaccurate at long distances. Meant for those who would get their hands dirty and who may find themselves grappling with an enemy in the dirt. At least that’s how their instructor had explained it when he had asked.
 
   But why train them on something they weren’t going to use? There were plenty of rifles to go around. Caleb’s normal work as a bookkeeper kept him well informed about the inventory. 
 
   But, according to the city-fortress leaders at least, rifles were for officers. The real soldiers. Caleb and the other refugees were simply second-class citizens. Expendable. And so they only received handguns. 
 
   It grated.
 
   He sighed and scrubbed a dirty hand over his even dirtier face, then pushed his hair back. It was getting long. Rachel was always badgering him about cutting it, but haircuts were a luxury now, along with showers, food that hadn’t been canned or infused with chemical preservatives, and most everything else that had made life worth living. There was nothing he could do about it. They were stuck. This was their life—his life. 
 
   They were here for their own protection, but, at times, it felt more like a prison than a haven. 
 
   A flake of ash landed on his nose. With an irritated flick, he brushed it away. Would the ash never end? It got everywhere. Into their food, their lungs, the water supply. There was a whole team of people—again, mostly refugees—assigned to clear the ash from the streets every day and empty the massive water filters. It was a maddening, constant reminder of the current state of the world. 
 
   Caleb shivered, though it wasn’t very cold.
 
   “Nights like these always give me the chills,” a steel voice said. “Too much silence, not enough life.”
 
   Caleb turned, this time careful not to jump, though his hand still strayed for the butt of his gun. 
 
   A man leaned against the wall near him at the edge of the lantern light, clothing stained a nondescript gray by the ash. Caleb didn’t get a good look at him, but felt like he’d seen him somewhere before. One of the other refugees, perhaps. 
 
   He shrugged and turned back to studying the night. “I prefer the silence.”
 
   “Oh, silence can certainly be enjoyable,” the other man said as if conceding a point reluctantly. “The solitude, the independence, the self-assurance that nothing else is near you or can reach you. Just be wary that the incongruity of it doesn’t suffocate you.”
 
   Caleb glanced over at the man out of the corner of his eye. He had straightened from his slouch and stood erect, back as straight as a board, as he peered out into the gloom. The lantern light seemed to cut the man in half and deflect the softly falling ash to either side, parting above him as if he were standing beneath an invisible umbrella. Light always did funny things when surrounded by darkness.
 
   “You know, you’re not supposed to be up here on the wall unless it’s your turn at watch,” Caleb said.
 
   The man laughed, a sound that was almost a hissing wheeze, like a soda bottle being opened slowly, in an attempt to not let the gasses fizzle over. 
 
   Caleb winced.
 
   “I am at watch,” the man said. “Watching and waiting. I was given this post a long time ago really, but I just discovered it was tonight.”
 
   Caleb stared at him, one hand idly scratching behind an ear. Was this man crazy? In truth, after everything they’d all been through, there probably weren’t any sane ones left.
 
   “So you’re, um, my replacement for the night?” He asked.
 
   The man shrugged, a movement almost lost in the swirl of darkness and light in which he stood. “You could be inclined to think that.”
 
   “Is that a yes?”
 
   “Yes.” The man hissed and made a dismissive gesture.
 
   Caleb hesitated for a moment, split with indecision. There was something off about the situation, about the man, but he couldn’t pin it down. Shivers ran up his spine for just a moment and he shook his head. 
 
   He turned away from the wall and started down the long, narrow stairs, his decision made without even realizing it. The man behind him grunted once, but didn’t call after him so Caleb continued on his way, picking his path carefully in the darkness. 
 
   Ash made the steps slick and, at night, a single misstep could mean death. There wasn’t enough lamp oil to squander lamps everywhere. There were even fewer batteries, those too precious for anything but the emergency flashlights and powering the few remaining medical and surgical tools. 
 
   The darkness made the stairs treacherous—the ash made it deadly. The women and children would sweep the steps clean in the morning, but the soot never stopped falling. The Appalachians spewed enough dust and ash into the air these days that even after only a few short hours everything was dyed a uniform gray. When the mountains had erupted, the ash cloud had been so thick that it had blocked out the sun. Now, years later, it had dissipated enough for the moon’s light to shine through on most nights, though it carried a yellowish cast to it now that only added to the sense of death and decay.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, Caleb entered the actual city itself. In truth, it was a ramshackle conglomeration of less than perfect buildings tossed together in a sprawling half moon. Large warehouses stood together near the bottom of the stairs, doors locked with chains that hung thick with ash. There were no guards. None were needed. With everyone living so close together, thievery was soon found out and the thieves punished. 
 
   It had only happened once. The thief, an older man with a mild skin condition, had stolen a tube of unguent to relieve his itching. The itch hadn’t been serious, an inconvenience more than a worry. He had been tossed from the wall like a bucket of ash and refuse from the day’s cleaning. Caleb shuddered at the memory.
 
   He passed the warehouses quickly and entered the residential section. Housing units, squat with sloped roofs and single roomed interiors, crouched against the circular wall. There were dozens of them, each holding a single family or group of roommates that had been driven together by need. They barely qualified as homes. 
 
   With a sigh, Caleb stopped in front of his own housing unit and removed his boots. Rachel would kill him if he tracked ash onto her nice clean floor. Picking up his boots, he opened the door and stepped inside.
 
   A single candle burned on the tiny end table that served as both a desk and a place around which their small family could eat. Only a quarter of the candle’s wax had melted away, which meant that it had been lit recently. Caleb smiled as he placed his boots near the foot of the door and looked to the bed, the only other furnishing in the room, though it filled up almost the entirety of it. Rachel dozed with her head resting against Benson’s cheek, the infant cradled in her embrace, asleep on her shoulder. She looked to be half sitting, propped up with a pilled behind her back.
 
   “You didn’t have to wait up for me, dear,” he whispered fondly, stepping carefully through the room.
 
   Rachel and Benson dozed on, oblivious to his presence. 
 
   He watched them for a long moment, then took a seat at the table and took out a stack of papers and some pens from a box underneath. As softly as he could, he drew his gun and placed it on the table next to him, within easy reach. 
 
   Rachel murmured something in her sleep and shifted. 
 
   Smiling, Caleb looked over at her for a long moment then turned to the papers on the table with an irrepressible yawn. He leafed through the stack until he found the pages he was looking for. He set the others aside and began to write.
 
   His pen scratched across the crumpled page in hurried quick strokes. He glanced at the oil lamp and noted with alarm that the fuel level was low. He’d have to scrounge for more soon. He was glad that their cramped housing unit had no windows to show off his wanton waste of the precious liquid on such a meaningless task.
 
   “What are you up to, Caleb?”
 
   He jumped and drew a long line across the page. He looked over at his wife, curled up on the small bed against the far wall. Rachel smiled at him sleepily.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Writing again?” She sat up and checked on Benson, who snored his cute infant snore as if he knew he was being watched.
 
   “I can’t help it. Someday someone is going to want to know how we lived during this time period in human history.” He reached into a small cardboard box at his feet and pulled out a sheaf of papers of all shapes, sizes, and colors. “Someone’s got to do it. Might as well be me. I’m not much good for anything else.”
 
   “Yes, you are.” Rachel protested.
 
   “Not really. I’m a good shot, yes, but I don’t take orders well. I’m not the soldier that they want me to be. I’m a pencil pusher, a thinker, not a mindless drone.”
 
   “And is that so bad a thing?”
 
   “No Rachel, but as bad as things are, it’s also a new opportunity. It’s a chance for me to finally be able to be somebody again. I can be a leader. I can help people. This is my chance.”
 
   “I wish you could see yourself as I see you,” Rachel said, “You are a leader, just of a different sort. You have your family—what else do you need?”
 
   Caleb smiled, but before he could answer a massive explosion shook the walls, sending dust and debris falling from the ceiling. 
 
   Benson bounced in his crib, coming awake with a wail.
 
   “What was that?” Rachel shouted, rushing to comfort their screaming son.
 
   Fear shot through him in a cascade of sudden realization.
 
   “Mortars, Rachel—it’s mortars!”
 
   Alarm bells sounded, ringing out through the city-fortress with frenzied abandon. People rushed by outside their door. Shouts of panic and alarm rang out in accompaniment to the sound of bells.
 
   “Marauders again?”
 
   As if in answer to her question, a single deep, ominous note rang out over the noise and confusion. The other bells cut off in ragged order, falling with the screams that died away. A heavy silence hung in the air.
 
   “Oh, Caleb,” Rachel said. 
 
   She put a hand over her mouth to stifle a sob, but tears escaped the corner of her eyes and dripped down her cheeks. Benson, sensing something was wrong, began to cry. Caleb ran his fingers through his hair and stammered something inarticulate, his eyes reflecting the horror and helplessness he felt.
 
   The room shook with another, sudden explosion, the noise deafening in the eerie silence that came before it. Rachel tumbled onto the bed, shielding Benson with her body. Caleb toppled over onto the floor and the lamp rolled off the table and smashed against the floor. Flames shot up the walls, crackling in fiery hunger.
 
   Caleb leapt to his feet, galvanized into action. “Take the blanket, Rachel. Wrap it around you.”
 
   She tore the blanket from the bed with one hand and wrapped it around herself. Benson squirmed against the rough material and pushed his head out from under the edge. Caleb dove under the bed and came back up holding his gun and a large survival pack. Smoke filled the room.
 
   “Let’s go!” Caleb said between coughs.
 
   They rushed towards the door. Flames roared up around them. They crackled and popped, though not loudly enough to drown out the clarion call of the alarm bells that had resumed their haunting call into the night.
 
   “Caleb,” Rachel said as they reached the door, “our identification cards!”
 
   “There’s no time.”
 
   “Please. They’re all we have.”
 
   “Fine, wait here.” Caleb whirled back around. 
 
   The fires blazed all along the walls and licked the ceiling. Billowing clouds of smoke stained the air and clogged his lungs. He dashed back across the room, flames searing the hair off his arms. He scrambled through the pockets of burning wood towards the desk, but groaned in resignation when he got a glimpse of tabletop through the smoke and haze. The papers he’d gathered and on which he’d painstakingly recorded the history of the Charlotte city-fortress were ablaze, curling into blackened ash.
 
   A blood curdling scream that pierced him to the very core cut through the sounds of the roaring flames. 
 
   He spun back around and his world ended. A long curved blade poked out through Rachel’s back, the tip shining with blood in the flickering light. Outlined in the doorway from the streets was something from his worst imaginations. A—a—Caleb could only call it a goblin, with its yellow, cat-like eyes gleaming. It smiled as it pulled the sword free and Rachel slid to the ground. Her lifeblood spilled out onto the entryway floor. Benson’s lifeless body slipped out of her arms and into the night.
 
   Something broke inside him. He snapped his handgun up and he put two rounds into the goblin’s head, blasting it backwards into the night. Another leapt up to take its place. Caleb put four rounds in its chest. He ran back across the room, ignoring the heat that burned at his flesh and set fire to his clothes. By the time he reached the bottom another goblin had burst through the door. He pistol whipped it along the side of its skull, and sent it flying. A single shot to the head finished it off. He dropped to his knees next to his wife.
 
   “No!” He screamed in agony, his mind overloaded and unable to grasp what was happening. His heart ached; his brain burst with information, emotion, and anger. His world was ending. Benson’s body lay still and lifeless in the doorway, and Rachel’s breath came out in ragged, bloody gasps, her eyes closed.
 
   “Caleb,” Rachel whispered. Her mouth was a bloody mess. Her eyelids fluttered open and closed. “Where’s Benson?”
 
   He responded without thinking.
 
   “He’s here, Rachel. I have him.” His vision blurred through the tears and he cradled his wife’s head, getting blood all over his blue pajamas.
 
   Rachel smiled weakly.
 
   “Promise me that you’ll take care of him. That you’ll both live and you’ll figure out a way to escape this hell.” Her voice faded as she spoke and Caleb felt a stab of absolute terror and pain.
 
   “I promise, Rachel. I promise.”
 
   The housing unit creaked. The building crashed down around him in flames, sealing him in a fiery tomb with his wife and son.
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   Caleb glanced up from cleaning the slide of his gun as Sigvid entered the room. The blacksmith nodded in his direction and continued on to his sleeping quarters without a word. They had not spoken much since the night the Raleigh city-fortress had fallen. 
 
   In the end, Sigvid had been satisfied with Caleb’s story and had not forced him to look over the edge of the berm at the ruined husk of humanity that remained. The screams of pain, the cries of terror, and the dissonant sounds of death had been enough to unlock the emotional flood and bring back the nightmares in all their radiant glory, each one ending in the same haunting call of his wife’s ethereal wail. 
 
   Caleb couldn’t make up his mind on whether he was grateful to or angry at Sigvid for forcing him to live through it all again, for making him realize that what drove him was not the thirst for revenge, but guilt. If anything, it was now even harder for him to force everything back into the corner of his mind because he knew he wasn’t really running away from the pain, he was running away from himself. It was as if a mighty oak had burst from a tiny acorn within moments and he was vainly trying to force it back inside the broken shells. It was a futile gesture. 
 
   He knew that he wasn’t really living. Despite his promises, he was merely surviving and, as Sigvid had so pointedly summarized, moving from kill to kill until there was nothing left to kill or else he was killed himself. Right now, that was enough for him. He wasn’t sure what he needed to do to start living again—to start caring—and if he was honest with himself, he wasn’t sure he even wanted to try. 
 
   Sigvid, despite his empathy, was not offering any suggestions. The dverger had merely reopened the wound, but left it up to Caleb to discover how best to let it heal.
 
   Sigvid had, however, provided him with something to keep him occupied through the long hours of solitude beneath the rock. The stocky dverger had given over one of the long tables that littered his quarters and surrendered it to Caleb’s use, allowing him full access to all of his tools and equipment and showing him how to use each of them. He had even taken to instructing Caleb in the use of the long dverger daggers, the langsaxe. He made a show of untoward gruffness and hostility for the benefit of the other dvergers around him, but when he was alone with Caleb, he had a softer side that Caleb felt quaintly comforting.
 
   Caleb spent long hours putting the razor-edges on blades, or else cleaning and organizing the hordes of weaponry that amassed around the forge. Sigvid had been pleasantly surprised by how much Caleb already knew. Thomas had taught him well. 
 
   After a few days of the toil, Sigvid had shown Caleb how to work the bellows of the forge’s furnace. The steady strokes heated the coals, and thus the metal that the dverger was working, evenly to a white-hot glow. 
 
   Caleb found the work mind-numbing, yet rewarding, occupying both his mind and body and freeing him from thought and pain. He was slowly coming to realize that he would never find true healing from avoidance. He had two long years of evidence to prove that. Most of the time, though, he simply did not care. At least the forge work was useful.
 
   When Sigvid returned from the other room he had removed his coat of mail links and had donned his thick leather smith’s vest and trousers. 
 
   The dverger was not a warrior, but a Ferreiro, and his presence in battles and among the council leadership was important. Sigvid had explained the title as being a senior blacksmith of sorts. It gave him the right to be present in all the council meeting and influence decisions that concerned the four score dvergers that lived within the Enclave. 
 
   Caleb would never have admitted it to Sigvid, but the dverger was a natural leader and his presence was a balm on his normally headstrong and hot-headed brethren. The others tended to believe that all problems could and should be tackled head on, like a battering ram against a wall. Sigvid, on the other hand, was intelligent and quick-witted, always taking the time to think things through and patiently work the difficult challenges before him. He was responsible for much of the current dverger strategy, haranguing the forces loitering around Raleigh in small guerrilla raids and avoiding direct confrontation. 
 
   Sigvid took a seat opposite Caleb and watched as he reassembled the slide and slid it back onto the main body of the gun. He twisted the slide release lever back into place to secure it. Then he inserted a magazine and tucked the gun away in a holster at the small of his back.
 
   “We received messages from some of our scouts that a part of the Dragonhosts broke away from Raleigh today.” Sigvid pulled out his pipe and lit it with a small striker he pulled from a pocket. “They are headed southwest. There’s another city-fortress down there, or so we’ve heard. The Dragonlord Mortan-zai arrived there yesterday.”
 
   “How do you know he arrived? You have scouts that patrol out that far?” The words slipped out before Caleb realized that he’d even decided to ask them.
 
   Sigvid smiled a toothy grin around the stem of his pipe and shook his head. “That’s a secret of the stones, boy. I can’t share all our secrets with you yet.”
 
   “You haven’t shared any secrets with me at all yet, Sigvid.” Caleb said with only a hint of mockery at the edges of his tone. “Unless you count the fact that you snore worse than a trulgo who’s swallowed a snoutful of ash.”
 
   Sigvid glowered at him. “You’re one to talk, boy. At least I don’t talk in my sleep and wake everyone around me.”
 
   Caleb grinned, then turned his back on the dverger and picked up the stout pole he’d been working on. It was to become the handle of a battle axe that Sigvid was forging. 
 
   He heard Sigvid get up, his bench scraping against the stone floor.
 
   Placing an adz so that it would cut with the grain, Caleb used smooth steady strokes that peeled off thin layers of wood in long spiraling curls. He concentrated on shaping the wood the way Sigvid had shown him, shaving off the smallest pieces until the wood began to take the shape he wanted it to form. 
 
   Sigvid spoke of the materials he used—the wood and the stone and the metal—almost as if they were living things. He spoke often of unlocking their inner forms. Instead of shaping the wood, Caleb was setting it free to become the thing it had forever yearned to be. 
 
   A few minutes into his work, Caleb heard a rush of air and the crackling of coals coming to life that accompanied the working of the bellows at the forge. He put down the tool and the wood he’d been working and got up from his seat with a small sigh. He walked over to where Sigvid was pulling the long wooden handle of the bellows that breathed life into the coals nestled within the forge’s furnace. He took the handle from the dverger without breaking the steady rhythm of the pulls. The forge and the bellows had been built around the dverger physique, so the bellows handle was shorter than Caleb would have liked, but he’d grown used to it and hardly gave it a passing thought anymore.
 
   Sigvid moved passed him and pulled a pail of minuscule, metal U-shaped rings and a pair of long, thin tongs from under one of the anvils. He thrust one of the lighter hammers into a loop in his vest and with one hand heaved a large suit of chain mail up onto the largest anvil. The suit had been the dverger’s main project since Caleb had started helping him with the metalwork. Sigvid pulled one of the U-shaped rings from the pail with the tongs and thrust it into the hottest part of the coals. His other hand reached into a small pouch of white powder that lay open beneath the horn of the anvil. 
 
   He began to chant, his voice deep and strong. Sigvid always sang as he worked. He had told Caleb that the chant was to help keep his work going at a steady pace, but Caleb couldn’t help but wonder if there wasn’t something more involved than timekeeping. The chant echoed off of the walls like no other sound did, as if the very stones themselves were responding to the dverger tongue with a language of their own, a language of echoing power and might.
 
   When the metal was glowing white, Sigvid pulled it out of the coals and, in one motion, hooked it between two other rings on the unfinished mail coat and sprinkled some of the strange white powder over it. The substance flared on contact with the hot metal. Sigvid pulled the hammer from the loop on his vest with the same hand and bent the white-hot ends of the ring together with the tongs. He hit it once with the hammer and the two ends melded together as if they had always been that way, one single seamless whole. The entire process took less than a few moments before Sigvid was on to the next ring. 
 
   Caleb had tried to count the number of rings they’d already placed onto the coat of mail, but had lost count after they passed two thousand. Sigvid was quick and methodical in his work. There was only a small patch near the neck to complete.
 
   Caleb fell into the rhythm of the chant and the constant pull of the bellows and was soon lost in its sway. His mind wandered erratically, flitting from memory and errant thought and back to memory again, but never long enough for it to occupy his attention. Sweat from the heat dripped down his forehead and into his eyes, but he hardly felt the sting. 
 
   He was still pulling steadily at the bellows an hour later when Sigvid put down his hammer and surveyed his work. It was the absence of the steady staccato sound of metal on metal that made Caleb pause in his heaving and look up, his body flowing with a river of sweat. Sigvid held up the suit of mail for Caleb to inspect. The metal was cool and gleaming, as if it has been recently polished. The suit came down nearly to the dverger’s knees and wasn’t nearly wide enough around the chest to cover Sigvid’s burly frame, but from everything Caleb could tell it was flawless. He realized that Sigvid was waiting for him to say something, but he couldn’t think of what to say so he simply nodded his approval.
 
   “Well, try it on then, boy.” Sigvid tossed the mail coat in his direction.
 
   Caleb caught the coat of mail. He had expected it to be extremely heavy and had prepared for it, but had almost lost his balance when it had weighed little more than a thick sweater. He was momentarily taken aback that the suit of mail had been crafted for him, but then realized if he had been paying closer attention to the suit and not the work itself, he would have known there was no one else it could have fit.
 
   “It’s an alloy of star-iron and a light, shiny metal from your world,” Sigvid explained. “It makes for extremely light yet strong armor.”
 
   Caleb looked up at Sigvid and his expression must have asked the question already forming on his lips because the dverger continued.
 
   “You’re coming with me on a raid tonight. The mail will stop the bullets. In the sleeping quarters you’ll find a padded undershirt and some new clothes. There’s a razor and other things in there too, in case you want to clean up a bit.”
 
   Caleb had been eager to participate in the raids when Sigvid had first mentioned them, an eagerness no less diminished by his recognition of the impetus of his own self-condemnation. It didn’t matter much to him why he felt good killing golgent, he just enjoyed feeling good at all. But Sigvid had almost vehemently denied his requests to join the raids and patrols up until now. He assumed that it has something to do with the conversation they had had the night that Raleigh had fallen. 
 
   The clothes were laid out on the sleeping mat that Caleb used, on top of which Sigvid had placed a folded straight razor like the kind old barbers used and a pair of simple shears. There was a small mirror on the floor, leaned back against the wall at an angle next to the clothes. Alongside it a pitcher of water and a shallow stone basin sat recessed in a corner. Caleb squatted down next to the mirror and looked down into it. 
 
   A stranger stared back at him. His once lustrous, light brown hair was twisted and matted, covered in the dirt, grime and ashes of months spent sleeping outdoors. It hung down over his ears and disappeared down the collar of his ripped and frazzled shirt, which was so thin that it could barely be counted as a shirt at all. The hairs of his beard and mustache were long, wispy, and stuck out in dozens of different directions like a bird’s nest. Moldy clumps of long past meals and several sections of dried, matted blood clung to his face. The skin of his face, where visible beneath layers of dirt and grime, was sickly, sallow, and pulled taunt against his skull. His eyes, once green and vibrant, were dead and sunken. He suppressed a shudder as the thought came unbidden to his mind of what Rachel would say if she could see him now.
 
   Caleb grabbed the pitcher of water and sloshed about half its contents into the shallow basin and forced the thought away before other memories could surface. It took him a long while to clean the tangles and debris from his hair and beard, but he continued doggedly. He found some soap and a soft cloth amongst the clothes and, after stripping down to just his skin, gave himself a sponge bath before picking up the shears and starting on his hair. It wasn’t neat, but when he finally put the shears down his hair was cropped short and neatly combed. 
 
   The trouble came with the razor. He’d never used a real straight razor before and his hand shook slightly at the thought of using it on himself. The blade looked more like a weapon than a personal hygiene tool. After a moment of silently berating himself for his foolishness, Caleb figured out how to hold it correctly, lathered up his face with the soap, and set to work with only a few minor nicks and cuts along the way. Glancing at himself in the mirror, Caleb caught a glimpse of the person he had once known when the world still made sense. He pulled on the new clothes, quickly covering the scars on his back, and donned the coat of mail, cinching it about his waist with a thick leather belt from which he hung his gun and the langsaxe Sigvid had given him.
 
   “I’m guessing you look a little more like yourself now.” Sigvid’s quiet voice drifted in from the doorway. There was a strange note of pride in the smith’s voice.
 
   Caleb was unable to articulate the jumbled thoughts and emotions that were passing through his mind. He appreciated the gift, especially considering his proclivity for putting himself in dangerous situations, but even more than that, he realized, he was grateful that he was no longer alone. Part of him—the survivor, the hunter, the broken mask that he had worn since the day his world had ended in his arms—screamed at him to leave. It brought to his attention every flaw, every minor weakness in the dverger defenses, demanding that he take note and exploit it. 
 
   Another part of him, a small and quiet voice that spoke with surprising strength from the suppressed depths of Caleb’s past, hungered for companionship and the sound of a friendly voice. This part of him was loathe to be alone once more. 
 
   Seeing himself in the mirror sparked emotions and memories of a happier, stronger, more intelligent version of himself that had been suppressed and almost forgotten. His hand strayed to the ring about his neck, hidden beneath the clean shirt he now wore. The cool metal comforted him and gave him the strength to turn away from the mirror and look at Sigvid. 
 
   The dverger smiled and moved away from the door. 
 
   Caleb let go of the ring and scrubbed the back of his hand across his face before following Sigvid out into the work room. Sigvid was donning his armor and weaponry over by the forge. Caleb strode over to the bench where he’d stacked all the guns and ammunition, and picked up a handful of loaded magazines he’d filled earlier. There were several magazine pouches on one of the benches and he clipped two of them to his belt and slid a pair of magazines into each. He contemplated grabbing one of the assault rifles, but decided against it. The dvergers fought at close quarters and the assault rifles, even one of the smaller ones, would be unwieldy at short distances. He pulled out the langsaxe and gave it a few experimental swings. It was not a weapon with which he was familiar, but he could use it if he needed to.
 
   Sigvid grunted from the direction of the forge and Caleb turned to see what he needed. The dverger was outfitted in a suit of light mail similar to the one he’d made for Caleb, over which a simple breastplate rested. An image of a hammer striking an anvil was engraved into the right shoulder. Sigvid held a simple conical helmet in his hands. A pair of double-bladed hand axes hung from a thick leather belt at the dverger’s waist and a baldric held a brace of smaller, single-headed axes that Caleb could only assume were for throwing. 
 
   “We’ll need to get you a helm eventually,” Sigvid said with a simple, one armed shrug. “Or perhaps a shield.”
 
   Caleb grinned despite himself at the mental picture. Sigvid was much more concerned over his safety then Caleb was himself. 
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   Sigvid put his helmet on and gestured for Caleb to follow him. They left Sigvid’s quarters and followed the main passageway down past the Eating Hall towards the guardroom where Caleb had spent his first night in the dverger enclave. They met no one in the halls, which was strange.
 
   “Are we late?” Caleb asked.
 
   “No, everyone’s already assembled, but since I’m leading this raid we can’t really be late. They can’t start without me.”
 
   They passed the guardroom and continued on through the secret door into the cave that hid the small dverger compound. Six dvergers were waiting for them there, illuminated by one of the strange glowing lanterns. Caleb was surprised to see Bothvar’s stony face amongst the assembled warriors. The dverger had made no secret of his dislike and even hatred for Caleb and had gone out of his way to insult or torment Caleb whenever they happened to cross paths. 
 
   He didn’t dwell on it. His thoughts constantly turned towards the dream he’d been having every night and Rachel’s echoing, haunting call. But neither it nor Bothvar mattered now. What did matter was that he do his part in the raid tonight, and his part was killing golgent.
 
   “We’re going to be hitting one of their foraging parties,” Sigvid explained to the assembled dvergers and Caleb. “According to reports, there are thirty to forty of them in the regular patrols. The one we’re going to hit will pass to the north of the city at midnight, where we’ll ambush them. We need to be fast so we don’t find ourselves having to fight off one of the dragons too!”
 
   Caleb suppressed a mild shudder, though whether from fear or excitement he didn’t know. Sigvid had mentioned in passing that a number of the red dragons had remained in the city when it had fallen and frequently made patrols during the day. Apparently red dragons couldn’t see very well in the dark, which is why all the raids were done at night. 
 
   “Let’s get going then,” Sigvid ordered, “but quick and quiet. We need to be in position before they get to the lake.”
 
   “What be the human doing with us?” Bothvar said in a whisper that nevertheless carried.
 
   “He’s here because I wish him to be here, Bothvar, as are you. I trust you will keep your bloodlust in check.”
 
   Bothvar scowled, but held his tongue firmly behind his bushy beard. 
 
   Caleb ran a hand through his freshly cut hair, feeling oddly grateful. It had been a long time since he’d had anyone care enough about him to defend him. 
 
   Sigvid laid out a brief, yet efficient plan and Caleb found himself keeping close to the smith as they set off.
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   With Sigvid leading, they reached the point of ambush shortly, their passage assisted by the nearly full moon. The area Sigvid had chosen for the ambush was hilly, like most places in the old state of North Carolina, but the hills were shallow and butted right up against the lake. A few abandoned buildings and the remains of a dock dotted the far bank, though they could only be seen in shadow. Fire-blackened trees decorated the immediate area around the lake, looming out of the darkness like angry spears. The lake itself was acrid and filled with the ash and detritus of the last few years of hell. The smell was overpowering.
 
   “Bothvar,” Sigvid whispered, gesturing towards the blackened stumps and hills along the nearest side of the lake. “Take Thuril and Harek and hide up there in the deadwoods. I’ll stay here with the rest. When you hear us moving in, you hit them on the flank and we’ll pin them up against the lake.”
 
   Bothvar and the other two dvergers hurried away into the night and were soon lost in the darkness. Harek had been the guard who escorted him to Sigvid his first night in the bunker. Caleb was not surprised that he had allied himself with Bothvar. 
 
   The rest of the patrol moved off into the night and took positions around the other nearby hills. They left a clear line of sight down the path that lead alongside the lake. 
 
   Caleb dropped to his knees near the base of two hills, knowing that the shadows from both would conceal him until the golgent and those men who were with them were already too close for it to matter. Sigvid dropped to the ground near him, rubbing dirt and ash over his armor so that it wouldn’t reflect the light and give them away.
 
   They waited. 
 
   The minutes stretched on in silent agony, only the sounds of a few stubborn night insects breaking the quiet monotony. Those were always present since they, at least, rarely ran out of food. 
 
   A faint, almost imperceptible noise broke through the normal night symphony. Sigvid shifted his weight in response to the sound. Caleb tensed and eased his finger on the trigger of his gun. The noise came again. It grew louder and louder until Caleb recognized it as raised raucous voices. Caleb made as if to stand, but Sigvid’s hand on his shoulder kept him down.
 
   “Wait for it,” Sigvid breathed in his ear. “They’re coming closer.”
 
   The sounds continued to grow. A half a dozen balls of light appeared on the top of a hill a hundred yards away and then vanished. Caleb immediately recognized the lights as torches when they resurfaced at the top of another hill a few moments later. He also heard the guttural voices of golgent intermingled with the higher, more refined cadence of men. The torches disappeared again. If they were following the path that Sigvid had said they would, they’d reappear at the base of the next hill near the lake shore in just a few moments.
 
   Caleb’s pulse and breathing quickened. His hands shook slightly in anticipation. He took a few calming breaths and waited for the telltale glow to appear on the path in front of him. 
 
   The first few golgent came around the base of the hill moments later, their gray-green skin illuminated by the torches held by those behind. A score of the short creatures headed the column, armed with short spears and cackling madly among themselves, making no pretense of secrecy about their movements. The hunter within Caleb reared up at the sight of them, but Sigvid’s hand held him in check.
 
   A clustered group of men marched directly behind them, assault rifles and side arms negligently holstered or held loosely at their sides. Some even carried torches instead of weapons. They laughed raucously among themselves and occasionally some of them would turn and make obscene gestures at something behind them, though the object of their sport had not yet appeared around the hill. 
 
   A pair of trulgo rounded the edge of the hill a few moments later, carrying a long pole between them. Someone was lashed to it, trussed up like a deer with hands and feet tied near either end. Caleb strained his eyes against the darkness, but couldn’t make out any of the captive’s features. The trulgo turned up the path and the torchlight from the group ahead of them flickered over the hogtied form.
 
   Caleb’s breath caught in his throat.
 
   The torchlight glistened off of white-blond hair that hung in long, matted ringlets, swaying with the motion of the bouncing pole. The woman’s head lolled from side to side, though her eyes were open. There were bruises on her arms and legs and a nasty contusion on the left side of her face that oozed blood and puss into her vibrant hair. Her clothes were torn and ragged, exposing her to the cool night air. 
 
   Caleb heard a woman’s dying screams echo from the dark recesses of his mind. Reason was reduced to ruin, and the hunter within Caleb rose up from the ashes.
 
   He leaped from concealment with a handgun in his right hand and langsaxe in his left just as the golgent at the head of the column reached the shoreline. The hunter reached their midst in a few quick strides, rearing up out of the night on wings of silent shadow and death. The gun leapt in his hands. Bullets flew into the confused mass. One of the golgent slipped past and behind him on the left. It swung the blade of its spear up and around, aiming for Caleb’s kidneys. 
 
   The hunter sensed the motion and rolled forward and to the right, tucking his shoulder into the ground to turn a complete summersault. The spear passed harmlessly over his head. 
 
   He completed the roll, but stayed on his knees as the golgent’s momentum carried him forward and directly into the langsaxe the hunter had planted firmly against his hip. The short gray-green creature clutched weakly at the blade sticking from its middle, but the hunter wrenched it free before it had finished dying.
 
   Oblivious to the bullets that whizzed past his head, the hunter calmly thumbed the mag release and dropped the empty magazine to the ground and then slammed a new one into place. He vaguely heard Sigvid and his company of dvergers shouting and saw them charge directly into the barrage of bullets and hastily thrown spears. Sigvid’s group crashed into a knot of humans just as a score of golgent poured from around the hill and joined the battle.
 
   The hunter raced toward the enemy soldiers with an incoherent, primal roar. His eyes were a blazing mask of fury. 
 
   The hunter emptied the magazine into the group of men. Some found their mark despite his haphazard spree. A bullet grazed Caleb’s cheek, but he didn’t even feel the pain as he bore down on his newest foe. One of the men turned his gun on him and, devoid of bullets, the hunter didn’t take the time to reload. Instead, the langsaxe flew from his left hand with a whip-like motion. The blade missed anything vital, but was enough to keep the man from getting off a shot.
 
   The hunter danced passed the man before he could recover and pulled the langsaxe free before giving the man a kick and sending him into the dust. One of Sigvid’s dvergers finished the man off before he could rise, but the hunter only noticed this in the peripheral. He had reached the trulgo. 
 
   A small part of his mind wondered distantly if Bothvar’s group had joined the battle, but the thought was fleeting and quickly burned away in the wall of fury that clouded his gaze.
 
   The trulgo looked at him stupidly for a few moments and then dropped the pole almost simultaneously. The woman hit the ground with a muffled cry. The trulgo reached for the massive falchions at their waists with meaty, gauntleted hands. The slight hesitation was more than enough for the hunter. He leapt forward before either trulgo could get their weapons free, and spun the langsaxe at the massive legs of the trulgo on the left, gun still held tightly in his right hand. It bit deep into the thick muscle and stuck fast. The trulgo bellowed and toppled forward, just barely missing the woman. It clutched at the short sword embedded in its leg. 
 
   The other trulgo had its sword free and took a swipe at the hunter as he spun by. The blade glanced off the suit of mail, though it struck with enough force to knock the hunter off his feet.
 
   He pitched backwards with the momentum of the blow, tumbling several feet along the ground away from the trulgo. His lungs screamed for air, which had been forced out of him by the trulgo’s strike, and he dimly felt the pain of at least two ribs. 
 
   The trulgo moved towards him, sword raised and a toothy grin plastered on his blunt face. 
 
   The hunter scrabbled at the magazine pouch on his belt, fingers numb, and pulled a magazine free. Though still wracked with pain and confusion, the hunter—the part of him that had succumbed to the day to day routine of survival, the part which remembered Thomas’s training so perfectly well and guided his actions when anger came upon him—forced Caleb’s fingers to work and slam the new magazine home despite the trulgo bearing down on him. The hunter brought the gun up in an instant and squeezed the trigger at point blank range. The trulgo roared in anger and tried to step backward and away from the sudden pain, though his momentum kept moving him forward. The hunter kept pulling the trigger until the slide locked back. The trulgo’s eyes glazed over and it toppled forward onto its knees and slammed facedown into the dust.
 
   The first trulgo, which had finally managed to yank the langsaxe from its calf, staggered upright. It took a step towards the hunter, coal black eyes and gray skinned face screwed up in anger and pain and then suddenly arched backwards. Its face contorted in a broken expression of agony as a long blade blossomed from its chest. It slumped forward, the haft of a spear sticking up into the air like a solitary standard of death. 
 
   Sigvid stood behind the creature. His helm was missing and his hair and beard were stained in orange blood. His countenance burned with anger and hatred—though it was a cold anger, cold and calculating. He stood with his legs spread wide and chest thrust out, a picture of majesty and honor against the backdrop of destruction. 
 
   The hunter crouched, ready to leap back into the fight, but his eyes fell upon the woman’s huddled, sobbing form nestled between the two giant trulgo bodies.
 
   Caleb lumbered forward and knelt down beside the woman. He pulled a knife from his boot and started on the ropes. She cringed away from him when he touched her, but quieted as the ropes frayed and Caleb tore the pole away.
 
   “You’re ok.” He tossed the pole aside and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You’re safe now.”
 
   The woman took one, deep, shuddering breath, then fell into his arms. Her hands clutched handfuls of his shirt in trembling fingers and she buried her face into the hollow between his shoulder and neck. Her tears dripped onto his skin. He felt the warmth of her bare skin against his hands. He was grateful that it was night and dark enough to hide the flush that bloomed, hot, on his cheeks. 
 
   Sigvid appeared at his side, tugging on his shoulder and growling in his ear. “Come on, boy. There are more of them on the way. We’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   Caleb got to his feet, pulling the woman up with him. She didn’t resist.
 
   “Leave her! She’ll slow us down!”
 
   The woman sobbed harder. 
 
   “I’m not leaving her, Sigvid. Go. We won’t slow you down.” Caleb turned his back on the dverger and pulled one of the woman’s arms over his shoulders, helping her to walk on her unsteady legs. They’d only taken a few steps when Sigvid appeared on the woman’s other side, supporting her and urging them forward.
 
   “Fine,” he snapped. “So be it.”
 
   “Wait!” the woman cried. Her voice was sweet and pure despite her obvious pain. “My bag. One of the trulgo had it. We’ve got to go back for it.” She struggled to turn, but couldn’t muster the strength to break either hold on her arms. 
 
   “Please,” she sobbed. “It’s all I have left.”
 
   Caleb remembered similar words spoken to him years before, words his wife had used so many times they became worn and familiar, like a well-trod path. Without a word Caleb slipped out from under her arm, leaving her supported by Sigvid alone. Ignoring the dverger’s angry shout, Caleb hurried back to the fallen trulgo and scrambled around on the ground until his hands came in contact with a heavy leather satchel.
 
   A group of golgent raced by him just as his hand closed on the bag.
 
   He clung to the shadows, barely breathing until they had passed. Part of him urged him to leap up and cut them down as they ran, but he remained frozen in the dark and let them pass from his sight. He let out his breath in one long, low sigh and rushed back to where Sigvid and the women hid. He threw the satchel over one shoulder and slipped under the woman’s arm to give her support.
 
   “Thank you,” the woman murmured. A moment later her eyelids fluttered strangely and she slipped into unconsciousness.
 
   Without missing a step, Caleb bent over and let the woman fall over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She was not heavy and he barely slowed. Sigvid grumbled something that Caleb didn’t catch, but took up the lead. The woman’s head bounced against his shoulders softly as he ran. Twice they had to hide from patrols of golgent and men, though they were able to avoid detection. Oddly, he did not tire as quickly as he thought he would.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   It was close to dawn by the time they made it back to the hidden dverger valley. The woman had regained consciousness earlier, but had not regained any of her strength. Caleb carried her in his arms now while she clung to his neck, which only increased the pain of his aching ribs—but he was pretty sure they were only bruised, not broken. The woman’s breath was warm and moist against his throat.
 
   “Hold, boy!” Sigvid called. The dverger had been following behind them for the last hour, obliterating any traces of their passing. Part of the reason it had taken them so long to get back to the enclave was the circuitous route they had taken to avoid patrols and throw off pursuit. He came puffing up to them, his expression pained.
 
   “You cannot take the woman into the tunnels, Caleb,” Sigvid said. “You’ll both be killed the moment you walk through the door. The only reason you’re even still alive is that I spoke for you.”
 
   “Well, just speak for her too,” Caleb said. 
 
   “It doesn’t work that way. I swore a blood oath and adopted you as kin. I owed you my life and I repaid my debt. There’s nothing else I can do.”
 
   “Nothing else you can do, or nothing else you will do?”
 
   Another voice spoke before Sigvid could answer, stifling any retort.
 
   “When the Council be hearing that you abandoned the patrol and did get a dverger killed not even Sigvid will be saving you.”
 
   Bothvar and the other dvergers appeared out of the early morning gloom. Two of the dvergers bore a third on a shield. There was a massive, gaping wound visible through the dverger’s tattered breastplate.
 
   The woman stirred in Caleb’s arms and struggled to stand. Caleb lowered her to the ground and supported her as she got her balance. She straightened and the first few rays of dawn cast the woman’s face into sharp relief. Her face was smooth and perfect, marred only by the bruising on one of her otherwise flawless cheeks. Her eyes were deep blue pools that seemed to melt and grow fathomless the longer Caleb looked into them. Even beneath a layer of dirt and tears the woman was stunningly beautiful. She held his gaze and, for a moment, there was a glimmer of power and strength so strong that Caleb stumbled and looked away.
 
   “Give me my bag, please,” she said. 
 
   Caleb pulled the satchel from his shoulder and handed it to her before he’d even thought about it. The tone of voice she used was one used to being obeyed, even if it was colored by exhaustion.
 
   The woman reached into the bag and pulled out a small, round amulet on a chain. Leaving the bag where it was, she walked over to the injured dverger on unsteady feet. Caleb wanted to run forward and help her, but Sigvid had a hand on his arm, restraining him. 
 
   “What are you doing, woman?” Bothvar shouted. 
 
   The woman ignored him and stepped up to the injured dverger on the shield. A look of profound sorrow crossed her face. 
 
   She knelt in the dirt and the dvergers bearing the makeshift litter lowered it onto the ground in front of her, their expressions mirroring hers. Bothvar made sound of protest, but the other dvergers hushed him.
 
   “Might I pray over him?” the woman asked, looking directly over at Sigvid.
 
   The smith seemed taken aback for a moment, then nodded.
 
   The woman clutched the amulet in one hand, chain interlocked in her fingers, while she extended her other hand out over the dverger’s torn and broken chest. Her eyes closed, her mouth moved, and a white light burst forth from both the hand clutching the amulet and the hand hovering in the air over the dverger. 
 
   Both Sigvid and Bothvar cried out in surprise and anger, but the light grew brighter and brighter until it was too painful to look at. Caleb stared through the red glow of his eyelids until the light vanished and the relative darkness crashed in. For a long moment, Caleb remained lost in the moment of transition from light to darkness, mind attempting and failing to process what he’d just seen. Was this magic like Loran had done? Had he just saved one of the magicians who served the Dragonlords?
 
    Shouts forced his eyes open. The woman still knelt next to the fallen dverger, but he was no longer prone. He was sitting up, skin unbroken and smooth. The look of awe and wonder on his face was matched only by the fear and anger on Bothvar’s.
 
   “Witchcraft!” Bothvar’s voice shook with anger and more than a trace of fear. He grabbed for his axe.
 
   Two things happened at once. First, the healed dverger struggled to his feet and pulled the woman around behind him, protecting her with his body, and, second, a light throwing axe buried itself in the ground at Bothvar’s feet. 
 
   Caleb glanced in the direction the axe had come from. Sigvid, his face a contorted mask of anger and frustration, spun a second throwing axe in his hands.
 
   “She healed me, Bothvar,” the dverger protecting the woman said in a heated growl. “Healing is not a power of witchcraft.” 
 
   “Her fate is not yours to decide,” Sigvid said with icy quietness. “The boy has claimed her as plunder from the raid. By dverger law she belongs to him now. We have ways of controlling magic users.” He gave Caleb a look that demanded silence.
 
   The woman’s head spun around, her eyes blazing with an intensity that made Caleb want to hide in a deep, dark hole, but kept her silence. 
 
   Bothvar growled, but lowered his axe. “You’d best be telling him to mind what he does with his spoils. I’ll not be having them breeding and infesting us with their mewling spawn.”
 
   Caleb flushed and opened his mouth to shout back, but Sigvid’s bellow silenced him before he could speak. “What he does with her is his business and none of yours.”
 
   “The Council will be hearing of this.”
 
   “Aye, the Council will, but I’ll be the one to tell them!”
 
   Sigvid sheathed his throwing axe and stomped over to the woman, grabbed her by the arm and half dragged, half led her back to Caleb’s side and then shoved her into Caleb’s arms. Caleb tried to catch her, but she fell with a small shout of protest. 
 
   She started to say something, crimson spots of color blossoming on her dirty cheeks, but Caleb promptly put a hand over her mouth to silence her. She shot him a look of pure venom, but quieted. 
 
   Caleb didn’t understand exactly what was going on, or why Sigvid had claimed something so outrageous as this woman being his “plunder,” but for reasons he couldn’t explain, he trusted the dverger smith and was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. But if Sigvid actually thought that he’d—that he would desecrate Rachel’s memory by—well, if he thought that, then he’d soon find out the true strength of the hunter first hand.
 
   Sigvid led them inside the hidden cave, ignoring Bothvar’s continued protests, but did concede to having the woman’s eyes covered before he would open the concealed door in the cavern wall. Once inside, he ordered the other dvergers to go on ahead and forced Caleb and the woman into the guardroom where Caleb had spent his first night in the Enclave. 
 
   Caleb tried to protest, but Sigvid wouldn’t have any of it.
 
   “Wait here, Caleb,” Sigvid ordered. His voice sagged even as it resonated with authority. “I don’t know why I do these things for you. You’re going to be the death of me one of these days, I swear to you.”
 
   With those resounding words, Sigvid slammed the door shut and locked it behind him. 
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   Sigvid strode down the hall with purposeful steps, booted feet thumping against the stone floor with resounding thuds. He fished in a pocket beneath his armor and pulled out his pipe and a small pouch of smokeweed. Pausing next to one of the greenish lanterns, Sigvid filled the bowl and lit the pipe with his striker. The smokeweed burned an angry red as Sigvid took a few quick puffs, smoke billowing out around him and then resumed his plodding march.
 
   Idiot boy!
 
   Sigvid grumbled and puffed harder on his pipe. How was he going to explain this one away to the Council? It had been hard enough to convince them to let Caleb stay in the first place, and now this? Rothvar, in particular, was going to want retribution on Caleb for the entire experience and, by extension, Sigvid himself. It had always been thus between them. A century was not quite so long a time to hold such a bitter resentment in the life of a dwarf.
 
   “Stupid, naïve, ignorant boy!” Sigvid grumbled to himself as he walked, though he knew he only half meant it. His mind raced, trying to come up with some justification for his actions, but he reached the doors to the council room before he’d formulated any sort of a plan. 
 
   Fine then. 
 
   In all his life, he’d never turned back from anything. He wasn’t about to start now, especially not in front of Rothvar or Bothvar. No, this was his Enclave as much as any of the elders. His blood, sweat, tears, and passion were etched in every wall, and colored every piece of steel in the place. He was a Ferreiro and had once been the heir to the dverger throne. He would not give them any satisfaction this day.
 
   He shoved the door open with one hand, pipe dangling from a corner of his lips and stem clamped between his teeth. The door swung inward and rang against the back wall, though the half dozen dverger elders seated at a table opposite the door didn’t even blink. They were all scions of the mountain, wrought from the stones themselves. It took more than a wooden door to even begin to rile them up. 
 
   Bothvar, on the other hand, started. 
 
   Sigvid wasn’t really surprised to see him here, speaking with his father, Rothvar, but it still rankled. The disrespect implicit in the action was such that, in normal times, Sigvid would have challenged the other dvergers to Holmganga, but as it was, he simply had to allow it. Sigvid strode to the center of the room, meeting each gaze in turn. 
 
   Bothvar nodded once to his father and then made a stiff exit. 
 
   Sigvid waited until the door swung shut behind Bothvar and then pulled the pipe from his mouth with one hand and made a vague gesture.
 
   “So, I assume you’ve already heard what happened?” Sigvid said without any preamble. Bandying words was something for diplomats and aylfin. Dvergers were much more pragmatic than that, usually at least.
 
   “We have,” Rothvar replied. Of course it would be him that responded first.
 
   “What be your justification for bringing the woman into our sacred halls?” Einar, the oldest of the assembled elders, well into his third century of life, frowned beneath his short, white beard. Sigvid had always found it odd that the man spoke in the Tealcenrir dialect, even though he wasn’t from the capital city. Sigvid himself had lost the habit decades before.
 
   Before Sigvid could answer, another of the elders interrupted. “You do not have the authority to allow entrance into our Enclave, Sigvid, son of Siglan,” Keld said. “As we reminded you the last time. We are not in the habit of taking in refugees from among the humans. Have you forgotten your place yet again?”
 
   Sigvid glanced at the speaker, but didn’t take his eyes off Einar for long. He was the true authority here in the Enclave and, for the most part, didn’t carry the baggage of pre-formed opinions with him. It was a rarity among dvergers, but a welcome one.
 
   “If I remember correctly,” Sigvid said blandly, “my place is as a full member of this council, a right granted me as Ferreiro. I am Sigvid, son of Siglan, and once-heir to the throne. I do not need to explain my actions.”
 
   “That authority be not yours, Sigvid.” Einar said, emerald eyes growing cold.
 
   “It is mine if I claim it.” Sigvid replied, not backing down. 
 
   In truth, he had renounced the later authority almost fifty years ago, but he wanted to remind them of it now. Abdicating had been seen by some as an act of honor. Others considered it the actions of a coward. Either way, it served as a reminder to them that he was there, a part of the Enclave, and even in front of them to begin with, by his own choice and volition.
 
   “Ludicrous!” Rothvar snapped, to the accompaniment of more than one murmuring voice around him. “You be not the King, nor do you be having any further claim to that title. You do not even be a member of the Deepgarth clan any longer.”
 
   Sigvid stuck his pipe back into his mouth and took a long pull, then blew the smoke out around him. He let the silence stretch, knowing the elders were deep in thought and that his own calm would look better to Einar than Rothvar’s anger. As a nice side-benefit, it allowed Sigvid time to think.
 
   “Why would you be putting your reputation on the line for these humans, Sigvid?” Einar asked quietly after the silence had stretched for several long minutes. “They did nothing for you.”
 
   “The boy saved my life and the lives of the entire Enclave.”
 
   “You did already be speaking for him.” Einar said, holding up a hand to forestall further argument from Rothvar and Keld. “What be this woman to you? She did be leading many of our folk into near destruction. And she do be a magic user, one of Faerin’s ilk, if Bothvar’s accounting be true.” He said the last with a twisting curl on the corner of one lip, almost a scowl, but not quite. Even that, though, on Einar was an enormous show of emotion. Rothvar’s expression, and several of those near him, was much more extreme, though less intense.
 
   “She’s got some healing ability. Perhaps we could use her. We are needing a good healer.”
 
   This time it was Keld who held up his hand to quiet the others. When the murmurs didn’t die down immediately, he barked an order for silence and they stilled.
 
   “You didn’t know about the healing until it no longer mattered,” he growled at Sigvid, nose twitching the long, braided mustaches that hung from his upper lip.
 
   Sigvid shrugged and decided to be honest. “The boy cares for her. I owe him my life and I honor my debts.”
 
   “Your debt to him do be paid,” Einar said. “Again, you did speak for him already and that did spare his life. What be your real reason, Sigvid?”
 
   “I be knowing what’s on his mind,” Rothvar said, his voice shaking. “He do be thinking of his wife again. He be falling to the berserker’s rage. How many will be dying this time before you come around?”
 
   “Don’t you dare defile her memory.” Sigvid spat, anger flaring within him like forge coals under the steady breath of a large bellows. His pipe slipped from the corner of his mouth, but he caught it before it hit the ground. Einar held up a hand, but Sigvid ignored it. “This has nothing to do with her.”
 
   “Doesn’t it?” Keld asked, also ignoring Einar’s upraised hand. “Does this woman not remind you of your wife? A poor, defenseless woman unable to fend for herself against the Dragonhosts?”
 
   “My wife wasn’t defenseless when they took her. She cut them down even as they overwhelmed her. She was as fierce a warrior as any here.”
 
   “So you do still be angered over her death?” Rothvar demanded.
 
   “Of course I am!” Sigvid almost yelled. “She was my wife, by Úndin’s beard. How could I not still be angry about it? Wouldn’t you be angry still, if it had been your wife? Your families are safe, hopefully, back in Tealcenrir. Those filth out there, golgent and trulgo, dragons and Dragonlords, they’re what has done this to us. Humans may have played a part in it, but it wasn’t them that did this. It wasn’t the boy and it certainly wasn’t that woman. Don’t forget yourselves just because you’ve been sitting at that table for far too long to remember what it was like to feel blood rushing through your veins.”
 
   “Enough!” Einar shouted. “Rothvar, you and Sigvid best be leaving your petty squabbles outside this room if you do be wanting to remain a part of this Council.” 
 
   Rothvar banged a fist down on the table hard enough to rock it on its legs, but didn’t argue.
 
   “Sigvid,” Einar continued. “Unless you do be telling us some better reason to save her, we will not be letting her live. We cannot be risking the lives of our own for her.”
 
   Anger still seethed within Sigvid, a wrath the likes of which he had not felt in almost half a decade. He took a step forward and raised one thick finger.
 
   “You have my word that the woman will not cause us problems. If I am wrong, you may exile me along with the boy. I claim it as my right. I have spoken for the boy and he has claimed the woman as his spoils. If you have a shred of honor left in you, you’ll grant me that.”
 
   This quieted everyone in the room.
 
   “Do you be serious?” Einar asked, one hand resting on his bearded chin, one finger absently scratching beneath the hair. “Do you really be expecting us to believe you would be leaving her, in her hallowed place among our honored dead?”
 
   Sigvid turned a hot expression on the elder, resolve making his words ring far beyond when the echo of them died. “That is what I’m saying. Do what you must to satisfy yourselves, even the cuffs if need be, but the woman stays, or I go.”
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Caleb sank down to the ground with a sigh, his chain mail scraping against the wall with a note of protest. He gestured for the woman to sit down on the cot and noticed, as he did so, the blood and wounds that covered his hands. He gasped in pain as he drew a breath and realized that at least one of his ribs really was broken. The woman appeared at his side and helped him pull off his shirt. Bullet fragments clattered onto the floor, dislodged from the mail coat beneath it. The woman reached out with trembling hands and tugged several more free from the interlocking rings. Silently Caleb thanked Sigvid for his foresight in making the mail. He didn’t remember being hit by any of the bullets, but then again, he didn’t remember most of the battle beyond the absolute rage he’d felt when he’d seen the woman bound and trussed like a pig for slaughter.
 
   “You fought like a wild beast out there.” The woman pulled a small tin of yellowish paste and her amulet from her bag and rubbed some of the paste onto his hands. 
 
   Caleb sighed at the immediate cool relief, but winced again as his ribs spasmed and shocks of pain moved in waves up his body and clouded his mind.
 
   “I have never seen a man so lost before,” the woman continued in a voice heavy with sadness. 
 
   Caleb looked at her and blinked repeatedly, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze.
 
   “Lost?”
 
   “Yes, you are lost. You were more animal than man. I am grateful you saved me, but you have paid a terrible price.” 
 
   Caleb didn’t know what to say to that. Honestly he was just glad the pain was being dulled.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked to break the silence the stretched between them.
 
   “I am called CeNira by some. I am a cleric of Faerin. A healer.” 
 
   As she spoke, she passed a hand over his mailed chest, her eyes shut in concentration. A faint white light glowed briefly in her palm and the amulet which had gone around her neck and a wave of bitter cold washed over him. The chill faded quickly and pulled the pain away with it.
 
   “How did you do that?” Caleb gasped, looking at his hands and noticing that they too were fully healed and clean as freshly washed.
 
   “A gift from the Goddess.” CeNira smiled softly, wrapping a trembling hand around the amulet and bringing it to her lips. She kissed it and then let it fall.
 
   “That is quite a gift.” Caleb said softly, leaning back against the wall. “How can I get a gift like that?”
 
   CeNira laughed softly, and the laughter was the sound of bells at Christmas-time. “All gifts some with a price. You know, I do not yet even know your name.”
 
   “Caleb.” 
 
   Caleb coughed and licked his dry lips, but didn’t get up. He couldn’t muster either the strength or the desire to do so.
 
   “Caleb,” CeNira repeated softly. “A good name. The Goddess bade me come here and seek out a man amongst dvergers, but I did not think to find one so broken as you.”
 
   Caleb cracked one eye and glanced at her.
 
   “There is a great battle being fought, Caleb. It is but one fight in the unending war, but the stakes are high. Great evil is awakening and the Balance has shifted out of alignment. Your world and others have been pushed together by Sayrin and his followers, against whom Atelho fights. In the Cataclysms, the armies of Chaos and the Dragonhosts were pulled into your world and destroyed the life that you knew. You must accept this, Caleb—there is no going back.” 
 
   Caleb opened his other eye and gave her a flat look. Others had tried to explain what had happened to the world using religion. God and Satan, Chaos and Order. It was the same song played by different musicians.
 
   “Things will get much worse before they get better, but you must fight for this world, or else all is lost. The Dragonlords are the force that binds the armies of Chaos together. If you are to save this world you must face them, and fight Chaos at every turn. You must not let yourself succumb to ruin, despite the pain you feel. Follow your dreams—they will guide you.”
 
   “Thanks for the advice,” Caleb said, closing his eyes again. 
 
   “Don’t ignore Faerin’s warning, Caleb. She sent me here for a reason. I was to deliver this message and help you along your path. Please listen. You don’t know what I’ve had to go through to get this to you. You don’t know what will happen if you choose not to take this path.” She shuddered. “Please, do what must be done.”
 
   Caleb blinked and shook his head to clear the drowsiness. Had he heard her correctly? She’d gone through a lot to get to him? To tell him that if he didn’t follow his dreams all was lost? There was such a note of earnestness in her voice through that it cut through Caleb’s pragmatism and growing annoyance. She honestly believed what she was saying. Was she mad?
 
   After a moment, CeNira cocked her head to the side slightly as if listening, though Caleb didn’t hear anything. His mind refused to work properly, to process the information it had just received. It didn’t make any sense.
 
   “Sigvid is coming back now,” CeNira said, passing a hand in front of Caleb’s face. “You need not remember what I have said until after I have left.”
 
   The fogginess in his mind intensified in a piercing flash of pain. His temples throbbed. His skull felt like it would burst from the sudden, blinding torment. His eyelids snapped shut and rode the darkness and agony. In an instant it was gone. 
 
   He opened his eyes and found a pair of blue-green eyes looking back into his own. The last thing he remembered was her healing his ribs, but she studied him now with open appraisal. There was something in her eyes, a power and strength that was at direct odds with the situation he’d found her in. He must have dozed off because she had changed clothes. She wore a thin white robe edged in silver and looked as if she had washed up a little, though the bruises on her face were still red and swollen. The chain of her amulet stood out against the layer of dirt on her neck.
 
   “What’s your name?” he asked to break the uncomfortable silence.
 
   “I am called CeNira. I am a cleric of the Goddess, Faerin.” She smiled shyly, an interesting, mocking twinkle in her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry about Bothvar. I don’t know why he would think that we would—um, that I would—”
 
   The woman’s face fell into a petulant frown. She looked down at herself as if checking to make sure that everything was not out of sorts. She produced a rag from somewhere in her satchel and scrubbed at the dirt and grime on her face.
 
   “Am I not pretty enough for you?” She looked up at him through long, full eyelashes.
 
   Caleb flushed and blood hammered in his ears. He started to stammer a response, but was interrupted. A key scraped in the lock and the door swung inward to reveal Sigvid and a pair of wizened, white-haired dvergers silhouetted in the doorway. Caleb lurched to his feet and took a hasty step in front of CeNira. He trusted Sigvid, but he found himself feeling strangely protective of the captivating woman. 
 
   He took a moment to appraise the two dvergers that accompanied the Sigvid. Both were old, their hair and beards a stark white that shone like granite against their gnarled and craggy faces. Their deep brown, opalescent eyes bore the marks of decades of leadership and knowledge. Both were garbed in the simple tunic and thick leather trousers that the dvergers wore when not in armor. The dverger on the left carried a small iron chest in his arms.
 
   “Peace, boy,” Sigvid said with a slight nod. “The Council has decided that you may keep the woman. She must, however, wear these at all times.”
 
   The smith opened the small chest and pulled out a pair of small metal bracers and a simple steel ring. Caleb thought he heard CeNira snort behind him, but when he glanced back her face was downcast and her expression hidden. 
 
   He turned back to face the three dvergers. “What are they?”
 
   One of the older dvergers responded. His voice popped and cracked like loose shale under booted feet. “They are one of the six Bands of Garik, forged in the Halls of Tealcenrir many eons ago. The Bands keep magic users from using their powers without consent of the wearer of the Ring.” 
 
   There was definitely a condescending laugh from CeNira at the words. 
 
   “She’s not a magic user,” Caleb said. “She is a cleric. I’m not keeping her on a leash like some common dog.”
 
   Sigvid shook his head, but it was too late. The other dverger stepped forward angrily and raised a fist, his voice quivering with authority and anger. “Do not be questioning the Council! Sigvid has spoken for you, human, and did be evoking the right of plunder in behalf of this woman, but I do be against both decisions. You both be better off dead and will be the ruin of us all, you be hearkening to my words. Do not try our patience or your end will be swift and without mercy.”
 
   Caleb stared into the dverger’s blazing eyes and met the cold fury within them with an iron gaze. Any semblance of wisdom he’d seen earlier had vanished, replaced by loathing. 
 
   Surprisingly, it was CeNira who broke the heavy silence that followed. She stepped forward and held her arms out to Sigvid, palms upwards. Sigvid hesitated for a moment, then quickly opened the metal bracers and snapped them over her wrists.
 
   “I would be dead now if you were not in need of a healer.” The tone of her voice made it clear it was not a question.
 
   “Aye,” the dverger holding the chest answered. “The Council decided that having a healer was worth the risk of keeping you alive. Do not make us regret that choice.”
 
   Caleb didn’t know what to say. CeNira’s bland acceptance of her sudden enslavement troubled him deeply. It was like seeing an eagle caged and on exhibit. He shook off the feeling. She was alive at least, and being alive with the dvergers was much better than being a prisoner of the Dragonhosts.
 
   “Such is the way of dvergers,” CeNira whispered, as if reading his mind. She spoke so softly that Caleb doubted anyone else heard it.
 
   The old dverger who had shouted at Caleb leaned over and whispered something in Sigvid’s ear. The blacksmith scowled, but slipped the steel ring onto his stubby middle finger.
 
   “Wait,” Caleb said, “don’t I wear the ring since she is my plunder?”
 
   The dverger who had whispered in Sigvid’s ear laughed, though there was no humor in it. “Do you think we be fools, boy? You hold the ring that controls the witch’s magic? She’d be seducing you and be free before the day is through! No, human, Sigvid will be wearing the Ring.”
 
   Caleb’s temper flared, but Sigvid made a pleading gesture for him to remain silent and CeNira lightly placed a hand on his shoulder. He calmed, but glanced at CeNira out of the corner of his eye. Her eyes were blazing with suppressed anger, but her expression remained obsequious and calm.
 
   “If that is all, Councilmen, we’ll go now,” Sigvid said.
 
   The dverger with the iron chest nodded and left. The second shot one last pointed look at Caleb and CeNira before he turned and followed his companion out the door.
 
   “Thank you, dverger,” CeNira said once they had gone. “You have done me a great service.”
 
   “Oh shut up,” Sigvid snapped, “I didn’t do it for you. I don’t trust you any more than Rothvar does!”
 
   “Why’d you do it then?”
 
   “That’s none of your business! Boy, you and I will have words later. This is the last time that I stick my neck out for you!”
 
   “I couldn’t just let her get taken,” Caleb protested. “Enough people have died at the hands of the Dragonhosts!”
 
   “So you’d hand over the lives of six dvergers, including myself, in order to save one of your own kind?”
 
   Caleb was stung by the words. “None of you died! We saved her! I just saw her tied up like that and lost control.”
 
   “Exactly,” Sigvid said, expression tight and controlled. “You lost control and ran off on your own to play the hero. You ignored the plan and put us all in danger. There were enough of us to wipe out the entire patrol if you’d followed the plan, but instead you abandoned reason and ran into it alone, blasting away with that fool weapon of yours! The noise gave us away to all the patrols near!”
 
   Caleb’s mouth worked soundlessly, stunned by Sigvid’s sudden temper. It was at odds with everything Caleb knew about the smith. Sigvid was the cool, rational one. The other dvergers, they were the rash ones.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sigvid,” Caleb said with a deep, exhaustive sigh. “I didn’t mean to put you or the others in danger. I just . . . well, I just couldn’t let her die. Not like that.”
 
   Sigvid grunted and ran a hand through his beard, though he appeared mollified. It was hard to tell beneath all that facial hair sometimes.
 
   “Fine,” Sigvid said after a moment. “Let’s go then.”
 
   Sigvid spun on his heel and strode out of the guardroom. Caleb moved aside to let CeNira pass, but she was already beyond him, whisking around the door frame with her satchel over her shoulder. Caleb hurried after her. 
 
   CeNira walked through the dimly lit passages with her head bowed, her white-blond locks forming a thin curtain over her face. The curls danced playfully as she walked, her stride smooth and graceful, almost regal, despite her dejected spirit. Whether she was a cleric, charlatan, or witch, he did not know, but Caleb had seen CeNira perform miracles and that made him wary. It was still altogether possible she was a spy for the Dragonhosts and he had led her straight into the dverger home. 
 
   Sigvid was right to be angry, to be upset. This was his home, the place he laid his head. Despite himself, Caleb trusted the smith and considered him a friend, as odd as that was to admit after almost two years living on his own. His life was slipping out of his control at incredible speed. Only days before, his only thought had been his quest for blood and vengeance. Now he had dared to do what he had told himself that he would never do again—care.
 
   Lost is his thoughts, he didn’t notice they’d arrived at Sigvid’s quarters until the smith was creaking open the door. He hurried to catch up as Sigvid and CeNira vanished through the doorway ahead of him.
 
   Inside Sigvid’s quarters, CeNira was already seated on Caleb’s workbench and Sigvid was absent, most likely off in the sleeping quarters. The cleric rummaged around in her heavy leather satchel, searching for something that eluded her grasp. Sigvid reappeared from the bedroom, his armor replaced by his leather vest and apron. Caleb grinned at the dverger’s inexorable predictability. The dverger turned to his metalwork whenever he was agitated. Looking at the dverger as he began working the bellows to bring the coals back to life, Caleb realized that the smile was the first true semblance of happiness that had crossed his face in a long time. 
 
   He looked over at CeNira. The woman stared back at him, but her deep blue eyes were limpid pools of emotion, unfocused, sad, and distant. Still, Caleb shivered and wondered what it was she found so fascinating about his face.
 
   “It’s a start,” she said, returning her focus to him. “Now you really should rest. You were severely injured today and you need sleep to regain your strength.”
 
   The fatigue of the day washed over him like a bucket of ice water, as if were swelling at her words. Every ache and pain he’d felt before CeNira had healed him blazed back with full intensity. With a groan of pure exhaustion he nodded his agreement and stumbled into the bedroom and collapsed onto his pile of skins on the floor. 
 
   He was asleep before his head hit his pillow.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Sigvid was so consumed with his own silent musings and the steady rhythm of the bellow he worked that he didn’t notice Caleb slip into the bedroom. His old body ached and complained against the strain and the abuse of the past night’s raid, but he ignored it stubbornly. Working the metal calmed him and kept his mind and hands busy, which is what he needed, especially after his stunt before the Council.
 
   The idiot boy! 
 
   He didn’t know why he hadn’t killed the whelp when the watchmen had first dragged him into the bunker a fortnight ago. He should have, but there was something in Caleb’s shattered expression that had pulled at his heart and stayed his hand. Then that blasted wyrm had come and the stupid man had saved Sigvid’s life. If there was something Sigvid hated more than Dragons and golgent-folk, it was being in someone else’s debt. 
 
   He’d done what he could to help the boy. He had adopted him before the Council and had bludgeoned through their arrogant resistance with his rank as Ferreiro. That hadn’t worked this time. No, this time he’d had to go and put everything else on the line. Why? Because the boy somewhat reminded Sigvid of himself after he’d lost his wife?
 
    Fool! 
 
   He wasn’t sure if he meant himself or the boy. He knew the boy’s pain. In truth, Rothvar had been right, at least partially. The boy reminded Sigvid of his own past, of his own loss. Saving the woman, that was something he would have done himself only a few years ago, back when he’d been lost to the berserker within him.
 
   Sigvid had tried to warn Caleb about that terror lurking within him when Raleigh fell, but it was not so simple a thing as that. Losing the berserker’s rage was not something that happened over the course of a single battle. Sigvid stopped in his pulling on the bellow’s handle momentarily, his mind lost in memory.
 
   “What is the brother to the King and a Ferreiro doing out in a mining Enclave?”
 
   Sigvid started and pulled down hard on the bellows, sending copious amounts of hot ash flying into the air from the mouth of the forge. He coughed and spluttered in the cloud of cinders. He whirled around to stare at the woman who had come up behind him without a sound. She smiled at him innocently, though the smile did not reach her eyes.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “What is the brother to the King and a Ferreiro doing in a mining Enclave? Why does someone of your rank and stature follow lesser dvergers?” She repeated.
 
   “Who are you?” Sigvid asked. “You wear the amulet of one of Faerin’s clerics, but speak as if you know far more then you let on. I would have the truth of it.” He kept his voice hard.
 
   “I am CeNira,” she said with a slight inclination of her head, “and I am here to help that boy, as are you it would seem.”
 
   “How do you know about me, woman?” Sigvid’s skin crawled as the woman drew closer. All dvergers distrusted magic, but especially Faerin’s clerics.
 
   “Faerin sent me to find him,” CeNira said. “I think I can help him. Her words spoke of a dethroned King who would help him as well. I can only assume she meant you.”
 
   “What can you do for him?” Sigvid asked, genuinely curious now, though one hand strayed close to his forge hammer, just in case.
 
   “Faerin sent me to find him,” she said again softly, clutching at the amulet around her neck. “She spoke of prophecies, sent warning of danger, and promised protection until the task was completed.”
 
   Sigvid snorted. “Faerin’s clerics all sound the same. She speaks in riddles, as do her children, the aylfin. What empty warning did she give you this time?”
 
   CeNira’s expression would have split stone when she looked up from the amulet about her neck. “The Dragonlords are preparing a wicked blow that will make the Breaking look like a mild thunderstorm. The boy will need a weapon if he is to fulfill his destiny—a creation worthy of the Ferreiro you are. The boy shall be an instrument in the hands of Order against the agents of Chaos.”
 
   Sigvid stared at her incredulously. “How is that, cleric?” Sigvid asked with a deep, soft laugh. “The fervor only comes to a Ferreiro once in his lifetime. Only one Elithalma was in use when the Breaking came, flawed as it may have been, but it was lost when our kingdom fell.”
 
   CeNira reached into the satchel at her waist and pulled out a small leather pouch. She tugged it open and withdrew a handful of glistening white powder that she threw into the air. It hung there, suspended in the air, glittering in the light of the forge. She fell to her knees and wrapped her thin, white fingers around the amulet at her neck, which began to glow softly.
 
   “I will help you,” she said “All is not as bleak as you might think. You are not so alone in this world.” She began to sing.
 
   Sigvid recognized the haunting, echoing melody, though it was a distant memory. He hadn’t heard it since the last time he had fallen into the Ferreiro’s trance. His blood began to race and his mind shut out all thought except for the song he had been taught as an apprentice. As the music swelled and CeNira tossed another handful of the glittering powder into the air, Sigvid lifted his own voice. His melody rose in jarring dissonance to hers, but broke into a stunning harmony that forced Sigvid to move, his body young and strong once more. 
 
   He pulled a long, thin bar of star-ore from his stock as if he had been saving it for just this occasion and laid it in the forge. Where the cold metal met searing heat, a shower of sparks rose into the air, a rainbow of white, gold, and bronze that danced above the coals. He grabbed the handle of the bellows and pulled in time with the song, heating the metal to the point of white hot malleability. A handful of diamond powder from the sack by the anvil joined the sparks in the air over the heated star-iron. There was a flash of white and silver light as the smith pulled the bar from the forge and placed it on the anvil with a pair of tongs. He already knew the weapon would be a bow—the image of the completed Elithalma secured in a small corner of his consciousness. He chose a heavy hammer and began to flatten the metal, his strokes as steady and strong as they had been in his distant youth. He smiled and soon lost himself in the metal and the song.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   CeNira sat down on the anvil hours later as Sigvid slumped to the ground, his strength completely spent in the crafting of the bow that now rested in her hands. She had watched in approval as they had completed the song for the ninth time and the powder she had sprinkled into the air had been pulled into the weapon. It drained them both of energy and strength and sealed it within the bow. 
 
   The Elithalma was one long, powerful piece of metal, twisting back in two long curves that strained against the star-iron embedded bowstring. If she stood it upright it would come up to at least eye-level on Caleb. A ring of nine stars shone on the back of each of the curves and again on the leather guard that covered the bow’s grip. Just beneath the grip, fused onto the metal yet hidden by the leather guard, CeNira had guided Sigvid to place the amulet she had worn around her neck, as she’d been instructed. It marked the weapon as the Mother-Goddess’s and, according to Her, granted it a calming power that Caleb was sure to need in the coming days of battle and confusion. Next to her lay a leather quiver that she had also made and blessed, a matching ring of nine stars etched onto the side. Two dozen arrows made of an alloy of aluminum and star-iron bristled in the quiver, imbued with the same power that flowed within the bow. 
 
   She smiled in weary satisfaction. She had nearly completed all the tasks appointed to her and was growing tired. Not just the tired of physical exhaustion, but the tiredness that came with coming to the end of her appointed hour here. She didn’t want to be in this place any longer than she had to be. Though she was a devout follower of her Mother-Goddess, her faith had been severely tested when she’d been captured by the patrol and strung up by the trulgo. Her fear then had almost completely engulfed her faith. But then Caleb had come, just as Faerin had said he would. Her faith had been renewed and had given her the strength to confront not only Caleb himself, but the dverger as well.
 
   With a sigh she placed the bow back onto the anvil and got slowly to her feet. Her knees threatened to give as she walked over to where Sigvid lay slumped on the floor. He wasn’t bad, though she disliked most dvergers on principle. The Bands of Garik. Really?
 
   She knelt and placed a hand on Sigvid’s forehead, pulling on her one last remaining power to make him forget her part in the forging of the Elithalma.
 
   “You will not remember this day when you awake,” she whispered. “But remember what I said when the time comes. The Dragonlords are the key. They will hunt you and you will hunt them. Help the boy.”
 
   She stood again and then repeated the process with Caleb after slowly walking over to where he slept. He would remember her words, but only as part of a dream. Hopefully, it would be a good one, though she knew, deep down inside herself, it wouldn’t be. The dream would become a nightmare. She regretted that, and having had to use her powers to make herself more alluring to the man, but had faith that Balance would right itself. Each measure of pain she forced upon Caleb and this small band of dvergers would be balanced by an equal amount of joy eventually. They would thank her when their lives crossed again on the Path of Souls. At least, that is what her faith and hope told her.
 
   She slipped out of the Enclave a few minutes later, stopping only once as she left the valley to make sure her tracks were clearly visible and that the sack she dragged behind her had left enough dverger scent to lure the wyrms. Satisfied, she tossed it aside and glanced back at the cave opening. 
 
   Not all the dvergers would live through the attack, but that was the way of things—death was a natural part of life. It was not an end, but a new beginning. 
 
   She turned, and in the blink of an eye, she was gone.
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   Caleb tossed and turned in his sleep, tangling himself in the blankets and furs that cocooned him. He cried out incoherently, but did not wake.
 
   A voice whispered in the darkness, so faint that it was indistinguishable from the sound of a mild breeze. Except there was no wind. Not even a breath of it. 
 
   He strained to make out words. He stood rooted in place, unable to move a muscle. 
 
   Another voice cut through the darkness, loud and strong. “It is the Dragonlords at the heart of Chaos. Listen to your dreams and they will guide you.” 
 
   The darkness crashed back in around him in the wake of the voice, crushing the air from his lungs. It wrapped him in a cold blanket of despair and blocked the voice that still whispered. 
 
   Fear raced through him, colder even than the touch of the darkness against his skin. 
 
   Despite the fear, the whispering voice called to him. It compelled him to listen even as he struggled to breathe and fight against the darkness that held him bound. He knew if he could only make out the words being said, he would be safe. The voice was freedom.
 
   The voice whispered near him, just outside his reach. It was so close that Caleb thought that he could reach right out and touch it if only he could free himself from the clutches of the gloom. He tensed every muscle against the force that held him bound, exerting all his strength to hear the words. 
 
   Something gave. The whispered words hit him with the force of a blow.
 
   “Find me, Caleb!”
 
   It was Rachel’s voice.
 
   Caleb bolted upright with a gurgled shout, writhing against the dark embrace that had swarmed back around him. He twisted and kicked, and suddenly the furs and blankets that had been tangled around him broke free and flew into the air. Sitting up, he gasped for breath in great gulps. 
 
   Just a dream. 
 
   Still, icy sweat made his undershirt shirt cling to his chest beneath his mail and his muscles felt weak, as if he had just sprinted a mile in the middle of summer. One shaky hand reached up and wrapped around the ring that still dangled from its chain around his neck. The clenched fist was the only spot of warmth on his frozen chest, even through the mail. 
 
   It took him a moment to realize that Sigvid stood over him, hand outstretched as if he had been about to shake him awake but had decided against it at the last moment and had frozen in place where he stood.
 
   “It was Rachel,” Caleb said, turning to the dverger and holding his gaze. “She spoke to me, in my dream. She said something about the Dragonlords and that I need to follow my dreams.”
 
   “There’s no time for dreams and fantasy now, boy,” Sigvid said, though his face betrayed a momentary look of confusion beneath his beard. “Can’t you hear that?”
 
   At that moment, a reverberating echo of a distant horn sounded through the stone, ringing throughout the chamber with a deep, resonating rumble. Caleb sucked in a breath. He had been so caught up in a surreal mixture of terror and joy from his jumbled dream that he hadn’t noticed the first brazen notes.
 
   “What is that?” Caleb leapt to his feet and kicked aside the remaining blankets.
 
   “It means the Enclave has fallen!”
 
   Before Caleb could ask any more questions, Sigvid produced a beautiful metal bow and quiver of silver arrows and thrust them into his hands. As his hand closed over the bow’s leather guard, Caleb felt an icy tingle form on his hand and work its way up his arm. It spread over his entire body in the space of a single breath then vanished as he shivered. 
 
   A focused expression crossed Sigvid’s face and his brow furrowed.
 
   Caleb paused for a moment, puzzled by what had just happened to him—electricity, a static buildup in the metal perhaps—and the dverger’s reaction, but it was gone in a moment, blasted away by another thunderous note from the brazen horn. 
 
   “We must flee!” Sigvid shouted over the noise.
 
   As if to accentuate the dverger’s words, a cacophonous crash sounded from the oaken doors that led into the main chamber. The horn sounded again, destroying the echo as surely as a thunderclap obliterated the crackling hiss of the preceding bolt of lightning. The horn abruptly cut off, leaving a pregnant silence in its wake. 
 
   Sigvid dashed into the main chamber and Caleb hurried out after him, clutching the bow in his left hand and the quiver of arrows in his right. 
 
   Something heavy crashed into the large doors. They rocked in their frame and something wooden splintered.
 
   “Follow me!” Sigvid said, turning on his heels and dashing toward the forge. The dverger only paused for a moment to snatch up his twin axes before rushing over to the large furnace. 
 
   Caleb obeyed, blinking away the remnants of sleep and forcing himself to focus on what was going on around him.
 
   Sigvid slid behind the large furnace and pushed the bellows to one side. Setting down his axes, he put both palms flat against the rock and muttered something under his breath. Another crashing echo boomed from the doorway behind, wood popping and splintering at the blow. Sigvid gave a slight shove and an entire section of the stone wall swung outward, revealing a dverger-sized tunnel beyond. 
 
   Caleb smiled and gave a small laugh.
 
   “Let’s go!” Sigvid shouted and leapt into the darkness.
 
   Caleb moved to follow, but then spun back around on sudden inspiration. He raced toward the tables of munitions Sigvid had gathered from the various raids. Caleb had organized them into their respective uses and he ran now toward the table piled high with explosives. 
 
   Something crashed against the door again and, though the crossbar held, the wood split near the top. Yellow golgent eyes glowed through the crack from the darkened hallway beyond. They were wide with rage and the delight of murderous lust. Caleb stared into those cat-like eyes for a moment, memory flitting through his mind. 
 
   An arrow screamed through the opening, missing him by inches, passing so close that he felt the air spinning off it as it flew past. It was enough to cut through memory and force his mind back to the events at hand. He switched the quiver to his left hand, gripping it awkwardly together with the bow. His right found one of the grenades on the table and brought it up to his mouth so he could pull the pin with his teeth. Without looking back, Caleb spun on his heels and ran back toward the hidden door by the furnace, the bow and quiver in his left hand making his gait ungainly. Just before he reached the open doorway he turned and tossed the grenade across the floor, releasing the safety lever. It bumped along the ground for a few moments and then came to rest beneath one of the tables of munitions. 
 
   The wooden door burst open with a spray of splintered wood. Caleb bolted for the hidden tunnel. He crashed into Sigvid just inside the entrance, probably on his way back to see what was taking Caleb so long. The pair of them went down in a heap. 
 
   Caleb scrambled to his feet, clutching the bow and quiver, and heaved on the heavy stone slab with all his might. It swung shut on silent, frictionless hinges, but closed with a note of resounding finality. Dust filled his nose and mouth, making him cough.
 
   “Come on, Sigvid!” Caleb pulled the dverger to his feet, grunting at the weight, and dragged him away from the doorway. The tunnel was dark and shallow, which forced him to run in an awkward crouched position, pulling Sigvid along by one arm.
 
   “Let go of me!” Sigvid said, tugging his arm free and pushing past him to take the lead. Caleb grabbed for him, knowing what was about to come, but missed.
 
   The ground heaved. It lurched sideways, then down, then back to the side all in a few seconds. A wall of sound and pressure hurtled into them and knocked Caleb to the shaking ground. The sound hammered against his ears, deafening them. He bounced and bumped against the ground, sliding against stone and tearing skin and clothing. It was all he could do to hang onto the bow and its arrows in his hand. Dust and rock fell through the air, tossed about with enough force to be a danger to anything not covered by armor. Dozens of smaller explosions sounded, though the tremors lessened slowly and, after what seemed like an eternity, stilled.
 
   “What in the name of Úndin’s gray beard was that?” Sigvid shouted. Caleb felt the dverger’s hand hesitantly touch his leg then, with much more surety, find his arm and help him to his feet.
 
   “Grenades!” Caleb yelled back. He wriggled a finger in his ear, but the ringing didn’t stop. If anything it got louder. 
 
   The dverger laughed, a muffled sort of sound, but tugged on Caleb’s arm to get him moving again. Caleb didn’t object. They needed to put some distance behind them.
 
   “Do all the rooms have escape tunnels like this one?” Caleb asked as they shuffled through the darkness. Though he spoke in a muffled whisper, his voice seemed to reverberate off the tunnel walls like pealing thunder.
 
   “All the personal rooms,” Sigvid hissed. “Now be quiet. Sound does strange things beneath the earth. It carries in ways that it doesn’t in more open spaces.”
 
   Caleb swallowed his next question before it escaped his lips. 
 
   They hurried onward in absolute darkness. Occasionally Sigvid would reach back and lay a hand on Caleb’s arm to steer him away from something that loomed in the darkness. Caleb felt more then saw them as they passed—giant pillars of stone that reared up along the walls of the cavern. Stalactites or stalagmites, Caleb assumed. Each time that Sigvid reached out to him, Caleb jumped, expecting a cold, clammy golgent hand to wrap around his arm, or worse.
 
   The darkness swirled around them, creeping like shadows across his visage. Once, dripping water echoed through the chamber. Caleb felt wet spray on his face and wiped it away with his fingers. He wondered if they were traveling next to an underground waterfall. At the same time, he hoped they weren’t passing by an underground lake, blanketed in the disguising embrace of black. He wiped his brow again, and this time his hand came away dripping with more than just water.
 
   Time seemed to stretch on endlessly in the shroud of darkness that covered his eyes. The shadows hugged him, wrapping him in loving tendrils of mist and gloom that seeped into his bones. Caleb found himself beginning to breathe more heavily. He wondered where the sides of the passages were. Were they closer than they had been before? He couldn’t tell. He couldn’t see them. Sweat beaded on his forehead and dripped into his eyes. He cursed softly, drawing a hiss from Sigvid that made Caleb reach for his gun before realizing that Sigvid had made the sound. He dropped his hand in chagrin before it even reached his belt.
 
   The air shifted. One moment the air had been cloying and hot and the next, a cool breeze crossed his face and calmed the fear that had clawed its way into the corners of his mind.
 
   “We’ll wait here for a few minutes,” Sigvid whispered, the unexpected voice near his ear making Caleb jump. “All the other tunnels meet up here. We’ll join up with some of the others.”
 
   Caleb shuffled to a stop, edging as close to Sigvid as he could get. The minutes stretched onward. Time passed irresolutely. It seemed to Caleb that only moments had passed since they had entered the small escape tunnel, but at the same time the impenetrable gloom that pressed in around him made him feel as if he had been within its encroaching grasp for an eternity. Slowly his eyes adjusted to the lack of light, though even then, it was only enough to make out vague shapes of slightly darker patches of shadow. He shivered despite the warmth.
 
   How had the golgent gotten into the Enclave? Caleb ran his fingers through his hair and adjusted the grip on his bow. The monsters were always there, constantly dogging his steps wherever he went. They were like a plague of locusts, sweeping across the land and destroying everything in their path. Thomas had been fond of saying that. It was true though. There was no escaping them, there was only postponing the final meeting. 
 
   Caleb’s grip hardened on the bow. They always found you again. Or you found them.
 
   “Come on,” Sigvid said, his words piercing Caleb’s thoughts.
 
   He felt Sigvid start forward again and Caleb followed. He could make out the outline of the dverger’s broad shoulders in the darkness. It was a faint outline to be sure, but it gave him something upon which he could focus. 
 
   They ran and Caleb lost all sense of direction and time. Sigvid’s blurred outline consumed his entire vision. It was his anchor in the sea of black. Cloying, omnipresent haze threatened to strangle him wherever he turned.
 
   “Hold!” The word was a shout to Caleb’s strained ears, though Sigvid breathed the word so softly that ordinarily Caleb would have missed it.
 
   Caleb froze where he was, but felt more than saw Sigvid move away from him. There was a soft scrape of metal against metal and then the darkness shrank back from a rasping whine of rusty hinges being forced open. 
 
   Caleb shifted nervously and arrows clicked together within the quiver in his left hand. With a start, he realized he was still holding the bow and quiver in a tight-fisted grip. What was the point of carrying the weapon if he wasn’t going to use it? He’d used a bow before, back in various youth camps many years ago, but it had never been in a situation where his life depended in it. Still, any weapon was better than none. If fighting got to close quarters, he could always use the arrows like knives.
 
   He slung the quiver over his shoulder on its thick leather baldric and cinched up the strap so that it fit snugly against his back, silently laughing at himself for not having done it sooner. He raised the bow and drew an arrow, fitting the nock to the string and drawing it back partway to feel the draw. It was surprisingly light. Tension eased as he slackened his grip, letting the arrow rest against the string, pinned to the bow by his grip on the bow itself. A surge of confidence washed through him, like a breath of fresh air brought in on radiant morning rays after a foggy night. Caleb always felt better when he was armed these days. 
 
   He took a small step forward.
 
   “I said hold, boy!” Sigvid barked, his voice emanating from Caleb’s left. “Don’t put that foot down unless you’re wanting to greet the other side today.”
 
   Caleb halted, his outstretched foot hovering inches above the stony ground. He breathed heavily and his pulse raced at the sudden shout, though the tension was mixed with a dusting of relief. 
 
   The door that had creaked open earlier closed with a squeal of maltreated iron and wood. Wood scraped against stone and metal clunked against metal until a small metallic click sounded in the darkness. A key turning in a lock, Caleb realized. 
 
   A hand closed over his arm. Caleb spun, pulling free and instinctively drawing the bow until thin metal fletchings brushed the corner of his lips.
 
   “Don’t stick me with that, boy,” Sigvid said in a normal voice.
 
   There was a faint sound of something breaking with a sharp little pop, and a sudden light filled the room, illuminating the furthest reached with a soft, greenish hue. Sigvid held up one of the strange orb-like lamps in one hand, a large knapsack in the other. Caleb squinted against the sudden light as his eyes adjusted. This close, he could clearly make out the thick, liquid oozing around inside it. 
 
   Sigvid thrust the knapsack at Caleb, which forced him to lower the bow and snatch the sack out of the air before it hit the ground. The arrow he had notched slipped free and clattered against the stone floor with a metallic ping. The bag was heavier than it looked. Propping the bow against the side of the dead-end passages wall, Caleb slung the bag over one shoulder, returned the fallen arrow to his quiver and then picked the bow back up.
 
   As he did so, he took a moment to study his surroundings now that there was light by which to see. The passageway ended in a blank wall, only broken up by a single, innocent-looking, wooden door. Outside of that single exit, there didn’t seem to be anywhere else they could go except back out the way they had come. Sigvid shuffled toward one of the side walls, treading with purposeful, calculated steps. The dverger held the glowing orb aloft, squinting at the stone of the wall. A pack similar to Caleb’s rested on his back.
 
   “What are you looking for?” Caleb asked, though he didn’t follow the shorter figure.
 
   “The way out of here,” Sigvid said absently, running his fingers over the stone in an intricate pattern as if searching for irregularities in the grain.
 
   The dverger passed over each section of the stone wall quickly, working his way in the direction of the door. The closer he got to where the two walls met at a perfect corner, the closer the orb got to the stone. 
 
   Then he found what he was looking for. One moment Sigvid was muttering under his breath and the next he cried out triumphantly and pressed his thumb into a slight depression in the roughly hewn rock. A click sounded and a small section of the bottom half of the wall swung outward. A faint band of muted sunlight streamed in through the crawl-space opening. Though dim, the sunlight stung Caleb’s eyes. At the same time, it banished the last clinging vestiges of anxiety from the corners of his mind. 
 
   “How many hidden doors do you dvergers have?” Caleb asked, blinking away tears.
 
   “As many as we can fit,” Sigvid answered with a terse grin. He stowed the orb lantern in an outside pocket of his pack. “Now get over here. Hug the wall, unless you want to die a very painful death.”
 
   Stepping carefully, Caleb hurried to join Sigvid by the narrow opening, turning his feet sideways and shuffling along the wall, bow held in front of him. Sigvid nodded toward the opening with an expression that made it clear he wanted Caleb to go through first. Caleb shrugged and squatted down to study the passage’s mouth. The opening was so small he had to push both the pack and the bow ahead of him and shimmy through on his hands and knees. The muted sunlight glinted off the bow’s polished arms. 
 
   After only a few feet, Caleb’s back began to ache from the strange position and his arms burned from pushing the bow and heavy knapsack in front of him. Couldn’t the passage have been made just a foot wider? Thankfully, the passage was short. 
 
   A dozen feet into the rock, the narrow tunnel opened up into a spacious natural cave covered in loose, white sand. Water dripped from stalactites, ran down the knobbled, bumpy lengths of the stalagmites, and formed into narrow rivulets that ran down the sandy cave bottom to form little pools swathed in shadows. As he righted himself, Caleb noticed a slab of stone that rested to the side of the small tunnel’s mouth as if suspended on hinges. Another hidden door, linked to the first. 
 
   Sigvid appeared in the tunnel behind him and slid out onto the sand. The dverger pulled on the stone slab gently until it swung shut with a soft thud, merging with and disappearing into the surrounding rock.
 
   “Where are we?” Caleb asked.
 
   Sigvid didn’t answer immediately. Caleb turned toward him and was surprised to see a look of profound sorrow clouding his bearded features. The dverger gazed around the cavern with a faraway expression on his face, taking in the dripping stalactites and stalagmites without really seeming to see them. 
 
   “We’re the only ones,” Sigvid said.
 
   “Were you expecting others?”
 
   “All the escape tunnels lead here. This cave was to be our rallying point.” Sigvid gestured to the cave, taking in its emptiness.
 
   “Maybe they’re still coming,” Caleb said.
 
   Sigvid shot him a look, his eyes simmering pools of frustration and pain above his mask of whiskers.
 
   “My rooms were the most secluded part of the Enclave and the furthest from here. If the golgent were already upon us then, by Úndin’s gray beard, you can bet there wasn’t a dverger left standing behind us. We dvergers do not abandon our own!”
 
   The words stung, but Caleb didn’t let his anger show. He remember the dvergers who had sacrificed themselves that night he’d been captured. Sigvid’s tough dverger exterior forced his pain into bleak gruffness and hostility.
 
   With a scowl, the dverger turned his back on Caleb and sat down onto the sandy floor. Sigvid fished around in his pack for a few moments and pulled out a small wooden cask and wrenched off the top, placing the cask in the sand in front of him. He pulled out a chunk of dried meat and tore a chunk off of it with his teeth. His other hand dove into a pocket and came up holding his pipe. It was clear that he wanted to be alone, so Caleb moved off a few paces to think, leaving Sigvid sucking on his pipe and chewing.
 
   His blood still pounded from the emotional high and the tension of their run through the darkened tunnels. He suppressed a shudder at the memory of the creeping shadows and omnipresent stone. But, surprisingly, his mind was clearer than it had been for a long time. He had managed to avoid giving in to the hunter when he’d been confronted by the very creatures upon whose hands lay Rachel and Benson’s blood. He hadn’t given in to the hate and rage that burned away reason and forced him to kill the demons that had stolen his life away. Facing them, he had been able to think clearly, purposefully, and with focused intent. It was not that the thirst for justice had been slaked. No, far from it. Anger had still swelled within him when the yellow-eyed monsters appeared through the splintered door and he’d been forced, once again, to flee from a place of safety. But the fires—the all-consuming, thought-stealing inferno—had ebbed. 
 
   It was like waking up from an incessant nightmare and suddenly finding that the dream was real. That was the heart of it. The monsters of his childhood imagination became less horrifying once he accepted their reality. They could be seen, could be touched. 
 
   Could be killed. 
 
   True healing would come with time but, he realized with a soft note of surprise, he was taking a small step in the right direction.
 
   His fingers twinged and he realized he had been turning the metal bow Sigvid had given him over and over in his hands. Holding it still, he let his fingers trace out the ring of stars etched into the metal arcs. Silently, he began turning the bow around again, admiring the way that the light played off the polished metal surface. As it turned, he noticed the scars and cuts that covered his hands. A red welt ran down his left hand to his thumb, the remnants of a burn. He’d fought more battles than he could remember; killed more golgent and trulgo than he could count, but he didn’t remember receiving the wounds. 
 
   The satisfaction he felt as he’d watched the golgent die, though, was a poignant, powerful memory. There was regret there as well, and sorrow—sorrow that he had not found a greater challenge and been killed in the process. The greater part of him, the angry, vengeance-seeking hunter within him, fought against hoping that one day he would face a challenge against which he would not win. That part of him wanted to die fighting and finally rejoin his wife and son on the other side. The sudden realization left him ashamed.
 
   The smaller part, the broken, fragile part that was all that remained of his former self, still remembered the promise from his wife’s dying lips. The promise had been kept, but not without its own costs. Rachel’s voice from the dream wafted through his mind, but he pushed it aside with a wet sniff. He scrubbed his nose with the back of his hand and shook his head against the swell of emotions and self-realizations. It would not do to dwell on dreams.
 
   He returned his attention to the bow. The weapon was a work of refined and masterful skill. The recurved arms swept backward gracefully in long metal arcs etched with patterns that swirled together to heighten the bow’s grace. There was a ring of nine stars engraved on both of the long, curved arms. The stars were an exact replica of the ones on his ring, echoes of the promises he had made to his wife then. They would help him to remember, as the ring had. They would keep him alive. 
 
   There was a word engraved just above the thick leather grip on the back face of the upper arm Faeranir. As he read the word, the bow grew icy cold in his grip and he almost dropped it, but his fingers seized up with white-knuckled strength. The chill passed almost instantly, but his left hand still tingled for several long seconds afterward.
 
   “So it is yours then.”
 
   Caleb jumped and actually dropped the bow. He had not heard Sigvid come up behind him until the dverger had spoken. Hastily, he picked it back up again. It felt good in his hands, familiar almost.
 
   “You made this for me,” Caleb said, turning to face the dverger.
 
   The dverger’s eyes were red-rimmed when he looked up at Caleb, but otherwise his expression had resumed its normal stony visage. His pipe rested in his left hand, trailing gray-blue smoke.
 
   “Aye, I made it for you, though I can’t really recall the crafting. Most of last night is a giant hole in my memory, as if it has been cut free. Still, I forged that bow. It’s an Elithalma, the mark of a Ferreiro.” Sigvid extended a hand as if to touch the bow, but hesitated a few inches away from the metal arm. “I have done what no other smith has done before. I have forged two Elithalma within my lifetime.” His hand dropped back to his side. “Hopefully this one will not have the same flaws as the first.” His voice dropped off to almost a whisper at the last.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Sigvid’s brows furrowed and his lips became a thin line that disappeared in his voluminous beard. Caleb couldn’t tell if it was anger or resignation that crossed the dverger’s face. The beard made judging dverger emotions challenging.
 
   “More than a decade ago, I lost my wife to a trulgo raid. I couldn’t save her. When she died, a part of me did too. I became bestial and single minded. I didn’t want to be around other dvergers and I couldn’t stay here. I wandered the hills and mountain passes, searching for my revenge. Blind berserker rage drove me to kill. I came back this way often, claiming starvation or chance, but it was really to visit my wife among the honored dead. I couldn’t ever really leave her. When I was here I would drink to get away from the memories—not just of my wife, but of what I had become. I was guilty and ashamed, angry and full of hate. There wasn’t much good left in me—not unlike you when I first met you, my friend.”
 
   Sigvid paused a moment to puff on his pipe. The embers within it had dimmed until only a tiny spot of red remained. It flared back to life with the first puff of the dverger’s breath, wafting smoke into the air.
 
   “That’s why I was angry with you earlier. To convince the Elders to spare your life, I had to offer the one thing I valued most, this Enclave and my wife’s grave here among the honored dead.”
 
   Caleb waited patiently, the seed understanding beginning to take root. Leaving the stem clamped in the corner of his mouth, Sigvid continued.
 
   “One night when I was listening to the stories of Tealcenrir, I drunk myself into a daze. Somehow I made it to my old forge and started up the ashen furnace. Maybe I was looking for something familiar, maybe Atelho was guiding me that night, I don’t know. All I remember is a fragment of a song and the sparks of hammer striking metal. When I awoke the next morning there was a beautiful war hammer resting on the anvil, Elithalma empowered as in days when ore ran thick and Atelho still walked among us. Valundnir, thunder of the gods.” At this Sigvid smiled and took the pipe from his mouth, putting out the embers with a thick, calloused thumb.
 
   “I left,” he continued. “The hammer had no real interest for me. I fight with the axe. I learned later that the other dvergers found Valundnir and declared me a Ferreiro. They found the dverger for whom the weapon was made. A mighty warrior, a Guerreiro, who fought with the power of Atelho and the strength of a dozen dvergers. It wasn’t until he showed signs of becoming a berserker that the others realized what terrible fury dwelt within the weapon. When I came back to myself after the Breaking, I heard about Valundnir and realized what had happened. 
 
   “Since the weapon was created while I was consumed by such anger and vengeful longings, the weapon took those emotions upon itself. They are sentient creations, to an extent, and Valundnir slowly poisoned the mind of the dverger who wielded it with my own rage.”
 
   Caleb blinked. Thoughts and images—memories—came together in a sudden rush. There was a reason he had felt an immediate connection to Sigvid. They had both passed through the gates of hell and continued on again. That night when Raleigh had fallen, the night that Sigvid had confronted him, that had started him down the path back toward the light. It had started the process for Caleb to realize that hell surrounded him.
 
   “Did you know the dverger that got Valundnir?” Caleb asked, arriving at the question as he asked it.
 
   Sigvid shook his head.
 
   “Then how did the other dvergers know who it belonged to? And, more importantly, how do you know that this one, Faeranir, isn’t just as flawed?” Caleb had just barely started getting away from the hunter, from the primal instincts which had driven him.
 
   Sigvid responded with a faint grin, which Caleb found irritating. There was nothing humorous in the situation. He was about to question the dverger further, but Sigvid raised a hand and forestalled him. Sigvid reached out and pulled an arrow from Caleb’s quiver. It looked unusually long in the dverger’s hands, though it was the perfect size for the bow. He handed the arrow to Caleb and gestured for him to ready it. Confused, but trusting Sigvid, Caleb did so and looked a question back at the dverger.
 
   “I’m answering your question the best way I know how. Can you shoot one of these?” Caleb nodded. It had been a long time since his camping trips, but still, the fundamentals were familiar to him.
 
   “Ok, so the first part of your question is a simple answer. Each Elithalma is created for a purpose, to fill a need. They are holy weapons, imbued by Atelho. The weapons find those who will help them fulfill their purpose. Their powers won’t work for anyone else. You see that stalactite near the mouth of the cave, the one with the crooked tip?” Caleb nodded. “Shoot it. Don’t be afraid of damaging the arrow. It won’t leave a mark on it.”
 
   Caleb drew back in one steady motion. The draw weight, though heavy, was well within his ability to draw and maintain. Almost of its own accord, his right index finger found its resting place in the corner of his mouth and he sighted along the metal shaft. His breathing slowed, as if he were readying himself for firing a long-distance shot with his gun. It the moment between breaths he released.
 
   The string snapped against his left arm, leaving an angry red welt against the flesh, but the arrow shot from the bow with all the force and speed of a bullet. It streaked across the cavern, almost seeming leave a trail of silver light, and plunged up to its fletchings into the heart of the stony spire. Caleb sucked in a sharp breath as a small ring of white blossomed in the stone around the arrow. The ring grew wider, stretching out in thin finger-like tendrils, like a pattern of broken glass. There was a sudden, sharp crack, and the stalactite split along the lines and fell to the sandy ground with a muffled crash, bouncing off the stalagmite below it on its way down.
 
   Caleb shouldered the bow, nursing his stinging arm, and hurried after Sigvid, who was already halfway to the fallen rock. He looked on in stunned surprise as Sigvid rolled the stalactite over to look at the break. The broken end of the stalactite was crusted over with frost, and a narrow rounded groove ran down the center of the rock where the arrow had penetrated the stone. Caleb reached out a hesitant hand and scraped off a thin layer of ice. The bitter cold bit into flesh and he jerked his had away.
 
   “That’s cold,” Caleb said with a low whistle. 
 
   Sigvid nodded.
 
   Caleb looked up, expecting to see the arrow stuck to the upper half of the stalactite’s stump, but the break was a mirror of the piece on the ground. The groove in the rock lay where the arrow had been, but the shaft itself was gone.
 
   “It’s back in your quiver, boy. I made twenty-four shafts.” Sigvid said, following Caleb’s gaze.
 
   Caleb furrowed his brow in disbelief, but did a quick count of the arrows in his quiver. There were twenty-four there.
 
   “The arrows always come back?” Caleb asked, stunned.
 
   “Aye, you’ll never run out. Valundnir would always return to its wielder when thrown too, I hear.” Sigvid’s voice had a far-off cast to it, as if he were lost in thought and memory. “Your arrows will freeze anything they hit, though you’re the only one who can hold the weapon without suffering intense pain, even death.”
 
   Caleb looked down at the smith in wonder. A weapon that would never run out of ammunition and that could freeze anything it pierced? That was something worthy of the practice it would take to become proficient. 
 
   “I’ll need a sleeve for my arm so I don’t cut it with the bowstring all the time.” Caleb said. The welt on his arm shone a fiery red in the cavern’s gloom.
 
   “Or you could just learn to hold the bow the right way,” Sigvid said with a laugh. “Until then, I think I have something that may help.”
 
   Sigvid nodded and wandered back over to his pack. Caleb followed. The dverger handed Caleb the cask of dried meat and then rummaged around in his pack. He came up with a thick piece of leather and a pair of thin daggers.
 
   “We’ll make you one,” Sigvid said as Caleb took a piece of the spicy meat and tore off a hunk, “and while we work, we’ll talk. I’ll show you how to hold that thing so you don’t need the sleeve later. There are plans to be made.”
 
   “Plans?”
 
   “Aye,” Sigvid said, his voice grim. “There may be survivors and I aim to find out. I’m going into the city-fortress tonight.”
 
   Something in the dverger’s voice made Caleb pause.
 
   “And?” he asked.
 
   Sigvid gave Caleb a hard look. “Someone betrayed us and I mean to have their head.”
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   “You’re completely insane, you know that, right?” Natalie’s face was a mask, hidden in shadow, but her tone dripped with frustration.
 
   Eric shrugged. “I did what I had to do.”
 
   “You’re not invincible, you know. You could have been killed. You’re just lucky it worked. You can’t do everything you think you can.”
 
   “I haven’t found anything I can’t do, actually—with sufficient time and dedication that is.” Eric said, but even to his own ears the words sounded arrogant and somewhat hollow.
 
   “The foundation of hubris is insecurity, Eric.”
 
   “My hubris? If we’re going to start analyzing people that means you’re fair game too, my dear. You’re just upset that I’m leaving and you’re taking it out on me because I happen to be the closest target. The foundation of anger is fear.”
 
   He had meant to say it in an even, diplomatic tone, but it came out more sharply than he intended. He knew Natalie was only worried, nervous, and perhaps even a little frightened, all at the same time. The news he had passed on to her about the dvergers and the Brown Dragonhosts was profoundly disturbing and a lot to dump on her all at once, especially considering she was still newly pregnant. 
 
   On a normal day, Natalie could be a little moody. He didn’t even want to think about what she’d be like with pregnancy hormones running through her. Maybe it was a good thing he was wasn’t going to be around for that part.
 
   Her eyes flashed. “Don’t you turn it back on me! You can’t do everything, Eric, and you know it. No matter what sort of special powers this ‘magic hammer’ gives you.”
 
   Eric sighed and pulled the weapon from his belt. As he did so, he felt a surge of energy course through his body and dull the pain in his ankle. The weapon was powerful. He remembered the stunning kick he had managed when the dverger clan chiefs had tried to attack him. As good as he had become at fighting, he had neither the skill nor the strength to have been able to successfully complete the attack on his own. Valundnir had given him ability to defend himself. He reveled in the possibilities that the weapon’s powers would open up to him. Perhaps if he’d had Valundnir earlier, Kevin wouldn’t have died.
 
   He shook his head and looked back up at Natalie, who was frowning at him petulantly. No, Eric corrected, the frown contained worry and perhaps a trace of fear.
 
   “Promise me you won’t try anything foolish,” she said. “Promise me that you’ll come back to me.”
 
   Suddenly she was in his arms, despite Valundnir’s presence in his grip. She was far shorter than he was, so he held her awkwardly, trying not to let Valundnir’s head knock the back of her skull.
 
   “Oh, he seems a foolish fellow in general, lass. There’s not much more that Valundnir can do to him, I’m afraid.”
 
   The voice came from the open doorway. Eric let go of Natalie in a burst of uncanny speed and spun toward the door, Valundnir a blur that spun into a ready grip. 
 
   Torsten leaned against the stone wall, chuckling.
 
   “What are you doing here, priest?” Eric asked gruffly, letting Valundnir fall to his side. Natalie sniffed and turned away to wipe her nose.
 
   “I came to collect you, of course. We’ll need to hurry if you’re going to say goodbye to everyone.”
 
   “There’s no one else to say goodbye to.”
 
   Torsten’s brow furrowed, a hint of skepticism in his gaze, but Eric just shrugged and turned to Natalie, putting a hand on her shoulder and giving it a warm squeeze. It was true. He didn’t have any friends in the small community, probably a result of being their leader and protector since the days of chaos. They respected him, obeyed him, trusted him, but he didn’t know them. He didn’t know their stories or their pasts. Natalie did. She made it a point of getting to know each and every member of the community personally, but times were too uncertain, life too short, for Eric to make friends with them. He knew their names and their faces, but they saw him only as a shield from the desolation. They thought him cold and distant at times, but that was how it had to be.
 
   “I’ll see to things here,” Natalie said. She smiled up at him through her tears. “Between Dan and I we’ll make sure no one dies.”
 
   “You’re not going to argue? Try and convince me to stay?”
 
   “What point is there? You’re right. There is no choice. You have to go. But do me a favor.”
 
   “Anything.” He cupped her face in his left hand and looked into her deep green eyes, eyes that still shimmered with moisture and an inner turmoil of opposing emotions.
 
   “Take Roberts with you. I don’t want to have to deal with the power struggle that will follow without you here.”
 
   Eric sighed and rolled his eyes. She had played him cleverly. Torsten was in earshot, so he couldn’t argue that Roberts wasn’t safe with the dvergers. After that, there was no way Eric could take him along. No, this was something Eric would have to endure alone. But he would have to do something about the man.
 
   “I can’t, but I’ll make sure he knows who’s in charge before I go.”
 
   Natalie gave him a flat, disbelieving look. 
 
   Eric sighed again and cocked his head to one side. “Give me some credit, at least. I think I can figure a way to keep him in check.”
 
   Natalie stood up on her tiptoes and kissed him. It was a quick, passionate kiss, one that spoke in volumes that words would never adequately convey. He kissed her back just as deeply, ignoring Torsten’s pointed grunt. They broke apart. Wetness lay on Eric’s cheeks. He cleared his throat and wiped it away with the back of his hand.
 
   “I’m coming, Torsten.”
 
   He gave Natalie one last, one-armed hug and followed the priest out in the passageway beyond. He didn’t look back. He’d only taken a few steps when Natalie’s voice rang out from behind him.
 
   “Eric, wait.”
 
   He turned back. She stood in the doorway, Torsten a few steps away. 
 
   “Let’s at least have one last prayer together before you go.”
 
   “Give us a minute please, Torsten,” Eric said as he walked back. Torsten nodded and vanished down the hall.
 
   Natalie’s prayer was short, but heartfelt and strong. Eric felt lighter somehow when she was done, as if some of his burdens had been lifted. Natalie smiled through her tears and stood up on her tiptoes to give him one last kiss. He ran his fingers through her hair and left, his pace quick and determined. He found Torsten at the end of the hall.
 
   “That was certainly a heartfelt goodbye,” the cleric said.
 
   Eric glanced sidelong at him to see if the dverger was smiling. Torsten’s face was hidden in shadows, but couldn’t help feeling that the cleric was somehow making sport of him.
 
   “It may have been without your little interruption,” Eric said at length.
 
   “You were taking too long. Anyway, who is this Roberts?”
 
   Eric didn’t know how to respond, so he didn’t and Torsten didn’t press the issue. 
 
   Eric strode purposefully through the passages, careful to avoid the more frequently travelled areas on his way towards the northern entrances. With any luck, Roberts would still be there with his patrol. He wanted to avoid making a scene or announcing his pending departure before Natalie was ready to make the announcement herself. She would need to be ready to deal with the consequences that would be bound to follow.
 
   They walked in silence through the long dark tunnels. The few people they passed didn’t stop or take more than a passing glance. Eric didn’t pause. He had fallen into a surly, brooding mood. He avoided the tunnels that passed near the Commons, unwilling to look again at the damage. His mind was already replaying the scenes of carnage he had raced by in his haste to save Natalie. 
 
   Torsten’s sandaled feet slapped against the stone floors and echoed through the gloom. Eventually, the cleric broke the silence. “I didn’t know that you humans were a religious sort,” he said.
 
   Eric shrugged, though the gesture was lost in the darkness. 
 
   “Who is your God?”
 
   Eric stopped and turned to look down into the cleric’s eyes, feeling a flush of irritation. They radiated a fierce blue fire that made Eric hesitate before he answered.
 
   “I’d really rather not talk about this right now, Torsten,” he said. “It’s irrelevant to the current situation and I have other things on my mind. Can we please just walk in silence?”
 
   “Of course.” The cleric smiled and swept his hand out in a grandiose gesture for Eric to proceed down the passageway.
 
   Eric turned away from the cleric. In that moment Torsten’s hand shot out and alighted on Valundnir’s head at Eric’s belt as if to pull it free. Eric felt an immediate, overwhelming surge of energy and strength. His mind cleared and his brooding was burned away in the rush of strength. He spun instinctively. His left arm swatted away Torsten’s hands and his right twisted downward in a roundhouse blow aimed for Torsten’s temple. Torsten ducked under the blow and landed two quick punches against Eric’s ribs. He didn’t even feel the blows. Valundnir appeared in his hands in a coalescence of shadows and light. It crackled with energy within his grip.
 
   “Hold!” Torsten said, raising his hands and backing up a step. “Hold! It was a test. You and the Elithalma are truly one if not even I can take it from you.”
 
   Eric breathed heavily, not comprehending. The energy coursed through him, but it slowly waned. It leaked away and left him feeling drained and foolish. He lowered the hammer to his side and released his breath; he hadn’t realized that he’d been holding it. Thankfully, his mind was still clear and the brooding melancholy did not return.
 
   “I think I’ve had enough of your tests, Torsten.”
 
   “Valundnir is a powerful weapon with a clouded legacy. I would not count myself a true cleric and protector of Atelho’s people if I neglected my duties in this matter.”
 
   “Have I passed your tests?” He dropped Valundnir back onto his belt and sighed at the fatigue he felt. He wasn’t sure if he was actually more tired than before, or if he just felt more tired in comparison to the preceding strength. 
 
   “Unless Atelho wills me to perform another. Now I do think we need to be off. Your squad is waiting for us and we are headed the completely wrong direction.”
 
   “No we’re not. I have something I need to do first. It’s this way.” Eric said, bluntly.
 
   Torsten chucked, a deep throaty sound that echoed through the passage, and slapped him on the back. 
 
   “You even sound like a dverger.”
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Roberts’s face drained of color when he looked up and saw Eric and Torsten outlined in the entryway. The men at the table with him put down their cards and followed Roberts’s gaze. 
 
   The small barracks room was lit by a variety of lamps and candles which cast flickering lights and shadows across the table, which was covered with spoils for the victor of the poker game. The vagaries of light made the cans of food on the table seem rusty with age. The assault rifles and loose munitions were weak and fragile things. The room hung heavy with decay. Smoke and haze from the burning wicks only added to the festering atmosphere. Eric was nearly overcome with a wave of disgust.
 
   “Ah,” Torsten said, “a game of chance. Is this perhaps to see which of you will lounge around here and which of you will actually realize there are people who died today and get off your lazy butts and go help them out?”
 
   Torsten’s words cut into the men with the sharpness of a newly honed knife. Several of the soldiers scowled and dropped their hands onto weapons. 
 
   Robert’s face gained some color as it flushed in anger. “We’re taking a well-deserved rest after fighting today,” he said in a voice of icy disdain. Though his tone and words were forceful, Roberts would not meet Eric’s eye. Eric didn’t step in, interested to see how Torsten would handle the situation.
 
   “Indeed. It took so many of you to take down one wyrm. So many that in the heat of battle you killed two potential allies who were trying to help you. Yes, I can see why you would need a rest after that. Such guilt would lay quite heavily on a man’s soul.”
 
   Roberts and his men shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Torsten’s eyes flashed and Eric realized that somehow the cleric knew exactly who had killed the two berserkers. He stepped up and interposed himself between Torsten and the group of men, his back to the dverger.
 
   “Roberts, I need a word,” Eric said into the heavy silence.
 
   Roberts’s eyes widened in surprise and sudden fear, as if he suspected that he was about to be handed over to the dvergers for punishment. The thought had crossed Eric’s mind several times, but as much as it would simplify matters, he simply couldn’t afford to have the man’s death on his hands. The lives of everyone else he’d lost in their underground community were weighty enough. 
 
   “Can’t this wait? I’m in the middle of some pressing business at the moment.”
 
   “I can certainly see that,” Eric said. He waited and held Roberts’s gaze. 
 
   Finally the man looked away and got to his feet with a muttered curse. He grabbed his rifle off the table and stomped towards the door, waving for those at the table to help themselves to the winnings. Just before reaching the doorway where Eric and Torsten stood waiting, Roberts reached out and pulled an oil lantern from off the wall. Eric stepped aside to let him pass and gestured for him to wait down the hall. 
 
   Torsten arched an eyebrow at Eric as Roberts passed and gave an almost imperceptible nod towards the men still huddled around the table. None of them had moved. Eric turned his back on them and followed Roberts out into the hall. 
 
   The ex-military man waited in a pool of light only a few steps from the doorway. Cockroaches scuttled to get away from the penetrating brightness, wings clicking. The creatures were ubiquitous these days.
 
   “What do you want, Eric?” Roberts demanded. His face glowed with an oily sheen in the lantern light. It aged him and gave the ragged scar on his cheek a sinister cast.
 
   “The dvergers are leaving. Their armies are marching south to take the fight to the Brown Dragonhosts. I am going with them.” 
 
   Roberts’s eyes gleamed in the darkness. The corners of his mouth twitched upwards, but fell back to an impassive line in an instant.
 
   “You’re coming with me.”
 
   Roberts’s mouth curled downward in a sneer and his eyes narrowed. “Why in the world would I do that?”
 
   “Because I’m telling you to.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Eric fought down a sudden desire to punch the man. A sudden, fleeting wave of energy rose within him, pushing him to act, but he shoved it aside and instead folded his muscular arms across his chest and held Roberts’s gaze. One hand rested comfortably on Valundnir’s head.
 
   “I’m not going, Eric. You’re leaving. It’s about time you stepped aside and let someone else run things around here. Someone older, wiser, and with more training than you.”
 
   “I believe that young fiery-haired lass is the one who will be in charge,” Torsten said, appearing at Eric’s shoulder. “Isn’t that who you left in command? Her and that man named Dan?”
 
   Eric gave a curt nod and Roberts growled deep in his throat.
 
   “They’re no better than you, Eric. Natalie doesn’t have the strength to give order, and Dan is but your shadow. You’d have us follow them? Your younger brother is no older than a child. My men will not follow him. They follow me and me alone.”
 
   A noise came from behind and Eric turned to look over his shoulder. The men who had been sitting around the table stood silhouetted in the archway of the room, the bright outlines leaving their bodies obscured in shadow except for where the light from Roberts’s lantern illuminated portions of their faces. Their guns were leveled at Eric’s heart.
 
   “I believe that it is time for things to change around here,” Roberts said with a smile.
 
   Eric felt a massive wave of energy burst from Valundnir and run up his arm. It washed over his body like a cold rain and the hammer materialized in his hands with a burst of crackling sparks and arcs of radiant energy. 
 
   Roberts shouted in surprise and alarm and brought his gun up to firing position, his finger on the trigger. A shot rang out from behind, the sound sharp and staccato in the enclosed passageway.
 
   There was no echo.
 
   It took an instant for Eric to look beyond the energy that raged within him and notice that both he and Torsten were surrounded in a nimbus of bronze light. Bullets exploded on the surface of the nimbus in bursts of light. Eric looked down at the dverger cleric. Torsten had his arms raised out opposite one another and parallel to the floor, palms up and facing the men that assaulted them. His eyes were closed and his lips moved, but Eric couldn’t hear the words. Slowly the shooting stopped. The last bullet vaporized in a shower of sparks against the sides of the magical shield. 
 
   Eric stood with his mouth hanging open slightly, Valundnir slack in his grip and the sea of energy within him calmed. Here was true power. Magic. Real and present.
 
   Torsten brought his hands together in front of him, bent his arms at the elbows and kept his eyes closed. His white robes and the etchings and symbols on his armor glowed and grew bright. In one smooth motion, he flung his hands apart. The nimbus of energy shot outward and smashed into both Roberts and his men simultaneously. They flew backwards off their feet and slammed into the ground. The nimbus faded the as soon as it had passed over the men. The glow from Torsten’s robes and armor died with it. 
 
   Torsten opened his eyes. The glow from his robes was a solitary candle next to the wildfire that burned within his gaze.
 
   “Your weapons will never work again,” he said in a voice that was soft, yet powerful, “so I suggest that you not try and use them. It would be most unpleasant if you were to do so.”
 
   Some of the men groaned and Roberts struggled to his feet shakily. Eric made to move forward and confront the man, but Torsten held up a hand to forestall him. 
 
   “Let me tell you a story. A true story. The story,” Torsten said, his face hard even though his voice was dispassionate. “The story of Creation. In the beginning were Úndin and Sayrin, Brother-Gods and companions under the universe. Though mighty in power, the two Brother-Gods were as different from one another as was possible. Úndin, in his creations and world-making, had given rise to a lesser Son-God, Atelho, and given unto him one of the nine worlds as his own, to fashion and to care for according to his own desires. Atelho created a world of mountains and of minerals, land and harmony, with creatures that worked in the earth and soil, crafting the metals and the ores of the world in works of wonder in love and respect to their Father-God. The dvergers were born.”
 
   Torsten’s voice took on a lilting, almost musical quality as he spoke. Eric could almost see the mountains and the dvergers toiling on their works of craftsmanship. Roberts and his men stood frozen as Torsten continued.
 
   “Sayrin, jealous of his Brother-God, sought to create his own lesser Son-God, his own creations that would worship him though his children. He took from the clay and soil of one of the other nine worlds and fashioned children of his own. His skill was not as great as that of his Brother-God, and instead of a lesser God, he fashioned mortal, twisted, evil creatures that preyed upon the animals of its world and turned upon one another in reckless abandon and bloodlust. 
 
   “For millennia Sayrin crafted and toiled, but he only created more twisted spawn. Trulgo, golgent, and creatures far worse are their descendants.
 
   “Úndin, watching from afar, took pity on his Brother-God and, unbeknownst to Sayrin, stretched forth his Will and touched one of the unfinished creations and gave it life, smoothing out some of the flaws that Sayrin had left behind. He created Helman, a lesser Son-God, and gave unto him a world that both He and Sayrin shared. There Helman created a world that contained both light and dark, fair and foul, tributes to his two Father-Gods, and shaped creatures like unto himself, prone to follow two masters or none. These became your forefathers.”
 
   Eric glanced at Roberts out of the corner of his eye. The man was rooted to the spot, staring at Torsten, eyes narrowed and eyebrows furrowed. There was a note of both understanding and guilt in that look.
 
   “You are children of both Gods. Prone to do good or to do evil. You have that ability to choose. Why do you choose wrongly? Why do you think to become those mindless, soulless creatures that followed the Dragonlords? I do not think that you are all so far gone as that. There is hope for you yet.”
 
   Roberts’s men lowered their weapons. A few lowered their heads and looked at the ground. One shuffled his feet for a moment, then turned and walked back into the room they had just vacated. The other men followed one by one, eyes downcast, without saying a word. 
 
   Roberts dropped his gun. It fell to the ground with a staccato clatter.
 
   “I—I’ll go with you, Eric,” he said in a shaky voice.
 
   Torsten rounded on the man before Eric could respond. The cleric’s eyes burned with an intensity and power that rivaled the nimbus of energy that had surrounded them earlier. 
 
   Roberts quailed under the gaze, crouching back into the shadows as if to disappear into them.
 
   “You’ll stay here, man, because I will not have you along. Never forget that I know who is responsible for the berserker’s deaths. You will do what I say, when I say it, or I will let the other dvergers know who killed their Guerreiro. You’re only still alive because Eric wishes it.”
 
   Roberts swallowed and managed a slight inclination of his head to show that he understood. 
 
   Eric stepped up and pulled the man to his feet.
 
   “And Roberts,” Eric said, only mildly surprised by the disparate strength he was using in holding Roberts on his toes. “Don’t think that once we’re gone you can go back to being disloyal and disobedient. If I return and anything has happened to Natalie, or if you’ve even once seemed to be fighting their leadership, you’re a dead man.”
 
   Roberts shot a pointed look at Torsten, but Eric shifted in front of the man’s gaze.
 
   “I’ll kill you,” Eric whispered. “The dvergers won’t even have a chance.”
 
   Roberts nodded and scurried away without looking back. Eric had no doubt that Roberts wouldn’t stop until he’d reached the armory and locked himself in. As soon as the man had disappeared in the shadows, Eric turned to regard Torsten. 
 
   The cleric looked back at him with a wide, innocent smile.
 
   “What was that?” Eric asked. He was careful to keep his voice level, though inside he reveled in finally being able to tell Roberts what he thought of him.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You intentionally provoked them. You could have gotten us both killed.”
 
   “But I didn’t. I protected us and, on top of that, I helped out your lovely wife. It’s not likely any of those men will cause her problems now.”
 
   “You could have given me some sort of warning. Other dvergers may be used to your magic, or whatever it was, but those sorts of things are new to us humans.”
 
   “I’ll try and remember that next time. But you should realize that what I do, I do for your own good.” 
 
   Torsten said it as if it were obvious, but Eric arched an eyebrow at him and Torsten winked at him.
 
   “You and I already talked about me being your pawn,” Eric said with a sigh. “How am I supposed to trust you?”
 
   Torsten took a step towards him and suddenly, even though Eric was almost two feet taller than the dverger, Torsten seemed to loom over him.
 
   “I don’t see that you have much choice.”
 
   Eric looked away from the man and dropped a hand to Valundnir’s head. The weapon thrummed under his touch and he felt a sudden surge of strength and anger.
 
   “I still won’t be your pawn. Now let’s get going.”
 
   Torsten chuckled but seemed to diminish back to his normal size. He gestured for Eric to lead the way.
 
   “I finally managed to find a squad for you, Eric,” Torsten said as they walked. “Who would have known there were dvergers crazy enough to fight alongside a human?” 
 
   Eric glanced sidelong at the dverger to see if he was trying to be funny, but couldn’t make out Torsten’s expression in the gloom of the sewage tunnels. 
 
   “Did you now?” he replied levelly. 
 
   “Yes, and I had a rough time of it too. We dvergers are a stubborn and pragmatic lot and we don’t like it when something comes along that challenges our preconceptions. I found a few that I trust enough not to try and kill you out of spite and they brought along a few others.”
 
   Eric rolled his eyes and sighed in feigned weariness. Having to deal with Roberts earlier had been bad enough. He wasn’t even remotely worried about winning the impending conflict with distrusting dvergers that was sure to come, but it was sure to be a tedious battle that would grow tiresome before its end.
 
   They walked in silence until they came to the tunnel exit. The hidden gate and rubble had been thrown aside and a handful of Dan’s men stood guard, M16s and assault rifles held loosely in their hands. They got to their feet quickly when Eric and Torsten came into view. They snapped hasty salutes as the pair walked by. Neither returned the salute, though Eric nodded and managed a grin.
 
   They scrambled up a pile of rubble onto the street level and into the early morning gloom. Eric realized somewhat absently that night had come and gone without him even noticing. 
 
   Almost instantly they were surrounded by a dozen dvergers.
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   Valundnir appeared in Eric’s hands in a coalescence of shadow and light that crackled with bronze sparks. He spun it once in his hands. The metal head left a trail of silver in the air. It was a tribute to dverger stoicism that the dvergers surrounding them didn’t even flinch.
 
   “Guerreiro,” one of them said with a slight inclination of his bare head. Eric regarded the coal black eyes that studied him beneath bushy, brown eyebrows. The dverger had a weathered, craggy face and his massive beard was shot with gray. Unlike his companions, the dverger wore only a simple leather tunic studded with metal disks and loose leggings that ended at mid-calf. His feet were bare.
 
   “Well, now that the pleasantries are out of the way,” Torsten said with an earthy laugh, “meet your squad, Eric. You’ll learn their names over time. Pedryn here is the senior warrior. He’s aware of the army’s movements and will make sure that you remain within range of them. Well, I’ll help with that too.”
 
   “Well, let’s get going then.” Eric said, shouldering Valundnir and taking comfort in the increasingly familiar weight.
 
   “You didn’t say anything about having to follow orders from this one, Torsten,” a younger-looking dverger said. The dverger fingered the blade of his axe and his narrowed eyes never left Eric’s face.
 
   Eric recognized the challenge for what it was. He didn’t think the dverger who had spoken understood the full import of his irate protest, but, at least subconsciously, the squad would always see the cleric as outranking him if he let Torsten respond to the complaint. All their eyes were upon him, glittering in the hazy light like polished stones.
 
   “I didn’t realize that a Guerreiro needed permission from a cleric for his orders to be obeyed,” Eric said softly. 
 
   There was complete silence and then Pedryn turned and cuffed the protester through his helmet, causing it to ring like a bell.
 
   “Shut your gob, Waelin!” Pedryn growled, “If the Guerreiro says it, then it happens. Now form up into two groups over yonder.”
 
   The dverger followed Pedryn’s orders without hesitation, immediately turning and splitting into two smaller groups. Several good naturedly ribbed and shot jibes at the dverger who had been smacked. 
 
   Torsten stood off to one side, a grin splashed across his face. Eric found the smile irritating.
 
   Pedryn turned to Eric. “We’re to swing a loop southwest and around the edge of the city and meet up with the army south of here tomorrow or the next day. I’ll take Waelin’s group if you and Torsten will stay with the other.”
 
   “Where will I meet you?” Eric asked.
 
   “The groups will stay within sight of one another,” Waelin interjected, stepping forward despite Pedryn’s previous orders. “You’ll not get lost, Guerreiro.” 
 
   Before Eric had time to respond, Pedryn turned and punched the offending dverger in the throat. Waelin coughed and spluttered, grasping at his neck with shaking hands while the other dvergers laughed. 
 
   Pedryn rolled his eyes in disgust and inclined his head towards Eric with a conspiratorial sigh. “These young dvergers never learn,” the dverger said with a hint of weariness in his voice, “though he is right. We’ll stay within sight of one another.” 
 
   Eric felt a small smile tugging at the corner of his lips, but suppressed it with a feigned cough. Torsten roared with laughter. Pedryn grinned and hurried off to join his group.
 
   “Give me a moment please,” Eric said once Torsten’s laughter had subsided. Though he had directed the request to Torsten, his voice carried enough that the two groups of dvergers looked over at him, curiosity evident in their posture if not on their bearded faces.
 
   Torsten shrugged, laughter still dancing in his gaze.
 
   Eric turned away from the dvergers and knelt down in front of the entrance to the underground compound. His knees sunk a few inches into the ash and debris. He looked down the dark opening and then bowed his head and folded his arms, one over the other. Valundnir rested across the lower forearm. He turned his thoughts towards Natalie and those he was leaving behind and said a quick prayer for their protection and safety.
 
   “Ok,” he said, getting to his feet. “Let’s get going then.”
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   The morning passed uneventfully. They crossed through the wreckage of the once proud city as carefully as they could. It didn’t take long for Eric to come to the conclusion that stealth on the part of a dverger scouting party was something unheard of. The noise that reverberated against the abandoned buildings from their armor and the shouts between the two groups was enough to bring any marauder in the city down on them to investigate. Given dverger nature, Eric thought it was safe to assume that the dvergers acted with that goal in mind. There was no illusion of secrecy because they felt no need to fear anything they may attract. 
 
   “Are you praying to your meal?” one of the dvergers asked around midday. They had just sat down to a hasty meal of some sort of dried meat and stale bread. 
 
   “What do you expect it to do, bite you?” Waelin asked around a mouthful of meat. 
 
   The other dverger laughed.
 
   Eric ignored them.
 
   “Really though,” Pedryn asked, sounding genuinely curious rather than mocking. “We’ve not seen many of your kind, much less ones who pray. Who do you pray to?”
 
   Eric ran his fingers through his hair and stared off into the distance, back through the haze and smog to where Provo lay, hidden amongst the gloom and ash. 
 
   “My Creator.”
 
   “Why do you pray?” another of the dvergers asked. “Your world is broken, your race destroyed. If you had a creator, wouldn’t you think he would have prevented your suffering?” 
 
   Eric turned to face the dverger, conscious of Torsten paying close attention to his words. The dverger appeared to be younger than many of his companions, though Eric wasn’t entirely sure. His beard and hair were a deep, rich brown devoid of any gray, so Eric assumed it was a good indication of youth. 
 
   “Well, I don’t know what this food is. I assumed it could use some good blessing.”
 
   Some of the dvergers laughed. 
 
   The original speaker glowered at him. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   The question was one Eric had asked himself many times. It always came back to the same answer.
 
   “People need something to believe in. They need a reason to hope. With all the death, destruction, and evil around us, more and more I believe that people need to have faith. It is a shield against despair. It is the only thing that can balance out the evil around us.”
 
   “You didn’t answer the question, Eric. Why do you pray?” Torsten asked.
 
   “I pray because I need hope that someday I’ll be forgiven for the deaths of the men I’ve been responsible for.” He looked Torsten in the eye and held his gaze. “I pray because I need hope that I’ll be forgiven for those I could not save. I pray to keep my sanity and to ask for the strength to get up every day and keep on fighting. That’s why I pray.”
 
   “So really it’s a futile gesture, then.” Torsten’s voice was distant, thoughtful. He gazed off into the smog and ashen sky, his eyes unfocused though directed upwards, towards the heavens. “Something you do to find comfort. A habit from your past that you haven’t yet learned how to kick. You don’t really believe.”
 
   Eric fought down a sudden flash of temper at the words with an audible sigh. He rubbed a thumb absently across the inscriptions along Valundnir’s head, feeling the small bumps and grooves in the silicate material embedded in the etchings. He wasn’t normally so confrontational, but it felt oddly good to argue, like a warm-up to a larger battle.
 
   “I believe in a Creator that allows his children to suffer at times in order for them to learn. I can’t say that I’ve never doubted because that would be a lie, but there are some things I know and have never questioned. I know that everything happens for a reason. There is no such thing as chance, or luck, or happenstance. We all have the ability to choose our own path—fate or destiny or some higher being may lay out a path for us, but we control where our feet are placed. We choose to follow the path or not. I choose to pray so that I can stay on the right path.”
 
   “If your decisions determine your destiny, why does it matter if you pray or not? You already know what you want to do with your life, so just make the choice and do it.”
 
   “Sometimes you need something to believe in other than yourself.”
 
   “Even in the most impenetrable darkness, a single solitary flame can banish the night,” Torsten said in a whisper. The other dvergers nodded and muttered amongst themselves. They shot Eric appreciative looks. Several gave him slight nods of respect, though Waelin scowled.
 
   “Some sort of dverger proverb?” Eric asked.
 
   “A tenet of Atelho.” Torsten said, “and a good one. Another tenet deals with making sure you honor your duty, which means that although this has been an interesting conversation, it must end now so that we can do ours.”
 
   Eric nodded his agreement, silently thanking the cleric for ending the conversation before it delved any deeper into murky waters.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   The dvergers stopped to rest for the night amid the crumbled ruin of an old farmhouse. It had once been a large building, but fire had consumed it and left only the foundation and part of one broken brick wall. Heat had blackened the bricks and cracks ran though most of them, but the wall held when pushed. One of the dvergers quickly had a fire going and a pot over the flames. Eric would have rather foregone the fire and the beacon it sent out into the night, but, as he had discovered earlier that day, the dvergers were not much for subtlety. They soon had made and eaten a hearty stew, though Eric wondered where they had gotten the meat for such a meal. He hadn’t eaten anything that hadn’t been freeze dried or come out of a can in a long, long time.
 
   After the watch had been set, Eric leaned back against the broken wall and pulled Valundnir close. The firelight glinted off the polished metal surface, highlighting the glittering specks lodged in the etchings and runes engraved into its head and shaft. The light flickered and pulsed in strange imitation of the throbbing that sometimes came from the weapon itself. He breathed in sharply with the memory of the strength and power it gave him. With Valundnir at his side, he could do anything. He could lead the remnants of mankind in a revolt against the Dragonhosts. He could rally the world to rid itself of the chains of hell that imprisoned it.
 
   Eric blinked and shook his head. He didn’t want to lead anyone against the Dragonhosts, especially not the broken vestiges of humanity. There weren’t enough men left. If he was honest with himself, he didn’t think the dverger army he was about to join would be enough to do much more than delay the inevitable. 
 
   “Your thoughts are leagues away, Eric,” Torsten said, walking over to him and taking a seat against the wall.
 
   “Here and away, Torsten, here and away.”
 
   “Thinking of the ones you left behind?”
 
   “Them and Valundnir.” Eric slid the hammer behind him as he spoke.
 
   “It is a fine weapon, meant to be wielded by a leader and warrior. It is a fine tool to aide us against the enemy.”
 
   “It is an amazing weapon,” Eric said. “I find myself loathe to even put it down at times.”
 
   “You’ve only had it for a single day, Eric. Be wary. The power it grants is intoxicating. It hungers for vengeance, thirsts for blood, cries out from the heavens with the souls of all the warriors who have gone before. Don’t let it consume the man you are.”
 
   “You make it sound like it’s alive.”
 
   “Well it is, in a way,” Torsten said. “When an Elithalma is created, the Ferreiro who crafts it calls upon ancient magic, as old as the worlds and as powerful as the universe. They don’t call it magic, but that is what it is. It is older than Atelho, though he was the one who first taught them to harness it. The Ferreiros call it unleashing that essence of the metal, but what it really is, is taking a part of their souls, distilling their emotions and desires, and then locking them within the weapon. They grant it life, in a primal sense. It gains emotions, feelings, and desires, along with power and strength from the ancient magic. It feeds those emotions into its wielder and it gives him strength.”
 
   Eric glanced toward the other dvergers seated around the fire, but they were not there. Oddly, Eric didn’t feel that their absence was anything out of the ordinary.
 
   “The Ferreiro that crafted Valundnir,” Torsten continued, “was the older brother to the King, but gave up his chance to be King to marry a dverger woman of Clan Glitra. He went with her to form an Enclave, a dverger colony, far from the capital of Tealcenrir. He learned how to become a smith there and, from all I heard at the time, was happy. In the years that lead up to the Breaking, his wife was killed in a trulgo raid. He descended into depression and rage and set out in a crusade to destroy the trulgo race. He would be gone for years at a time, returning more primal and bestial each time, desiring only vengeance and death. When he created Valundnir, it gained the anger and the rage that burned within him, the thirst for blood and violence, for power. It is a powerful tool, yes, but it is also much like grasping a rose. You can’t smell the sweet fragrance without getting pricked by the thorns.”
 
   Eric summoned Valundnir. It coalesced in his hands from shadows and light with a shower of crackling sparks. Eric would have jumped from surprise at the shooting sparks, but the surge of energy and strength the weapon gave him kept him seated. He fell into the energy and turned the gleaming weapon over in his hands. When he didn’t get up, the strength and energy faded away.
 
   “This weapon has more power than anything I have ever encountered,” Eric said, studying Valundnir once again. “A warrior with it, a leader, could bring hope to those who have none. And for that, I would risk the thorns.”
 
   “You talk often of giving hope to others, yet you have none yourself.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You think that your race is doomed to destruction, and yet you put on this facade for others to see. Why give them hope when you have none?” Torsten’s gaze was piercing and held him in place.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, Torsten, I would think that you could read minds.”
 
   Torsten chuckled and shook his head. “That is not one of the abilities that Atelho has given me, but I don’t have to read it in your mind. I can see it in your eyes. I can sense it when you pray and when you speak. Your heart isn’t in it.”
 
   “It gives people hope, and even a false hope allows people to have something to live for. It is better that they die fighting than that they die hiding in a corner, lost and alone except for the darkness around them. And you’re wrong. I do have hope and a faith in my creator. Faith comes before the miracles, Torsten, not after.”
 
   “And when will your miracles come?” Torsten asked. He didn’t wait for a response, but got up and walked away. 
 
   Eric stared after him for a long, long time, until well after the other dvergers had returned from scouting the surrounding countryside. Valundnir spun in his hands, creating a swirling circle of silver and black against the night’s black backdrop. When Eric finally laid down to sleep, the hammer remained within his grasp, clutched in one hand as he slept.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Horns blazed in the darkness, tearing Eric from sleep. He came awake all at once, but before he could even move, massive hands as cold and hard as granite seized him and lifted him bodily from the ground. Valundnir toppled out of his hands and clattered against the wall. He struggled and twisted, trying to break his assailant’s hold, but the grip was like iron. With a grunt from the unseen attacker, the arms flexed, and Eric was slammed back against the wall. Pain shot through him as his head struck the brick and the breath was blasted from his lungs. Dust and mortar flew into the air, surrounding them in a cloud of ash and debris. A couple of bricks fell from the wall and clattered against the ground.
 
   He reached out for Valundnir with his mind, pulling at the hands that held him while struggling to find his breath. The hammer didn’t appear. 
 
   His vision swam, swirling with whorls of black and white as his oxygen-deprived mind fought to focus. He forced his eyes shut and called out to Valundnir again. Instead of Valundnir appearing in his hands, Eric felt a wave of energy and strength shoot through him, and from within that flood of energy, a torrent of anger and rage clawed its way to the surface. 
 
   His eyes snapped open.
 
   His hands shot up to the creature’s arms and latched onto its wrists. His thumbnails dug into the underside of each wrist, digging into flesh, searching for tendons and nerves. The hands that gripped him slackened, and Eric tore himself free of the grip. He dropped to the ground and rolled, leaping to his feet behind the shadowy mass that was his assailant. He spun faster than he thought was possible, and sent a leg flying out to sweep the attacker off his feet. Pain shot through him as his leg connected with his attacker’s. It remained immobile, as hard and unyielding as if it had been made of stone. With an angry curse, the rage and anger within him surged in accompaniment to a renewed wave of energy and Eric scrambled to regain his lost momentum. He wasn’t quick enough.
 
   A fist slammed into his side, landing with such force that at least one rib broke with an audible crack and Eric was sent flying. He landed hard, and the air was knocked out of him again, though he hardly registered it through the anger and energy that pulsed through his veins. 
 
   With a shout, he leapt to his feet as his shadowy attacker charged. The battle had raged close enough to the remains of the fire that, as the creature charged, Eric was finally able to make out the gray porcine features of the trulgo bearing down on him. The coals gave off a faint reddish light, which made the bare gray flesh of the trulgo’s chest appear as if it were smoldering with fiery embers. Eric spread his arms and feet wide, and caught the charge.
 
   The trulgo crashed into him, massive weight granting it a momentum that sent them both hurtling backwards. Eric wrapped one of his arms up under the trulgo arm and the other up over its neck, arching his back into the roll and pulling the trulgo down with him. He bent as he fell and kicked upwards, driving his knee up into the trulgo’s groin. The creature grunted in pain, but Eric continued to push his legs upwards, arching his back. Together they rolled completely over in the dirt and ash, coming to rest in a tangle of arms, legs, and gnashing teeth with Eric on the top of the pile. 
 
   He extricated himself from the mess quickly and balled up a fist. He struck downward at the trulgo’s face with all the force he could muster. Bone cracked. His other fist descended, squishing into an eye. His other fist, shining red and orange in the light of the coals, swung downward again. He rained blows on the trulgo’s head until the beast finally lurched and sent Eric toppling into the dirt. 
 
   Eric leapt up and turned, his feet placed wide to meet the charge once again. Blood dripped into his eye from a cut on his brow. The pain in his leg and from each of his cuts, bruises, and contusions was gone. Only the contest mattered.
 
   The trulgo lumbered to its feet, peering beadily around through one eye. The other was a mass of purple smeared with orange and black. Its lips looked like they had been through a meat grinder. Despite this, the creature smiled when it caught sight of Eric’s ready stance. It smiled and blood poured from its lips and down its chin.
 
   “You fight good, human,” it said. Its voice was deep, and rumbled like the sound of a distant avalanche. 
 
   Eric roared defiantly back at it. “Prepare to die!”
 
   The trulgo took a step forward, his mouth twisting into a grimace of annoyance. Suddenly, the trulgo lurched forward. Its mouth opened wide, revealing a cavernous maw filled with broken, jagged teeth. It took another step, then toppled to the ground. 
 
   Eric threw his fists into the air and roared. Valundnir appeared in his hands, though the right fist couldn’t close over the haft. Energy, elation and power radiated through him. The joy of victory. 
 
   Something moved behind the trulgo’s body, and it was only then that Eric noticed Pedryn standing a dozen paces behind the creature, empty crossbow leveled in his direction. Eric blinked in confusion, some of the energy and emotion dissipating, allowing his mind to think more clearly. Where was the quarrel? He looked down at the trulgo and noticed the end of an arrow sticking out of its back. It had hit the trulgo just under the left shoulder blade, driving through flesh and piercing the heart. Only the fletching remained visible. 
 
   Eric felt a momentary flash of renewed anger, not at the trulgo, but at Pedryn for stealing his victory.
 
   Eric blinked and shook his head. Why should he be angry? The trulgo was dead. He was alive. That is all that mattered.
 
   The energy left him in a rush. It left him cold, as if he’d passed under a glacial waterfall while naked. Suddenly he was aware of all his bodily pains and he cried out in surprise as much as from the pain.
 
   “Guerreiro?” a voice called.
 
   Pedryn was suddenly beside him, his arm wrapped around Eric’s chest for support. Eric looked at him blearily and blinked a couple times to try and focus. He felt weak. He hurt, and he wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened. Valundnir dropped from his limp fingers. 
 
   “Let’s get you to Torsten,” Pedryn said.
 
   Eric felt himself being led. Pride kicked in, and he struggled to stand on his own. His legs wouldn’t support his weight.
 
   “Did we get them all?” he asked, resigning himself to being half-led, half-carried.
 
   “There were only a half a dozen, just a scouting party. They’re dead, though we took several wounds. Torsten is healing them all now. I’ve already sent a message to the main army.”
 
   “Where’d they come from? This one looked different than the ones I saw earlier. It didn’t have armor and was smaller.”
 
   “Aye, Guerreiro—and lucky for you. These were from the Brown Dragonhosts. The Red Dragonhosts have withdrawn from the area though we don’t rightly know why.”
 
   “We’re still close to Natalie and the others. Will they be safe?”
 
   “They’ll be safe, Guerreiro.”
 
   Eric nodded, unable to articulate anything further. There was something significant in the departure of the Red Dragonhosts, he was sure, but his fatigued mind couldn’t concentrate on the subject for long enough to pin it down. 
 
   He sighed and, gritting his teeth, turned to meet Pedryn’s gaze. “Thank you,” he said simply.
 
   Pedryn grunted, but the corners of his mouth twitched in a smile of satisfaction. Light flared up as one of the dvergers threw more wood on the fire and fanned the coals. Someone produced a lantern, a strange ovular glass filled with a thick fluid that glowed with a strong green light. It cast the dverger squad into sharp relief as Eric was lead towards the far side of the camp where Torsten was tending to the wounded. 
 
   Waelin hurried past. He shot them a curious glance but, for once, he didn’t have anything disparaging to say. 
 
   Torsten looked over at them as they approached. The dverger he had been attending rose and snapped a fist to his breast in salute before hurrying off into the gloom. The fire roared higher as more wood was tossed onto it.
 
   “Ah, Guerreiro,” Torsten said with a smile, “that was quite a fight. I saw part of it from here—well, most of us did in fact. There weren’t very many of them, so some of us got to watch part of the battle.”
 
   “Why didn’t Valundnir come when I called?” Eric asked as Pedryn helped him to sit. Eric’s strength was returning, but his mind and body was left with a sense of fatigue that seeped into his very bones.
 
   Torsten grinned, his eyes alight with suppressed mirth, but upon seeing the look on Eric’s face, he subsided and started inspecting his wounds.
 
   “Elithalma can be a bit . . . peevish at times. They are temperamental creations, Valundnir more so than most. Maybe it wanted to see if you could do this on your own.”
 
   “It’s not a living thing, Torsten.”
 
   “It is, in a way,” Torsten said calmly. He pulled a bandage from a nearby pack and wrapped it around the cut on Eric’s head to stem the bleeding. “It has a sentience at least. I wouldn’t go so far as to say it is alive, exactly.”
 
   “But it still helped me,” Eric said. “I felt the same strength and energy as when I hold it, just without it being in my hands.”
 
   Torsten shrugged. “It’s a new Elithalma. They are all different, each with its own power and abilities. Sometimes abilities will remain dormant through many different wielders, only to appear when a specific Guerreiro wields it. Who can say?”
 
   “I felt so strong, so angry, so alive!”
 
   “Aye,” Pedryn said. “I didn’t know humans were that strong. You tossed that trulgo clean over your head.”
 
   “We’re not,” Eric said. A small part of him wondered at what Valundnir was doing to him, at the rage, anger, and bloodlust that had come over him, but he dismissed it after a time. It would help protect his family, and that was what mattered.
 
   An awkward silence followed, only broken by a sudden whoosh of sparks and ash as something large was tossed into the fire. A terrible, acrid smell filled the air, so foul that Eric’s eyes began to water, and he broke into a fit of coughs. 
 
   Torsten grimaced as he fished his amulet out from inside the folds of his robes.
 
   “I’ll never get used to the smell of burning flesh,” he said. “Not if I live to be three thousand years old.”
 
   Eric didn’t have to look at the fire to know what was burning then. 
 
   “Hold still now,” Torsten said. “I need to heal these ribs before they do any more damage to the surrounding muscles.”
 
   Torsten reached out with the amulet and placed it up against Eric’s bare chest along his ribcage. Eric couldn’t remember his shirt being removed. The metal talisman was cool against his flesh. Torsten closed his eyes and began muttering under his breath. The language was one that Eric had never heard before, but it was obvious the cleric was praying. The amulet grew suddenly warm and a jolt of energy shot through him. His muscles seized up, his fists and jaw clenching and his legs spasming as if he had been hit with an electric shock. Just as quickly, it was gone. The glow from the amulet faded and Torsten stood up.
 
   “Well, the ribs are healed. You’ll be weak for a little while, but you’ll get over it. Pedryn, get him something to eat.”
 
   Eric blinked a few times and then squinted at the cleric. He meant to ask Torsten if one of the dvergers would go back and check on Natalie and the others, but Torsten’s form twisted in and out of focus. With a sigh, Eric slid sideways and toppled into the dirt.
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   “So what do we do now?” Caleb asked.
 
   “Now we wait, Caleb,” Sigvid replied. “We can’t travel until after nightfall anyway and it’ll give us time to plan our next move as the day passes.” The dverger took a fleeting glance toward the back of the cave, but then looked away again almost instantly.
 
   Caleb picked up the knives and leather and walked back to the mouth of the cave where he’d left his bow. He took a seat next to the fallen stalactite and rested his back up against its cool surface, facing the mouth of the cave.
 
   “Why don’t you get some rest, Sigvid,” he said. “I’ll take first watch. There will be plenty of time to make plans later and we’ll need some sleep. I doubt we’ll be getting much later.”
 
   Sigvid muttered his appreciation. 
 
   Caleb took a quick glance out of the cave mouth to make sure that nothing was amiss before starting to work on the bracer, measuring the leather against the girth of his arm and punching some holes along the seams so he could lash it together. It was not the prettiest thing, but it was functional. He slipped it onto his left forearm over the sleeve of his shirt and pocketed the scraps of leather. He might find a use for them later. 
 
   He shifted to ease his aching back. He was hidden in the shadows and would not be seen from the outside, but it gave Caleb an unobstructed view all the way down to the lake. In the morning sunlight, the air shimmered with a musty haze over the ground, casting a gray pallor over the dark green water. Caleb couldn’t remember when he had stopped expecting to look up and see a blue sky. It had been near the beginning, after Charlotte had fallen and before Thomas had left. The ash that blanketed the ground in several inches of black powder had been around a lot longer though. That had come in the very beginning, accompanying the earthquakes and the volcanoes and the hints of anarchy. There had been true chaos then, though all of it became gray beneath the ash. Coughing had become something as common as breathing. Some of the old and very young had died from the respiratory complications, though that was unsurprising considering what had happened to the medical facilities soon after the cataclysms. Looting was the least of it.
 
   It had been Caleb’s idea to find refuge in the Charlotte city-fortress. Rachel had wanted to try and make it out to their family in Utah, but Caleb had been too stubborn, too proud to listen. There was strength in numbers and he was sure that they’d be safe within the city-fortress. They wouldn’t have to hide or defend what meager amounts of food they managed to scrounge together. He hadn’t believed the rumors of the city-fortresses falling to angry hordes of golgent and winged death, not then. His mistake had cost Rachel and Benson their lives. 
 
   Scrubbing his nose with the back of his hand, he sniffed and blinked rapidly to clear his vision. For a moment, it had blurred.
 
   He reached down for the bow at his feet and felt a surge of calm as his fingers wrapped around it. He breathed easier and was able to focus. 
 
   Rachel would not have blamed him, he knew, but he still blamed himself. He missed her soothing voice and the feel of her body against him at night. Caleb allowed his thoughts to drift and he found himself reliving the dream from which he had been aroused that morning. He’d had it so often, he could recall it perfectly even when awake. The words reverberated in his very soul, “Find me!” But the dream this morning had been different. There had been more: “It is the Dragonlords who are the heart of Chaos. Listen to your dreams and they will guide you.” 
 
   It was crazy to think that his dreams meant anything at all beside the random extrapolation of his subconscious mind, but they had felt so real. Even now, awake and recalling the dream, he could almost feel his wife’s presence as her voice echoed in his mind. 
 
   If the Dragonlords were truly at the heart of it all, there was little that he could do about it. What was one man against a dragon?
 
   “Daydreaming on watch, boy?” Sigvid barked from right behind him.
 
   Caleb jumped and looked around guiltily, pulling his thoughts back to the moment at hand. Sigvid glowered down at him, though the dverger’s short stature only barely put his head above Caleb’s seated eye level.
 
   “What if a trulgo had come up while you were lost inside your head, boy?” Sigvid barked, stomping his foot angrily.
 
   “I would have smelled him coming,” Caleb said in a small voice, bowing his head and hiding a smile.
 
   Sigvid shook a fist at him, though his eyes twinkled faintly. “Not over your own pungent odor,” the dverger replied. “I’ve been thinking. I’m going into the city-fortress tonight. If there are any dvergers still alive, that’s where they would have been taken. Red dragons take great delight in tormenting dvergers for sport whenever they get one in their clutches. They’re not as evil as the browns, but many times more cruel. I’ll not ask you to come with me.”
 
   “There are still dragons in there?”
 
   “Aye. At latest report there were three smaller reds and a larger one with a human Dragonlord. He seems only of minor importance though or he would have flown off with Mortan-zai a few days back. That is why I cannot ask you to come along. Few can face a lone dragon and keep their sanity, even fewer a Dragonlord and his mount.”
 
   “I’m coming with you,” Caleb said with such firmness that Sigvid arched an eyebrow at him quizzically. Caleb flushed and Sigvid let it pass. Caleb had no desire to debate his dreams with the dverger’s ancient and inbred sense of pragmatism.
 
   “Very well. We’ll wait for the cover of darkness and then we’ll get in and take a look around.”
 
   “And if the dragons find us?”
 
   “We die—but we’ll try and take them with us before we go. Now get some rest.”
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Battle raged in the skies. Gouts of solid flames tore through the air, leaving the acrid smell of death behind. Dragons of all colors darted through the flames, flashes of lightning and clouds of noxious gases spewing from the gaping maws of the bronze and black dragons as they battled against one another. 
 
   A large red dragon, whose wingspan was so wide it seemed to blacken out the sky, cut a swath through the flight of dragons, spinning in a rolling dive that sent the flames fanning outward, pushing all the other dragons back. It lashed out with one of its massive clawed feet and grasped onto the throat of a majestic gold male, its claws sinking into the scaly hide and drawing lines of deep purple blood. 
 
   The gold roared in agony and rage, and the rider on its back lashed out with a long, brightly gleaming sword at the red’s sinewy foot. 
 
   There was an answering flash of steel and the red’s rider blocked the descending blade. 
 
   The dragons twisted in midair, clawing and biting at one another in their struggle to become the lone survivor. The embattled pair fell through the air as they fought, locked together in enmity’s suffocating embrace. Flames and mysterious flashes of light and energy illuminated their descent, punctuated by roars of anger and pain from the dragons and the staccato ringing of steel on steel from the equally hostile battle between the two riders. The ground flew upward to meet them and, unable to win and unwilling to let go, both slammed into the earth and broke upon it as the battle continued above them.
 
   “Get up, boy.”
 
   A small shove pulled Caleb from his dreams and back into the waking world. Sigvid stood above him, his face unreadable in the dark. “Night’s here already and you’re driving me batty with all that trembling and muttering in your sleep.”
 
   Caleb took a breath to steady his racing heart as Sigvid moved off. The dream had seemed so real like it had been a memory that he himself had been a part of. Caleb shuddered. He had never seen a real dragon and hoped that if he ever did they would be nothing like the dragons he had seen in his dream. The red dragon had been massive and ferocious, killing and attacking with reckless abandon, the uncontested master of the skies.
 
   “Are you coming, boy?” Sigvid growled at him from the mouth of the cave.
 
   Guiltily Caleb got to his feet, hastily packed up his bedroll, and donned his quiver and bow. He pushed thoughts of the dream aside. It was, after all, just a dream. The reality to which Caleb had awoken was just as dangerous and just as fantastic. What was more, Caleb could actually die in the real world, as had the gold and red dragons from his dreams. 
 
   He stepped out into the late evening light and immediately gagged from the smell and dust that assaulted his nose. He looked around and was appalled at the death and decay he saw around him. He put a hand up over his mouth and nose, both in an effort to block out the smell and as an unconscious reaction to the nightmare to which he had awoken. 
 
   A misty haze of ash turned the sky a sickly shade of reddish brown that cast the pallid light of putrefaction over everything it touched. Darkness was closing in, but it traipsed as slowly as death across the sky. A gray blanket of cinders and detritus littered the ground in drifts. A few trees remained standing along the edge of a distant hill, their blackened trunks devoid of limb and life. There was nothing green, no life, anywhere that Caleb could see. The air hung heavy with the smell of sulfur and charcoal, evidence of the flames that had burned rampant though here at some point in the last few months. 
 
   Caleb felt his bile begin to rise and he gagged, but was able to keep himself from vomiting. He had seen it all before, but he hadn’t truly been outside since Rachel’s death. His memories of the last few years were a blur, as hazy and fog filled as the sky around him. He shuddered and forced himself to calm down. Caleb closed his eyes and took a deep breath despite the smell and turned to follow Sigvid, who had stopped to wait for him.
 
   “There’s not much hope left in the world, is there, Sigvid?” Caleb asked when he caught up to the dverger.
 
   Sigvid smiled ruefully, though not unkindly. “You’re not wrong, Caleb, though hope is never truly burned away. Even in the most impenetrable darkness, a single flame can banish the night.” It had the sound of a proverb. “It’s hard to find at times, but you’ll start to see it in the little things around you.” 
 
   Caleb was not sure if he believed the dverger or not.
 
   “How are we going to get into the city-fortress to look around?” Caleb asked.
 
    “There’s a way into the tunnels beneath the city to the north of here.” 
 
   “Tunnels? What tunnels?”
 
   “I’m a dverger. I can sense the caverns and passages under the ruin even from here.” Sigvid said it in such a straightforward tone that it was clear that he thought Caleb should have known this. 
 
   Caleb rolled his eyes. He was somewhat familiar with the myth and legend surrounding dwarves, but dvergers were a different thing. He was not about to assume anything. He had lived with Sigvid for a while and was just barely getting to know the smith himself, let alone the dverger culture.
 
   “So are there any other hidden dverger skills that I should know about?” Caleb asked while adjusting the arrow knocked to his bow. 
 
   Sigvid gave a small laugh, though it was short. They were walking through a flat area and had a good view of everything around them, so while they were relatively sure that they were alone, they knew sounds carried in the darkness.
 
   “Hidden skills? We dvergers have an affinity with the stone and the metal we work. We listen to it and it speaks to us in turn.”
 
   “Yes, but can you see in the dark? Are you resistant to magic, heat, and cold?” 
 
   “Aye, we can see well in the darkness, better than you humans at least, but not as well as the aylfins. Rock, by nature, is resistant to everything that tries to move it. Eventually it succumbs to the wind, water, and heat that slowly break it apart, but it takes centuries.”
 
   “So that’s the dverger way of saying yes to being resistant to magic, heat, and cold?”
 
   “When did you get so nosey?” Sigvid asked huffily, pulling out one of his axes.
 
   Caleb shrugged. “Just curious.” 
 
   “Dvergers are resistant to magic and nearly immune to cold and heat. We have a strong resistance to most poisons too. Now hush, these trees are making me edgy.”
 
   Caleb obliged willingly, feeling a similar sensation. They had entered what had obviously once been a small wooded area, but was now no more than a forest of blackened husks that stood out eerily against the moon’s gentle glow. 
 
   Something popped in the night, stealing the quiet. Caleb had his bow up and the arrow half drawn before he realized that Sigvid had simply stepped on a large chuck of burnt wood that had crumbled beneath his boot. Sigvid swore softly and gestured for Caleb to lower his bow. 
 
   He eased the tension on the bowstring and released the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Sigvid whispered hoarsely. 
 
   Caleb didn’t need to be told twice. He hurried after the dverger, careful to stay close so as not to lose him in the darkness. As they ran, the dead trees loomed up out of the darkness like silent ghoulish sentinels that marked their path on either side.
 
   Caleb hoped that Sigvid really did know where the hidden entrance was. He had become lost almost as soon as they had entered the blackened forest. With a slight grin, Caleb thought how nice it would be to have some barbecued ribs. There was plenty of charcoal around for fuel. 
 
   Where had that come from? Caleb silently berated himself for the errant thought. It was neither the time nor the place for such distractions.
 
   Caleb stumbled and took a quick double-step to compensate. Something snapped in the night, as if a twig broke, and Caleb felt a sharp pain in the side of his neck. He reached up to see what had bitten him when his knees suddenly wobbled unable to support his weight. He took a staggering step forward and then sank to his knees as his fingers felt the tufty end of whatever was in his neck. His mind clouded over. He tried to concentrate as he heard Sigvid roar in anger, but found that he was slowly losing consciousness. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out as he slipped into darkness.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Caleb groaned. His temples throbbed as he was overcome with waves of pain and nausea. He went to touch his head but was unable to move as his hands were bound. He wondered for a moment why he couldn’t see, but then realized that he had been blindfolded as well. His mind was still foggy, but he strained to remember what had happened. Something had bitten him on the neck and then his memory became patchy. He remembered touching something small and tufty, but couldn’t recall what exactly it had been.
 
   “This ‘uns awakenin’!” a guttural voice cackled. 
 
   Caleb heard someone approach and had the wind knocked out of him as he was kicked in the stomach. 
 
   “Can’t ‘ave ‘im too awake now can we?”
 
   Several others cackled and Caleb heard the golgent—it was obvious from the smell and the voice that it was a golgent—walk away. He gasped for air, breathing in a mouthful of ash and dust that sent him into a wracking coughing fit that contorted his whole body. 
 
   “The drugs wearin’ off,” another of the golgent grunted. “Give ‘im another load of the ‘erb, Grungel!”
 
   Caleb moaned softly as he wheezed. The tufty thing that had hit him in the neck had been a drugged dart. Whatever the poison, it had been fast acting and simultaneously inhibited his thinking process and put him to sleep. He wasn’t about to let the golgent stick another of their darts in him, no matter what the cost. 
 
   In his clearing mind, he suddenly realized that he was consciously choosing his actions in the presence of golgent. For the first time since Rachel’s death he had not succumbed to the hunter. Concentrating, Caleb could feel the hunter deep within his being, fighting to rise up and take control. But had become the small voice instead of the strong, now easily suppressed by the previously dormant, rational part of him.
 
   “Wha’ about the dverger?” a golgent spat in obvious contempt. 
 
   “The Dragonlord wants all the dverger bought to ‘im or you’s could kill ‘em.”
 
   “And the ‘uman? Why waste more drug on ‘im?”
 
   There was an evil cackle and the terrifying sound of steel rasping against leather. Caleb knew what was coming next. He only had a few moments before a knife or sword was going to run him through, spilling his lifeblood onto the ash. He tested his bonds, but found them too tight to budge, the rough cord cutting into his wrists. He took a deep breath as he heard one of the golgent walk towards him. The hunter screamed within him, clawing to take control, to fight, to find some way to escape the sudden and inevitable end. Part of him, though, forbade him from doing anything, in hopes that it would end. It longed for the sweet caress of death’s welcoming hand where he could once again be with his beloved wife and son. A battle raged within Caleb’s mind in the instant between breaths. Then the hunter took over.
 
   He yanked hard against the ropes that tied him, feeling the bindings dig into his skin and cut deeply into his flesh, though the hunter felt no pain. The golgent took another step forward. The hunter yanked on the ropes and felt them slip up his hands. The hunter smiled and he heard the golgent falter at the look on his blindfolded face. 
 
   The creature expected to find a cowering whimpering man who would fall victim to his blade without a fuss, not the grinning, calm being he found before him. 
 
   The hunter jerked on the ropes and his hands burst free, slick with blood from his torn wrists. Instantly he had the blindfold off and almost simultaneously he lurched forward, bringing his legs up underneath him, coming face to face with a stunned golgent.
 
   Before the small creature could even move, the hunter was upon him. Caleb’s right hand spun upward to grab the golgent’s wrist and forced its own blade down into the creature’s thigh. His left arm flashed over, snatching the dagger from the golgent’s quivering leg and slashing it back across its pinned arm, severing the artery. 
 
   As the green-skinned creature fell, the hunter glared down at the five other golgent squatting around a small fire in stunned silence. Part of Caleb, hidden beneath the hunter’s rage, noticed the still, huddled form of Sigvid behind them. The hunter smiled, a figure of pure death and malevolent anger, his hands dripping with both his own red blood and the orange slime of the golgent that lay slain at his feet. There was a long, pregnant pause where the five golgent looked at him in stupefaction and he smiled almost pityingly back at them. Then the golgent reached for their weapons in a chaotic scramble. 
 
   The hunter took a step forward. 
 
   A blinding flash cut through the darkness and the sound of gunfire tore through the silence. A half a dozen rounds screamed by Caleb’s head, tearing into the nearest golgent and knocking its broken body backwards over Sigvid’s still form. 
 
   The hunter dove to the ground and rolled to the side, clasping the curved dagger close to his chest to avoid falling on top of it.
 
   Bullets flew over his head and he heard the golgent fall. The hunter waited where he lay, pressed into the dirt and ash, his body still and his breathing shallow. The gunfire cut off sharply, but the hunter waited. Hopefully the shooters would think he was dead and, when they came to investigate, the hunter could spring out on them and take them by surprise. The rational part of him understood that whoever was out there was most likely not an enemy, judging by the fact that they had just killed all the golgent. The hunter was not taking any chances. He would kill first and ask questions later. 
 
   The hunter waited—intent on the slightest sound that might tell him that whoever was out there was approaching. The minutes stretched on, not even the slightest noise breaking the stillness of the night or the hunter’s concentration. Blood dripped from his flayed wrists, but the hunter felt no pain, only a minor flush of irritation at the incessant drip that could potentially give him away. A few more minutes passed and then a soft crunch ever so gently broke through the silence like glass under pressure. Someone took another tentative step forward and then progressed more confidently as it drew nearer. The steps broke into a quick jog and then suddenly stopped. 
 
   He tensed, steeling his muscles to spring upwards in a moment’s notice. A shot rang out, blasting at the hunter’s eardrums from only a few feet away. It took all his strength to keep from leaping up to either fight or flee, but he maintained his prone position. The shooter took a few more steps and another shot when off. The shooter was obviously making sure that all of the golgent were dead and not, as he was, simply lying in wait for the right moment to strike. 
 
   The hunter scoffed. The shooter was either incredibly confident that all the golgent were dead, or else stupid to come so close just to see if they were dead.
 
   The hunter waited as the shooter took three more shots, counting off the remaining three golgent of the five that had been shot. The footsteps moved closer and the hunter poised, ready to strike. The footsteps stopped and the hunter sprang upwards, his legs spinning up and around to hit the shooter in the back of the legs, knocking him from his feet. The hunter leapt up as the shooter scrambled to get to his feet. 
 
   A gun bellowed and a bullet whizzed past the hunter’s head with an angry whine. The shooter scrambled to his feet, but found the hunter’s knife already descending towards his exposed throat. The hunter looked down at the man, exultant in his latest victory, when the firelight flickered across the shooter’s face. Caleb started in shock as he recognized the crazed, panic-stricken face staring back up at him, despite the beard and disheveled hair that obscured it.
 
   “Thomas?” Caleb said tremulously, his hands shaking as the knife dropped from his suddenly slackened grip. The eyes that stared back at him showed no sign that they recognized him at all, only a vague faraway look of illusive unconcern and insanity, which Caleb found disconcerting. He sank to his knees, reaching out to grip Thomas’s shoulders with hands that were suddenly wracked with waves of pain. “Thomas, its Caleb. Don’t you remember me? You saved me from the Charlotte city-fortress when it fell. You taught me how to fight, how to survive. You buried my wife, Rachel!” Caleb shook the man somewhat roughly, hoping for even a glimmer of recognition.
 
   Thomas looked up at him and suddenly there was a faint shine of recognition in his eyes. He looked confused for a few moments and then grabbed his gun from where it had fallen in the dust and sand.
 
   “Caleb?” he asked tentatively, dropping his finger onto the trigger. “What are you doing here? I left you over a year ago.” Caleb took a step back hastily as Thomas leveled the barrel of his gun at him.
 
   “I’m on my way into the city to see if any of the dvergers survived.” As he said it, Caleb suddenly remembered Sigvid.
 
   Ignoring the gun, Caleb turned his back on Thomas and hurried to Sigvid’s unconscious form. The dverger was huddled next to their weaponry and armor, breathing steadily despite the nasty head wound on his brow. Caleb hadn’t noticed the absence of his mail coat in the frenzy that had followed his sudden awakening, but he found comfort in seeing Faeranír’s gleam. Sigvid would obviously be okay, but the blow he’d sustained and a mixture of drugs had overcome the tough dverger constitution. Caleb picked up the bow, wincing in pain as his raw and bloody wrists bent. As he did so, he noticed the chain that held his ring in the dirt and snatched it up as well, quickly donning it and tucking it into his shirt.
 
   “Who is this?” an angry voice demanded. “We take no prisoners, Thomas.”
 
   Caleb looked up, his hands instinctively reaching for an arrow from the quiver at his feet. A half a dozen men in frayed military uniforms stepped out of the gloom. They formed a half-circle around him and their guns leveled were at his heart. Caleb froze and the hunter screamed for power within his mind, but Caleb pushed the anger down. Even if the hunter had the skills to kill all of them, he knew he would not come out of it alive. Nor did he have any desire to kill these men unless he had to. He turned his head slightly to look at Thomas, who was staring at the dead golgent with a faraway look on his face, nudging them with his boots as if he expected them to rise.
 
   “Thomas,” Caleb said, prodding the man to intervene. Thomas glanced over at him and seemed to notice Caleb and the men behind him for the first time. He seemed surprised, though he waved a hand at the men as if to placate them.
 
   “What are you doing here, Caleb?” Thomas asked.
 
   “I told you before, Thomas,” Caleb said in confusion.
 
   Thomas closed his eyes in concentration as if struggling to remember something from the distant past. Caleb felt a slight note of panic creep into his heart. Thomas was not the same man that had saved him from the fallen city-fortress. The man before him was broken and lost, trapped in a world of his own that only sometimes ran parallel with reality. 
 
   At length, Thomas opened his eyes and smiled. “So you did, Caleb,” he said. “Men, we have found a new companion. Help him with the dverger.”
 
   The men lowered their guns almost immediately, though a few still cast Caleb some dubious looks as they helped Caleb lift Sigvid and support him on their shoulders. Caleb breathed a sigh of relief. For a moment, Thomas’s eyes had shifted once again to their faraway look and Caleb had been sure that the marine was going to give the order to kill them both.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc436824756]Chapter 15
 
   Caleb smiled as Sigvid devoured another helping of the thick beans that the ragtag group of soldiers had thrown together upon their return to what they called a camp. From what Caleb could gather, the group was made up of a few survivors of the fallen city-fortress and a couple ex-soldiers, like Thomas, who had wandered into the group. They formed what they considered to be a minor resistance movement, attacking small parties of golgent and any remnants of the Red Dragonhosts that they could readily defeat. 
 
   Thomas had been the ranking officer amongst the ex-soldiers and so he was the unofficial commander of the group. His men both respected and feared him, but the military men had spent so long under the strict code of honor and obedience in the armed forces that they followed him without question. 
 
   The resistance held their main base in the burnt out husk of an old warehouse that had an entrance to the old sewers in its basement. From it, they had mapped out several ways into the city and used the tunnels on various missions to disrupt the enemy or to scrounge for food and medical supplies. 
 
   Thomas himself had been silent and sat secluded once they had arrived at the place he and his men called home.
 
   Sigvid had woken up only a few hours after they had arrived in the camp. After an initial anger at finding himself at the mercy of even more humans, he had listened to Caleb and quieted. He had been appreciative of the medical aide they had given Caleb and even more impressed with the story that the men told of Caleb’s terrifying escape. 
 
   Sigvid’s anger had melted away entirely when he had been given his first plate of beans and rice and he had tasted the unfamiliar food. He had eaten several platefuls of the plain fare already and was halfway through another, amiably speaking through a mouthful of the food.
 
   “If we dvergers had food such as this, we’d all be as fat and soft as you humans,” he said with a chuckle as he shoveled more food into his mouth.
 
   The men around him laughed, arrayed as they were around the small cooking fire. Some sat in the dust, ash, and soft sand that seemed to coat everything these days, while others sat cross-legged atop rusty metal barrels that had been sliced in half to be used as benches. 
 
   The men seemed to like Sigvid in a novel sort of way. They had seen a string of dvergers being taken into the city earlier, Caleb had discovered, but Sigvid was the first one they had seen up close. Several of them had openly admired Sigvid’s axes and Faeranir, though the majority had merely accepted Sigvid as they did the golgent and trulgo with which they fought each day. They had reached the point where they lived from day to day, accepting what came. They had acknowledged the eventual inevitability of their demise and compared to that knowledge, something as trivial as seeing a dverger for the first time was nothing noteworthy. They had lost hope. Caleb could see it in their eyes and in their actions. 
 
   Only some of them still acted as if they had anything in this world to care about. The ones who had been soldiers before, the ones who had faced death and destruction and come away with their sanity intact, they knew how to take time to appreciate the small joys when they came.
 
   “I don’t know about that,” one of the men said with a wink at the man next to him. “You seemed heavy enough to me earlier. I bet you can pack it away with the best of them.”
 
   Sigvid chuckled and the men laughed. Caleb smiled, but noticed that the dverger’s humor didn’t reach his eyes. Despite his outwardly jocularity, Caleb knew that Sigvid didn’t trust the men around him and probably never would. There had been too much fear and betrayal for him to blithely accept the men as friends. The men didn’t trust him and Caleb either. They had not earned it, and trust was not given away for free.
 
   “Ah, we dvergers can eat with the best of them. The great dverger warrior Gundlach, immortalized in the stars, could eat the meals of ten men without blinking.
 
   A sibilant voice hissed from the shadows. “Ah, Gundlach the Warrior—great adulterer of the dverger nation and profaner of the aylfin purity.” 
 
   Sigvid spluttered in rage as Caleb turned to see who had spoken. A man sat at the edge of the firelight, his back resting against the side of a rusty metal drum. He was dressed in a thick mottled cloak of dark grays and greens that made him look as if he were robed in shadows. The hood of his cloak was pulled low over his head, obscuring his face. He held a thin staff in his long fingered hands, one end disappearing into the shadows above his head.
 
   “Who are you?” Caleb asked. He felt unnaturally drawn to the strangely dressed man. 
 
   The figure wheezed, and Caleb realized that he was laughing. Caleb shuddered. The sound was worse than the screech of nails against a chalkboard.
 
   “I am called Nepja Herfiligr, Highwizard of the Order of the Nine Towers, Bearer of the Staff of the Orinai and Master of the Tower of Souls. Who are you?”
 
   Caleb felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end and even Sigvid stopped his indignant rumblings. Here sat a real magic user, a wizard of some standing by the sound of his title. The men around the fire had all stopped talking, almost involuntarily inching away from the wizard as if he carried the plague. 
 
   “My name is Caleb,” Caleb said softly, feeling almost compelled to answer.
 
   “And from where do you hail?” The cloaked hood turned towards him and, in a flash of light from the fire, Caleb caught a glimpse of deep, hard green eyes that burned with intelligence.
 
   “I am from here.”
 
   “From Earth?” Nepja demanded sharply. “From this United States of America?” 
 
   “Yes, where else would I be from?”
 
   “You humans, you know so little about what goes on around you. Your ignorance sickens me. At least the dverger has eons of inbred mulishness to blame for his own incompetence.”
 
   Caleb felt slapped by the blunt coldness of the remark, though the men around him shrugged and went back to eating. Thomas sat with his back to the man, mind and eyes distant as he absently stroked the barrel of his gun. Sigvid growled in anger and lunged towards the man with his fist clenched, but only made it a few steps before the shadowy figure flicked a hand and Sigvid was thrown backwards with a flash of light.
 
   “The predictability of dvergers is their undoing,” Nepja said, his gaze still on Caleb. “Their arrogance, like the aylfins, is their greatest flaw.”
 
   “And yours is not?” Caleb said bluntly.
 
   “Perhaps. My thirst for knowledge may lead to my demise much more easily than will my hubris, but the universe has yet to wield her hand against me in that regard.”
 
   Sigvid got to his feet with an angry bellow, but Caleb stepped in front of him before the dverger could make another attempt at attacking the wizard. Sigvid tried to shove him out of the way, but Caleb didn’t move and Sigvid quieted, though he shot vehement looks at where Nepja sat. 
 
   The wizard hissed in suppressed laughter. “Come speak with me, Caleb,” he said with a slight cough. “There is much I wish to discuss with you.”
 
   Caleb hesitated, not entirely sure that he wanted anything to do with the chilling man. 
 
   The wizard noticed his hesitation. “You shall not meet the same fate as the dverger,” he said in an almost contemptuous voice.
 
   “He’s a trickster, boy,” Sigvid growled, grabbing Caleb’s sleeve roughly. “Don’t trust a word he says!”
 
   In his head, Caleb agreed whole-heartedly with the dverger, but found himself inexplicably tugging his sleeve from Sigvid’s fingers and walking forward, passing the point where Sigvid was thrown backwards in a few quick steps. Sigvid protested angrily, but Caleb ignored him, taking a seat near the wizard’s feet and placing his bow on the ground beside him, careful not to brush anything up against the bandages on his wrists. 
 
   Up close, Nepja’s face was still hidden in the cowls of his cloak, but Caleb could make out a thin tangle of black or dark brown hair poking out on either side of the hood. There was also a strange black and green pendant that glistened in the flickering light.
 
   “Who are you?” Caleb asked again.
 
   “I am Nepja Herfiligr, of the Order of the Nine Towers, Bearer of the Staff of the Orinai and Master of the Tower of Souls.” Up close the man’s voice was strong and unwavering, though it still carried the sibilant hiss that sent shivers down Caleb’s spine.
 
   “What does that mean?” Caleb asked.
 
   “It has no meaning here,” the man said, the bitterness and anger in his voice almost palpable, “though it meant much in the land from which I came.”
 
   “And where is that?”
 
   “It was called Rafirrma, though that is unimportant. My knowledge is not imparted without a price and you have not the fare. What are you doing here, in the company of a dverger? You are out of place.”
 
   There was a hunger in the man’s voice that Caleb did not understand. 
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean,” Caleb said to buy time.
 
   “Do not try and fence words with me,” the wizard hissed. “What are you doing here? You bear one of the legendary weapons of the dverger Ferreiros, and yet you are as human as any other from this world.”
 
   Caleb shifted uncomfortably, moving so that Faeranir was partially covered by his body. He had no idea how the wizard had recognized that the bow was imbued, but he had no intention of having it removed from his possession so soon. 
 
   “Sigvid made it for me after he took me in, before the enclave fell and the rest of the dvergers were either killed or captured,” Caleb replied. 
 
   “And why would a dverger take in one such as yourself? Dvergers are distrustful of humans at best, hostile at worst.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Fool. There is always a reason. No one does something for nothing.”
 
   “I saved his life once while killing some golgent,” Caleb said, refusing to delve into the emotional quagmire that held the real answers. “That might play a part in it.”
 
   “A human save a dverger from the golgent? If your exploits earlier are any indication, this might be true, though I doubt that your actions were entirely selfless.”
 
   Caleb remained silent. The wizard was starting to unnerve him with the intensity of his interrogation. He felt as if he were suddenly under some enormous microscope and, looking up, all he could see was the hooded, shadowy face of this stranger.
 
   “Why did you kill the golgent and not the dvergers?” The question was sudden and unexpected, though spoken with the same intensity as every other question.
 
   “Because they are golgent!” Caleb said indignantly. “They’re evil. The dvergers are not.”
 
   “You humans and your misguided attempts at morality. Are the golgent evil or are they simply living out the measure of their existence? How are you in any sort of position to issue judgment on them? I’ve read your histories! I’ve seen your machines and your machinations of war. Could you not just as easily be called evil by them? Do you call the spider evil for eating the fly, or a cat evil for killing the mouse?” 
 
   Caleb was speechless with shock and anger. The wizard’s hooded face remained motionless, gazing at Caleb as he struggled to articulate the roiling emotions within him.
 
   “They kill children,” Caleb forced out at length. “They killed my wife and my baby son! They’re evil and they deserve death.”
 
   “Perhaps. And perhaps you would kill their children, if given the chance.”
 
   Caleb felt his blood boil and struggled to keep the hunter at bay. He got to his feet angrily, snatching Faeranir from the ground with a shaking hand. Without a word Caleb turned his back on the wizard and stomped off towards Sigvid and the fire. 
 
   Nepja’s hissing voice hit him in the back as he stalked away. “You’ll be back, Caleb.”
 
   Caleb’s rage rose and fell in waves as he stalked past the men huddled on the ground around the fire. They avoided his gaze as pushed by them through the cloth-covered door into the night beyond. He walked a few paces away from the building and collapsed onto the ground, placing Faeranir across his lap and tilting his head back to the sky. 
 
   A chance breeze pushed the fog and haze aside so he was able to make out the stars above him before it was obscured. His mind was racing, full of a mixture of emotions and conflicting thoughts that left him with a dull headache and an overwhelming sense of exhaustion. He took a few deep breaths to calm his troubled mind and let his thoughts drift along their course, playing themselves out until his mind was pleasantly blank except for the dull ache that throbbed at his temples.
 
   Light shone behind him for a moment as someone threw the cloth doorway aside and stepped out into the darkness. From the heavy footfalls that followed, Caleb knew it was Sigvid. Caleb expected the dverger to start shouting angrily, demanding to know what the wizard had said, but surprisingly Sigvid came up quietly next to him and took a seat in the dirt.
 
   “How are you, Caleb?” the dverger asked, gazing up at the sky and not over at his taller companion.
 
   Caleb sighed and looked down at his bandaged hands. “I don’t know. I thought that I had finally found myself again, but when those golgent had us and the one came over to kill me something else inside of me took over. Some dark, hungry, angry part of myself took over and slaughtered that golgent as if it were as weak and clumsy as a baby. Look at these hands! I don’t have the strength or the will to tear my own flesh apart like this. But some primal hunter within me wanted that golgent dead and did what was necessary to see that it died. Am I doomed to lose control like that every time my life is in danger?” 
 
   Caleb shuddered at the memory and the thrill of joy he had felt as the golgent’s lifeblood had spilt upon the ground. Nepja had been right. He was in no position to judge what was evil and what was not when he had taken such great satisfaction in watching the golgent die.
 
   “Maybe,” Sigvid said, finally turning to look at Caleb, “but I doubt it. That instinct to fight and to live is an important part of you. The trick now is to learn how to control it. I know from experience. It has taken me years to get to the point where I can feel the rage burning within me and consciously choose how to unleash it. It’s all in what you choose to do, Caleb.”
 
   Caleb nodded and gave half a smile. He was not comforted, but he acknowledged the fact that there was nothing that Sigvid could do or say that would make any difference at the moment. His internal battles were his own.
 
   “Now, who is this Thomas and why do you trust him enough to stay here with the damned magic-user pulling his strings?” Sigvid demanded in a sharp voice.
 
   Caleb had known that he’d eventually have to have this conversation with Sigvid, but now that the question had been posed, he was oddly reluctant to explain. He and Sigvid had talked about a lot of things from Caleb’s past, but there were still wounds too raw and injuries too personal for him to have any desire to discuss them. The dreams that haunted him every night left his family’s memory fresh in his mind each day. 
 
   He looked over at Sigvid and met the dverger’s gaze. He decided that he owed Sigvid the true story. Thomas may have saved Caleb’s life when Charlotte had fallen, but Sigvid was slowly showing him how to live.
 
   “He pulled me from the ruin of my housing unit when the Charlotte city-fortress fell. He nursed me back to health and showed me how to survive—taught me to shoot and how to fight. He buried my wife while I was unconscious and, though I didn’t know it until he left, saved the ring I wear around my neck so that I’d have something to remember her by.” 
 
   Sigvid grunted and looked at him expectantly, as if waiting for him to continue. 
 
   “That’s it Sigvid. He left after a couple months when he was sure I knew how to get by. I’ve been by myself since then until you captured me.”
 
   “You know he’s half crazed, don’t you?” Sigvid asked bluntly.
 
   “Yes,” Caleb answered simply, “and I bet that mad wizard in there doesn’t help matters much. What should we do, Sigvid?”
 
   “Beware the wizard, boy,” Sigvid said with a dark look. “I do not know anything about this Order of the Nine Towers that he says he belongs to, but all magic users are treacherous at best the best of times. This one seems almost evil. I wouldn’t stay here another minute if they weren’t living above the only remaining entrance to the tunnels beneath the city.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “We still need to find the dvergers that were captured and do our best to set them free. There’s a Dragonlord in there and at least three wild dragons from what I heard. I’m uneasy about that especially after—” Sigvid abruptly switched topics. “You should see if Thomas will send one of his men to show us through the tunnels.”
 
   “Especially after what?” Caleb asked. The words of his dream echoed in the back of his mind, “The Dragonlords are at the heart of Chaos.”
 
   “Never you mind, boy.”
 
   “After what, Sigvid?”
 
   The dverger looked away almost embarrassedly and muttered, “After the dream I had.”
 
   “What dream?”
 
   “I dreamed of a woman. She told me that the Dragonlords are the key and that they will hunt us and we will hunt them. I remembered earlier when you said you’d dreamed of your wife.” 
 
   Caleb’s eyes widened and he swallowed nervously.
 
   “It doesn’t change anything though,” Sigvid said briskly with a furrowed brow that nearly concealed his eyes from view. “We still need to find where the dverger prisoners are being kept and try to free them if we can. I don’t trust these men and I especially don’t trust that wizard, but we have no choice. Speak to Thomas and see if you can get one of his men to show us the way in the morning.”
 
   Caleb nodded, suddenly overcome with a strong sense of foreboding. He shivered and looked up into the sky and the twinkling stars. Orion glittered in the inky blackness of the night sky, a lone hunter standing tall in the midst of shadow.
 
   After a while, he and Sigvid went back inside the makeshift shelter. Caleb immediately crossed to where Thomas sat and began questioning him insistently about the rebels, where the man had been since he’d last seen him, and anything else he though would spark Thomas’s attention. Thomas didn’t even acknowledge his presence, his gaze unfocused and lost.
 
   Caleb sighed in frustration and shook Thomas to try to get him to respond.
 
   “There’s no use trying when he’s like that,” one of the men said, glancing over at him.
 
   Caleb looked up and his eyes fell on the form of the wizard, swathed in shadows. He tore his eyes away and glanced at the man who had spoken. He had been up on the roof on watch when Caleb and Sigvid had arrived, but Caleb thought he’d heard someone call him Marc. From his dress, he was obviously ex-military, but any rank insignia was missing, either torn off or lost over time.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When Thomas is thinking he won’t stir for anything. Sometimes he sits and thinks for hours,” Marc said, shoveling a spoonful of food into his mouth. 
 
   Sigvid had also rejoined the eaters, much to their amusement and chagrin.
 
   Caleb studied Marc’s face to see if the man was serious or just being polite towards his commanding officer. Thomas clearly wasn’t just thinking. He was in a different place inside his mind, lost within memory. 
 
   Sigvid snorted and Caleb understood the contempt that the dverger failed to mask. Marc was obviously one of those soldiers who was more muscle than brains. Sigvid covered his snort with another mouthful of food, spilling most onto his auburn beard.
 
   “Who’s second in command around here?” Caleb asked, silently hoping it wasn’t Marc.
 
   “I am,” Nepja hissed from the shadows.
 
   A cold shiver ran down Caleb’s spine as the wizard got to his feet and walked into the light. Though Nepja didn’t remove his hood, the light of the fire cast his face into sharp relief. His skin was pale and sallow, almost wax-like, and shrunken onto the skull as if there were no muscle between skin and bone. His cheekbones were high on his face and made his startling green eyes seem that much more deeply sunken within the eye sockets. His dark brown hair was thin and wispy, streaked with the occasional hint of gray. He leaned against his staff with an almost regal pose. The staff itself was thin, yet apparently strong enough to support Nepja’s weight. It finished in a perfect oval that enclosed a violently green orb. The staff extended well above Nepja’s head. The wizard was not as tall as Caleb had expected, standing only a foot taller than Sigvid himself. 
 
   Caleb swallowed involuntarily and found his throat uncomfortably dry. He didn’t trust Nepja and was certain that Nepja didn’t trust him either.
 
   “What do you need?” the wizard asked bluntly. 
 
   The men around the fire backed away from him as he spoke, though they merely looked uncomfortable, not afraid. Caleb noted the difference carefully. He had expected the men to fear the wizard, but though they clearly did not like being near him, he was a part of their group. At some point Nepja must have given them a reason to trust and accept him, whatever it may have been.
 
   Caleb glanced over at Sigvid, who nodded slightly. 
 
   “There may be dverger prisoners somewhere in the fallen city. Sigvid and I would like to have one of your men guide us through the tunnels so we can find out for sure and, if possible, rescue them.” Caleb’s voice was soft, but his gaze was firm as he looked Nepja in the eye. 
 
   The wizard’s face betrayed no emotion, but it was obvious that he was considering the request. “What makes you think that there are any besides yourselves still alive?” the wizard hissed.
 
   Caleb gesticulated with his hands and the bandages on them seemed to shine in the light of the flames. “The golgent were saying that the Dragonlord wants all the dvergers brought to him. That implies that there are others still alive. Oh, and your men said they saw the dvergers being led into the city-fortress earlier.”
 
   Nepja seemed to come to some mental conclusion and gave a humorless grin, ignoring Caleb’s pointed sarcasm. Caleb thought he saw a cold, calculating expression cross the man’s face, but it passed so quickly that Caleb wasn’t able to be sure.
 
   “Very well, Lando will guide you through the passages beneath the city and I will accompany you. We leave at first light.”
 
   Several of the men began whispering amongst themselves at this, but Nepja shot them a withering glare and they fell silent. 
 
   Sigvid’s eyes were on the wizard and Caleb could guess what he was thinking. Nepja was not the sort of person to do anything without cause and especially not the sort to do anything dangerous or risky without some modicum of personal gain being involved. The wizard’s mind was a cold and calculating one, so his lack of argument and sudden desire to accompany them made Caleb extremely nervous. 
 
   There was nothing else to do, though. None of these men would go against Nepja’s orders nor would Thomas be of much help—he was still idly sitting a few feet away, lost in his thoughts. They had no choice but to accept the offer and hope that whatever it was that Nepja was planning, they would survive it. The hunter growled from deep in the bowels of Caleb’s mind, trying to reassert control, but he suppressed it with an effort. They had no choice.
 
   “Until first light then,” Caleb said with a slight nod.
 
   Nepja turned without a word, strode over to his isolated corner in the shadows and was lost in the gloom as he returned to his seat next to the rust-covered barrel. Lando moved out of the shadows behind the barrel and took a seat a few feet away from the wizard. 
 
   Caleb glanced around at the other men, though none would meet his eye. Sigvid gave a slight shrug and continued eating. His dverger constitution was such that he accepted things for what they were unless they got directly in his way. 
 
   Caleb wished he could have the dverger’s certainty. Nepja was clearly planning something and had an unhealthy interest in Caleb that he found highly disturbing. His mind was already running through several different scenarios that were leaving him more and more nervous. His bandaged hands weren’t as badly injured as he thought they’d be, but he was still missing a lot of skin and it was painful to move them. It would be difficult for him to fight if they got into any serious trouble. 
 
   He looked over at Thomas and, not for the first time, wished the man was still the marine that he had known a year ago.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc434480523][bookmark: _Toc434482051][bookmark: _Toc436824757]Gulpa
 
   Gulpa liked collecting things. Whatever was shiny, pretty, bright, glittery, colorful, or just plain interesting went into the sack that he dragged behind him wherever he went. His latest discovery was hidden beneath the remains of the Raleigh city-fortress wall. 
 
   Gulpa wished that the shiny was under one of the smaller pieces, strewn far from the wall in two lines like a pair of legs, but it glittered from the darkness beneath the largest chunk, right up next to the wall. He tried to avoid the city-fortresses so soon after the walls fell. Gulpa was small, even for a golgent, and things happened in the chaos of victory to small creatures that didn’t have the brains to hide. Gulpa was not stupid. The others, the trulgo, men, and the other golgent in the Dragonhosts that had eagerly charged into the opening at the moment of its fall, would be busy still. They had a bloody work. Gulpa usually waited until well after the last screams had ended to creep into the city-fortresses, but the shiny had flashed in the fading evening light and called him from his hiding place.
 
   “Why?” Gulpa said. His high-pitched golgent voice cut through the cries of the falling city, “why be this here? The gods be angry with me? They wants me dead?” 
 
   He spat over his left shoulder and uttered an oath. 
 
   Gulpa had squealed in fear and awe when the walls had come down, forced apart by the powerful might of the Dragonlord’s wrath. The Dragonlords gave him the chills. He shuddered and made a gesture of protection across his chest. He glanced around to make sure that there wasn’t anyone nearby and then darted across the rubble-strewn path. 
 
   The shiny glittered faintly beneath the boulder. Gulpa glanced around one more time before secreting his sack of treasures behind the boulder. He fell onto his stomach and reached his small, gray-green hand into the small crevice beneath the crumbled stone. His fingers wrapped around something hard and smooth. A small squeal of excitement escaped his lips. 
 
   He clapped his free hand over his mouth and looked towards the interior of the city-fortress. The sound hadn’t attracted any attention. Relieved, Gulpa tugged on the trapped treasure. 
 
   It wouldn’t budge. 
 
   He yanked on it, but it still wouldn’t move. He cursed, but the sound was muffled because he still had a hand clamped over his lips. Gulpa pulled with all his strength, but the shiny didn’t shift. He huffed in frustration. There wasn’t enough room to put his other hand into the crevice too. But he wanted the shiny! He let go of the treasure and scrambled to his knees to think it over. The chunk of wall was much too big for him to move on his own. He looked around, hoping to find a shovel or a pick. 
 
   “Why be this happening to me?” he said when his search proved fruitless.
 
   Then an idea came to him. A wonderful, simple, beautiful idea. He silently chastised himself for not thinking of it sooner. His bag of treasures! Maybe there was something in there that could help him get the shiny out from under the rock. He crawled over to where he had secreted the sack on all fours, his legs bent in half and leaping, frog like, across the ground. He snatched it up and took yet another look around. When he was sure that he was alone, he loosened the intricate knots he’d tied in the cords and opened the sack.
 
   His hand dove into the trove within and came up with a long bit of twine. He’d taken it off a body that was left outside the city-fortress walls. He scratched his chin, the glittering strands within the twine reflecting the sunlight. He hadn’t gotten the twine at this city-fortress. He couldn’t remember which one it was though. There had been so many and he had so many treasures. The twine was set aside. Gulpa pulled something else from his sack, something small and hard. He squealed with delight when he noticed that it was his favorite shiny. A single human toe, the biggest one, just starting to go bad. The nail was painted a brilliant red with tiny little bits of a shiny something that had caught his eye. He’d found it in the same place as the twine.
 
   Rocks clattered against one another near him. Gulpa scampered behind the boulders and crouched down in the shadows, dragging his treasures with him. More rocks clattered and a small figure dashed around the side of the boulder, ignorant of Gulpa hiding just a few feet away. He poked his head out just enough to watch. 
 
   The child slipped on some loose rubble and fell. It slammed into the ground with a crash. Blood blossomed from fresh scrapes, mingling with the stains on its already bloody clothing. Gulpa wasn’t good at telling humans apart, but he thought it was a little girl. He shook his head in condemnation as the child got back up with a hasty, fleeting glance back towards the fallen city-fortress. There was pure terror in that look—Gulpa could see it. The child was running, fleeing from something that frightened her more than anything else ever had. She was stupid. She should have stayed on the ground, pretended to be dead. Maybe the trulgo find you, maybe they put you in a stewpot, but if you hid instead of ran, then you were safe. 
 
   The child ran, ignoring the blood that dripped from the gash on her head. A guttural shout sounded from within the city-fortress wall and something flashed through the air. Gulpa pulled his head back behind the boulder, though he could still see the child. She was dead, a trulgo spear sticking out from her back like a silent standard of death. 
 
   He shook his head. She should have hid. 
 
   The crunch of heavy, booted feet in the rocks announced that the spear-caster was approaching. From the sound, Gulpa could tell that the caster was not alone. He wrapped his small, gray-green fingers over the top of his sack of treasures and pulled it closer to him. Only his eyes peeked out over the top of the sack, glowing yellow in the darkness behind the lee of the stone. 
 
   Three trulgo strolled into his view. 
 
   He slipped one hand free of his sack and dropped it onto the hilt of the small dagger he had at his belt. It wouldn’t do him much good against three trulgo, but if it came to it, he’d defend his treasures. They were the wealth of this new world. If he ever made it back home, he’d be wealthier than any other golgent in his clan.
 
   The trulgo approached the body of the girl. One of the trulgo stepped forward and wrenched the spear free from the body. It came free with a sickening sucking noise. The two other trulgo chuckled, their voices deep and rolling like thunder across the space between them and where Gulpa hid. The first trulgo bent down and wiped the spear blade clean on the girl’s tattered, bloody blouse.
 
   “She weren’t very quick, were she, Olgum?”
 
   Olgum grinned and shook his head. “No, she weren’t.”
 
   A shadow passed over the group of trulgo. Its passing was like the touch of an icy breeze. Each of the trulgo cringed and shivered, looking into the sky with stricken faces. Gulpa squeaked involuntarily but the sound was drowned out in the cacophonous thunder that accompanied the shadow. 
 
   A massive, armored red dragon landed on the side of the crumbling wall above Gulpa, the massive talons on its legs digging into the stone and wire. A red and black garbed Dragonlord leapt from the saddle and dropped from the dragon’s back. It was nearly a forty-foot drop to the ground beneath, but the Dragonlord turned a complete flip in the air and landed, feet first, on the ground, legs folding at the knees to absorb some of the impact. Somewhere in the fall the Dragonlord had drawn a thin, curved sword. The blade seemed to glow red in the sunlight, but Gulpa thought it must be a reflection from the dragon’s scales.
 
   The Dragonlord stepped forward, his lithe, graceful steps instantly marking him as one of the aylfin Dragonlords. 
 
   Gulpa swallowed, but his throat was dry. 
 
   Blood Aylfins loved the violence and sanguinity of battle. Dragonlords loved it even more, but were indiscriminate in their lusts. They killed their own followers as often as they killed their enemies. Gulpa’s entire clan, the ones that had come to this new world with him anyway, had been slaughtered by a Dragonlord and his steed for no other reason other than sheer boredom. Gulpa had escaped with his life only because he had been hidden behind a boulder, much as he was now.
 
   The trulgo scraped and bowed as the Dragonlord neared them.
 
   “We killed the child, Dragonlord,” Olgum said, his face parallel with the ground.
 
   “Silence!” the Dragonlord hissed.
 
   The trulgo quailed and recoiled as if struck. They knew the voice. Everyone in the Red Dragonhosts knew that voice. Even Gulpa, who straggled along behind the Dragonhosts, knew the voice of Mortan-zai, High Dragonlord of the Red Dragonhosts. It was his voice that bellowed commands during battle, magically amplified to cut through the din. It was his voice that gave the orders for city-fortresses to fall, his voice that brought death and fire and pain down upon any who displeased him. His name had been the thing of young golgent’s nightmares for generations, both on this world and the world from which Gulpa had come.
 
   What little color there was in Gulpa’s gray-green skinned face drained away.
 
   “Name your clan and rank, trulgo!” Mortan-zai ordered. A puff of wind caught the Dragonlord’s scarlet hair and splayed it out behind him like a cloak of flame.
 
   “Clan Bludenbren, ‘lord.”
 
   “And your rank?” Mortan-zai’s voice shot out like a whip, marshaling an immediate response.
 
   “I am Left Fisted, ‘lord.”
 
   Mortan-zai spoke a low word and the sword in his hands burst into deep crimson flames. He leveled it at the trulgo, who scrambled backwards. Mortan-zai gestured and a wall of fire burst into existence behind them, cutting them off.
 
   “Answer me this, trulgo of clan Bludenbren,” Mortan-zai said, his voice calm and level, “are the warriors of your clan so weak that killing a small human child is considered a great triumph?”
 
   Olgum glanced at his two companions, but neither of them offered him any support. He adjusted his grip on his spear a few times, his knuckles white and thick on the haft. He licked his lips, purple tongue standing out against his slate-gray skin.
 
   “Answer me!”
 
   “She—she were escaping, ‘lord. We chased her down and killed her.”
 
   Mortan-zai stared at the trulgo for a long, pregnant moment and then said a single word.
 
   “Burn.”
 
   Flames consumed the three trulgo. The fires burned hot and white. 
 
   Gulpa screamed in horror, but again his cries were drowned out, this time by the bellows of the trulgo as they were consumed. 
 
   Mortan-zai remained where he stood despite the heat, watching. In only a few short moments the trulgo were reduced to smoldering heaps, smoking and sizzling pockets of flesh at Mortan-zai’s feet. 
 
   Gulpa didn’t stop to think. He crawled backwards behind the boulder, turned, and ran. He didn’t look back when he stumbled and sent a rock skittering across the ground. Mortan-zai and his steed both heard the sound and turned toward it, the dragon twisting its long neck around to get a clear view.
 
   “Leave him, Mortalan.” Mortan-zai said with a sigh. “Let’s leave this place. There is no challenge anymore. The wings have been gathered. It is time to meet Granil and his Hosts.”
 
   Gulpa kept running, leaving his bag of treasures far behind. Mortan-zai watched the little golgent run away, reeking of fear. He basked in it, little as it was, and almost sighed at the thrill it gave him. 
 
   Behind him, Mortalan dropped to the ground and bit into one of the charred trulgo bodies with a delightful crunch. It was almost euphoric. He shuddered in pleasure as each individual bone popped. 
 
   He let the golgent go.
 
   Turning to face the dragon he sent a thought along their connection, emphatic and firm. “Leave the child for me. It’s soft.”
 
   He drew a knife.
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   Caleb’s eyelids fluttered open and then closed again. 
 
   Rachel was gone. 
 
   Benson was gone. 
 
   A blinding light pierced his eyelids, but he ignored it. Am I dead? he wondered. He tried to move, but his arms and legs would not obey him. 
 
   Rachel is gone!
 
   He knew that he was crying. He could sense the liquid squeezing out of his pinched eyelids, but he could not feel the tears course down his cheeks. 
 
   He remembered the house burning and seeing Rachel bleeding on the kitchen floor—the ache and indescribable pain and sadness as her life faded away in his arms. He remembered the things that had killed her and the burning, all-consuming rage he had felt as he had cut them down.
 
   They were dead. Gone.
 
   With merciful relief, the thoughtless night welcomed him.
 
   His eyelids flickered open.
 
   Caleb breathed deeply and winced as fire burned his lungs and his ribs creaked. He knew from the blinding pain that several of them were broken. With a groan he closed his eyes again and let the wave of pain wash over him. He was lying down on something soft.
 
   Rachel was gone.
 
   “So I see that you’ve decided to live.”
 
   Caleb opened his eyes and looked into an unfamiliar face. The man’s eyes surveyed his quickly, as if searching for something hidden in the pain-filled gaze. Caleb found the penetrating look every bit as agonizing as the burning in his lungs. The man knew what had happened. 
 
   Blinking away tears that came unbidden to his eyes, Caleb glanced over the rest of the man. He wore faded tan military fatigues and Caleb glimpsed the thin chain that he knew bore dog tags. His hair was gray, left longer on top and cropped short on the sides. His face was softly wrinkled, but there was a hint of warmth at the corners of his mouth that Caleb found oddly comforting. Caleb gauged his age at somewhere between 30 and 50.
 
   “Done staring?” the man asked. 
 
   Caleb said nothing.
 
   “Your vocal cords were not damaged when that house fell on you.”
 
   “Yes,” Caleb said, his voice raspy from smoke inhalation.
 
   “Good.” 
 
   The man held a bottle of water to Caleb’s mouth. He drank in large gulps, spilling copious amounts of the precious liquid down himself. 
 
   “You’ve been out for three weeks. I wasn’t sure you were going to make it. I found you about three days after the city-fortress fell.”
 
   Caleb winced. That meant he had been unconscious for almost a month. Rachel and Benson had been dead for a month. 
 
   The soldier must have been reading his thoughts. “I buried your wife a few miles from here. I’m sorry.”
 
   Caleb fought back tears, though his mind and heart screamed in agony far greater than the physical pain that coursed through his body with even the smallest movement.
 
   “And my son?”
 
   The soldier looked at him and then glanced away, not meeting his eye. “I didn’t find anyone else there besides the goblin you shot. If your son was there, his body was probably burned in the fires that took your housing unit.”
 
   So he hadn’t imagined it—he had killed three golgent. Creatures from his nightmares had leapt into reality and had killed his wife and son. His brain refused to accept it, but the pain told him his soul already had. 
 
   Looking back at the man, who was still not meeting his eye, Caleb realized that the soldier was not telling him everything.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?” Caleb demanded, though his voice had begun to rasp once more despite the water he’d drunk.
 
   The soldier turned and met Caleb’s eyes. There was a steely glint to them now that sent shivers along Caleb’s pain ridden body. 
 
   “You don’t want to know,” he said.
 
   “Tell me!” Caleb shouted. He struggled to rise, ignoring the fire that lanced through him.
 
   The soldier pushed Caleb down onto his back with a grunt, sending even more pain shooting through Caleb’s body. He didn’t have the strength to resist. 
 
   “Tell me!” he demanded again, coughing up blood.
 
   “The goblins usually take the babies with them,” the man said in a flat voice. “The soft flesh is a favorite of theirs.”
 
   Caleb’s heart seemed to burst and he felt the bile rise up in his throat. Suddenly he was vomiting uncontrollably until nothing more came up, tears streaming down his face to mingle with the vomit. He spit out the acidic bile that filled his mouth and coughed spasmodically, sobbing.
 
   “I’m not cleaning that up.”
 
   “Damn you! You—!” Caleb yelled and forced himself onto his elbows and then into a sitting position, unable to complete the expletive. The absolute sting of loss and a white hot anger that rose up inside his chest burned away his bodily pains. His vision swam before him, making the rest of the room blur in and out of focus.
 
   “You’re a stubborn one, aren’t you? By all rights you should be dead. You would have made a good Marine.” He said the last grudgingly.
 
   Caleb stared him, eyes incredulous. His overloaded mind screamed with unfathomable loss, hurt, and despair. Flashes of memories, broken and disjointed, flitted through his mind’s eye in a muddled, foggy cloud that he couldn’t control. He stared at the man, or rather at the center of the three men who swam in his vision. He realized, suddenly, that he was slipping off the cot, face forward. The man caught him just before he hit the ground.
 
   He came awake again suddenly, surrounded by darkness. He turned over to check on Rachel and the shooting pain that ran up his back brought it all rushing back to the forefront of his mind. A single tear escaped the corner of his eye. 
 
   “So it wasn’t a dream,” he whispered.
 
   “No it was not. The nightmare is real.” The soldier’s voice was soft, but it sounded like a shout in the silent, watchful night.
 
   Caleb didn’t reply, though he shifted around uneasily, looking for his gun. It was his last thread of safety, his only possession left in the world. The soldier must have recognized the movement because a darker shadow sprung up in front of Caleb’s face and his handgun was thrust into his right hand. 
 
   “There’s a round in the chamber,” the man said, his voice expressionless. “Do me a favor though and do it outside. I had a bad enough time cleaning up your vomit last week.”
 
   Caleb was confused for a moment, but then a moment of clarity struck and he realized that the soldier thought he was going to kill himself. In truth, the thought had crossed his mind—more than crossed his mind—but every time he had considered it, his mind had brought up the memory of the promise he’d made to Rachel. Her dying request.
 
   Death would be so much easier than life. It would end the pain, it would end the suffering, it would end the loss and he could be back with his family again. What was easy, though, was very seldom what was right. Rachel had quoted that to him on so many occasions that it had become ingrained in Caleb’s soul, though he rarely enjoyed living it.
 
   “Get on with it already,” the soldier barked. “I’ve already wasted five weeks of my life being your nursemaid!”
 
   Caleb was surprised at the scorn and emotion in the soldier’s voice, as if Caleb’s suicide was a personal affront to the man’s character. 
 
   Caleb rested the small gun on his leg and left it there. “I’m not going anywhere right now,” he said.
 
   The soldier—the Marine, Caleb remembered—grunted once in the darkness and then his silhouette vanished.
 
   “What happened?” Caleb asked, not having any desire to return to sleep. He needed something to occupy his mind. He needed to understand so that he could try and process the jumbled mess of thoughts and confusion in his mind.
 
   There was a long pause before the Marine answered. “The dragons attacked your city-fortress and they won.”
 
   “Dragons?” Goblins were one thing, but dragons were something else entirely.
 
   “The hordes of those demons from hell, they’re nothing. There’s dragons among them. Where else did you think those fireballs came from?”
 
   “Mortars.”
 
   The Marine laughed in the darkness, humorless and derisive. “I thought that once too, but I know the truth now. I’ve seen them all with my own eyes. You saw the reports yourself, but you don’t realize it.”
 
   Caleb vividly recalled the chaos of those few months immediately following the cataclysms and the news reports that he had watched on TV, confident that everything would right itself and that the world would return to normal. He had been in denial, he now realized, but it didn’t matter anymore. 
 
   He remembered the volcanoes most particularly. Their toxic, ashen clouds had left the carpet of cinders on the ground that had choked off all life, killing millions. 
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “That was the dragons entering the world. The goblins, the trolls, and the rest of them just hitched a ride.”
 
   Caleb scoffed. It didn’t make any logical sense to think that the catastrophes that had thrown the world into anarchy and chaos were caused by dragons. He dismissed the thought. What did it matter, anyway? His world was gone. They were dead. The marine’s words only heightened his confusion and left him drowning within a sea of emotions. 
 
   The soldier must have known what Caleb was thinking as he said, “It might take you a while to believe it; it took me years.”
 
   Caleb grunted, suddenly overwhelmed with a desire to sleep and escape the agony of his broken and damaged soul. 
 
   “The armies are vast,” the soldier said in a faraway voice, as if lost in thought. “I’ve never seen so many soldiers, so many people, and so much death and destruction. They sweep across the land like a hoard of locusts, destroying everything in their path. No one stands a chance; no one can fight against them. They all die. The city-fortresses, the Marine Corps, the armies—all cut down, burned, eaten, torn apart. They all die.”
 
   The voice faded off into silence. Caleb waited for what seemed like an eternity, but the soldier did not speak again and Caleb drifted off into sleep.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Caleb woke up with a groan, his head pounding and feeling as if he hadn’t slept at all. He rolled over to complain to Thomas about how early the Marine made him wake up every morning, but his eyes fell upon an empty bed. The blankets were folded neatly and his pack and personal items were missing from their usual places in the room. There was no note, nor any other indication, but, with a sinking feeling in his heart, Caleb knew that Thomas was gone. He was not coming back. Thomas had told him on many occasions that he was restless and uncomfortable staying in one place for too long. He had stayed long enough to leave Caleb with the necessary skills for survival and had then moved on. Caleb couldn’t leave and Thomas had known it. Rachel was buried here; it was his home. 
 
   Caleb got out of bed and dressed mechanically, his mind elsewhere. 
 
   Thomas, though reticent and often harsh, had been a rock in the unstable chaos of his life over the last few months. He had left Caleb with skills and a purpose, to kill golgent, but he had taken a lot with him when he had left too. Caleb missed him already. 
 
   Caleb was not ashamed to admit to himself that he was scared. More than once Thomas’s presence alone had deterred him from simply giving up during those first few difficult weeks. It was true, he had decided once before to go on, to attempt to live, but he’d soon realized that it was a decision that he’d have to re-make every day, every morning when he awoke in tears of absolute sorrow and loss. In a very real sense, Thomas had been his only anchor to reality.
 
   Caleb sighed heavily and sat down at the small table Thomas had scavenged for them a few weeks back. As he did so, he noticed for the first time the thin chain dangling from the back of the chair. It looked just like the chain that had held Thomas’s dog tags, but instead of holding identification plaques, hanging from the chain was a familiar-looking ring. 
 
   Caleb gently picked it up off the back of the chair and brought it up to eye level. It was bulky and black, with a ring of nine stars. It was Rachel’s ring. 
 
   Caleb had given it to Rachel while they had been dating as a promise ring. She had put it on her thumb and had never taken it off. She had been wearing it the night she’d died. Thomas must have removed it when he buried her and had kept it over these long months, waiting for when it was most needed. Caleb had told Thomas of the promise he had made to his dying wife and he knew that this was Thomas’s way of reminding him of it. His vision blurred and he realized that he was crying. 
 
   Thomas would have yelled at him. Tears meant emotion. Emotion meant death. 
 
   He let the tears fall. 
 
   He pulled the chain over his head and tucked the ring under his shirt. It had once been a promise ring and it would be once more. He had given it to Rachel and she in turn, through Thomas, had given it back to him. He would survive.
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   Caleb breathed slowly as the group of golgent and men moved by, passing within a few feet of where they crouched, hidden in the shadows of a narrow culvert. The patrol’s steady footfalls echoed for a few more minutes, fading as the patrol passed into the distance, before Lando signaled silently that they could move on. 
 
   When the sun had risen earlier that morning, Caleb and Sigvid had met Nepja and Lando at the basement entrance to the passages under the Raleigh city-fortress. From the looks of the tunnel, it appeared to have been made as an escape route for whoever had previously occupied the building. A lot of people had constructed such tunnels when the Breaking had begun to take its toll, and a few had even created underground bunkers like the one where Sigvid had held Caleb prisoner, only smaller. 
 
   Lando was thin and wispy looking, at most in his early teens, but there was a seriousness in his eyes and the way he held himself that spoke of an inner iron strength. He was the most adept amongst Thomas’s group at finding his way through the ancient passageways beneath the city. He had wandered into the basement just after the city-fortress had fallen unharmed, but he was so shaken that he had not uttered a word since that terrible day.
 
   Caleb had quickly come to respect the young man’s senses within the tunnel and recognized why Nepja had chosen him to lead the group. The boy carried an arsenal of weaponry as well. He carried a p90 submachine gun at the ready, and he had a small shotgun slung over his back. Ammunition for it was tucked in little loops along the baldric across his chest that held it in place. Several knives and a spare magazine for the p90 hung from his belt, tied down so they wouldn’t swing about and scrape against something in the passages beneath the city. 
 
   Even Sigvid had been impressed, slapping the boy good-naturedly across the back and congratulating him on his preparedness. 
 
   The wizard was clothed exactly as he had been the evening before, staring at them imperiously from the shadows of his hood as they walked along. He lit their way with the orb in his staff, which he ignited with a word of command. 
 
   Caleb had been impressed despite himself, though the magic was simple and Nepja had smiled mockingly at Caleb’s obvious interest. 
 
   On several occasions Lando had stopped them for some unknown reason, ordering them to take cover in side passages and culverts with silent commands. Each time they obeyed and moments later they would hear the sounds of a patrol passing through the tunnels. Caleb had joked that Lando must be a better dverger than Sigvid, as the boy could sense the movement of others in the tunnel before even the dverger. It had left the smith in a foul mood though he did not refute Lando’s skill.
 
   “We’re nearing the edges of the city-fortress itself,” Nepja hissed quietly as Lando made a few silent motions with his hands. “The patrols will come more frequently. Be wary and stay close.”
 
   Caleb shivered, whether against the sudden draft that wafted through the passage or because of the wizard’s rasping voice, he did not know. The wizard was an ominous figure in the gloom, almost spectral in the soft glow of the orb in his staff. 
 
   They walked in single file with Lando in the lead, the wizard behind. Caleb was sandwiched between Sigvid and the wizard, in the position of greatest protection due to his damaged hands. Lando had offered him the shotgun earlier that morning, but he’d refused the offer. He had Faeranir on his back and was loath to use any other weapon. 
 
   They rounded a corner and waited as Lando disappeared down the tunnel, scouting ahead to find the right way. Nepja turned to regard Caleb again, his eyes glinting in the light from the orb. 
 
   Caleb looked back defiantly, smiling into the wizard’s cold eyes. Several times during the journey the wizard had stopped and stared at Caleb, his eyes piercing, as if looking for something. At first Caleb had found the scrutiny unsettling, but had come to recognize those moments as opportunities to study the wizard back. He had learned little so far, other than the obvious, but Nepja didn’t seem to care if Caleb studied him or not. For Caleb it had turned into something of a game between the two of them, trying to discover something about the wizard, neither one of them trusting the other.
 
   Lando returned and gestured for them to follow. The boy never spoke, but most of his gestures were obvious and those that weren’t, Nepja readily interpreted. 
 
   Caleb found it interesting that the wizard seemed to have a genuine relationship with the boy. Lando was never far from the wizard’s side and only reported back to and took orders from the wizard. It was a sign, at least, that Nepja wasn’t as entirely amoral as he seemed to be. Caleb still thought him unnecessarily cruel and egocentric, but knowing that Lando trusted him was like a small candle’s light in the dark cloud surrounding the man.
 
   They scrambled through the passages for more than an hour, twice more hiding in the shadows as patrols passed. Caleb observed with interest the number of men that were intermingled with the smaller golgent. He had seen a few groups of marauders in the years since Charlotte had fallen, but his memories from that time period were clouded. There’d been men in the attack on the Charlotte city-fortress, but those had become something less than men, unworthy of a place among humanity. Except for the raid he’d gone on with Sigvid where they found that strange woman, he couldn’t remember seeing the two races working together since. He found the thought profoundly disturbing. 
 
   Caleb felt a sudden, sharp twinge of pain in his temples as he thought of the raid and he sucked in a breath sharply. There had seemed to be something important about that woman at the time, but Caleb couldn’t remember what. She had run off into the night before they had managed to kill the men and golgent that had captured her. The pain in his temples swelled and Caleb missed a step. His mind went thankfully blank.
 
   “Are you all right, boy?” Sigvid asked in a whisper, reaching out a steadying hand.
 
   Nepja whirled around and made a silencing motion with his hand, his face a mask of cold fury. Sigvid glared back at him defiantly, but Nepja had already turned back around to follow Lando down the tunnel. Caleb slapped Sigvid’s forearm lightly to show that he was all right and hurried after the wizard, his headache already easing.
 
   A few minutes later, they rounded a corner and found Lando waiting for them impatiently, a finger pursed to his lips. His knuckles were white on the grip of his gun and the color had drained from his face. Nepja hurried up to him and whispered secretively as Lando began gesturing quickly. Only moments before, they had passed through a small metal door with a lock that turned on a wheel, entering the passages that Caleb guessed were inside the main compound of the city-fortress. Most of the smaller city-fortresses grew up around evacuation and aide stations. From the faded painted signs and rows of pipes and wiring that ran along the ceiling and one of the walls, Caleb guessed that they were probably underneath an old football or basketball stadium.
 
   Nepja hurried over to them, his face a mask of mixed emotions. Caleb was surprised to see both joy and fear on his face.
 
   “The boy says that we’re underneath the Dragonlord’s chamber,” the wizard whispered in a voice so soft it could barely be heard. “There are some loose gratings in the tunnels we must pass through and the smallest sound will be heard by the dragon. We must be careful.”
 
   Caleb felt a thrill of fear shoot through his spine even at the same time he felt his curiosity grow. He had heard so much about the dragons and the Dragonlords, but had yet to see one. 
 
   Nepja glanced at Caleb quickly, his eyes darting away in an instant, but in that instant, Caleb saw a hunger there that sent the hunter within him into frenzy. Alarm bells went off in Caleb’s mind and he reached out and grabbed Nepja by the wrist.
 
   “What are you planning, wizard?” he demanded. His voice rose slightly, though still in a whisper. 
 
   Nepja tugged his arm free with a quick jerk, scowling at Caleb. “I plan nothing, human. The die is cast already. Destiny walks apace. I cannot see the who’s or what’s with any certainty, but I do know the where and when.” His voice was cold and hard, almost bitter.
 
   “What are you playing at?” Sigvid demanded, pushing forward to stand next to Caleb, his axes gleaming.
 
   Suddenly a sound echoed upward from the passageway behind them, a long loud creaking wail as if rusty hinges being forced open. Lando gestured at them wildly to follow as he hurried up the passage away from the sound. Nepja whirled around, his cloak billowing and fanning wide with the movement, and chased after the fleeing boy. 
 
   Caleb moved to follow, but Sigvid stubbornly refused to move.
 
   “I’d rather stay here and kill some golgent and men then follow that plotter into a dragon’s nest,” Sigvid growled. 
 
   The screech got louder and then cut off suddenly, a loud bang reverberating through the air.
 
   “Come on, Sigvid,” Caleb said determinedly, grabbing a fistful of the dverger’s beard and pulling. “We’ve got no choice.”
 
   Sigvid swatted Caleb’s hand aside roughly, but followed him up the tunnel. They caught up with the wizard and Lando quickly, the latter leading them through a maze of pipe-and-wire-filled tunnels that twisted and turned so much that Caleb was soon completely lost and disoriented. Booted feet echoed noisily in the passage behind them and Lando ducked into a small side passageway half hidden by pipes and the remnants of some old air ducts. Caleb and the others ducked in after him. 
 
   Just before Nepja doused the glowing orb, Caleb caught the wizard’s eyes. They burned with an inner fire and seemed to dance maliciously, shimmering with hunger and need. 
 
   As the orb went out, a faint strip of light illuminated one side of the small corner in which they hid, cast through a small opening in the ceiling next to where the ductwork entered the wall. Had Caleb been standing, it would have been almost at eye level.
 
   Suddenly, a voice spoke out in the darkness, making them all jump. The faint stream of light flickered as someone walked past it and Caleb realized that the voice was echoing through the ducts from the room above. Caleb felt the others stiffen around him as the voice spoke.
 
   “Mortan-zai is a fool,” it said with an oath. “I wasted all that time with the half-trulgo scum to get the Browns to attack, and now Mortan-zai flies out to attack them himself!”
 
   A deep rumbling chuckle responded, almost seeming to resonate in the air with its volume and depth. Caleb realized with a jolt that he recognized the voice and the half-trulgo that was being referred to. It was the voice of Loran, the golgent who had so easily destroyed the half-trulgo with magic. 
 
   Nepja shifted next to him as another voice spoke.
 
   “Sayrin’s own luck is with you. Mortan-zai is lost in his bloodlust and will easily fall. Your men amongst the Dragonlords will help you take command of the Red Dragonhosts after he falls.”
 
   “If all goes well,” Loran replied.
 
   Nepja stiffened and began to shake, a small sound escaping his lips. Lando placed a hand on his shoulder and the wizard quieted.
 
   “I will lead the ritual this time,” a third voice, the one belonging to the deep chuckle, cut in. “And the others of my kind I have chosen will assist me. It is because of you human wizards and your fragility that we are here in this world where we do not belong.”
 
   Loran, obviously rankled by this, snapped. “I lead the Red Fist, not you. Sayrin chose me as His vessel and you will do well to remember that!”
 
   The deep voice chuckled. “Just as He chose the wizard of the Order of the Serpent, or the Night Aylfin on the other side of the world? You are but a piece in His game and this era just another round in the unending cycle. You will do your part because He has commanded it. And I will do mine. He commands, not you.”
 
   “You dragons are all the same,” Loran grumbled. “Jarome, keep your steed in check or you will face my wrath when next we meet.” 
 
   There was a faint popping sound and then a moment of silence.
 
   “I don’t see why Sayrin allows him to stay in command of the Red Fist,” Jarome spat, his voice losing its unctuous note. “He’s a fool and knows nothing of what is truly going on.”
 
   “Peace, Jarome. He is but a pawn that thinks he is a king. “
 
   “Loran’s idiocy rankles me. I long for the day when I can cut out his heart.”
 
   “That hour will come, Jarome.”
 
   Caleb didn’t understand much of the conversation other than a vague sense of horror and fear, but he felt himself drawn to the crack from whence the light emanated. Suddenly he was stepping over Lando and pressing his eye up against the small opening. He looked out from one of the lower levels of seats on a basketball court, but his gaze was instantly drawn to the figures closest to him. 
 
   A massive reptilian head rested on the ground only a few feet from the tiny viewing hole, golden-yellow eyes the size of dinner plates glinting with a light of their own. The dragon’s body stretched out into the rest of the court and filled it from one end to the other. Massive bat-like wings were folded up onto its broad spiked back and its four large legs were splayed across the ground in a relaxed position. The dragon opened its mouth in a yawn and revealed teeth that could easily have impaled a small elephant. 
 
   Sudden terror paralyzed Caleb as the dragon stretched its head backwards and sent a torrent of flames shooting into the air over its head. The flames struck the closed dome of the ceiling and, with a thunderous blast as if from an explosion, tore through the steel and iron to expose the sunlight in the sky beyond. 
 
   Caleb recognized the sound. He had heard it on the night that Rachel had died. The sound filled his every waking nightmare. He had thought it had been mortar fire, but now recognized it for what it was, the flaming breath of a Red Dragon. 
 
   A strangely cold sensation cut into Caleb’s back and shoulder. He nearly cried out in sudden surprise and pain, but Nepja clamped a hand over his mouth and pulled him down, at the same time pulling Faeranir off Caleb’s back with a hand wrapped in the folds of his robes. The weapon gave off a faint white glow and was already starting to freeze the robes the wizard had clamped around it. 
 
   Caleb felt the cold sensation creep down his arm and into his wrists. The pain there vanished and the bandages dropped away of their own accord. Perfectly whole, healed skin lay beneath. The terror Caleb had felt at the sight of the dragon turned to a calm peace as he reached out and took the weapon from Nepja. The glow faded instantly at his touch. His mouth hung open in stunned awe for only a moment before he was forced to tear his eyes away from the bow and his whole, unblemished hands.
 
   Lando signaled for them to leave quickly, the patrol or whoever it had been following them no longer a threat. Sigvid’s eyes were narrowed as he glared at the wizard, but he didn’t dare utter a word until they were far from where the dragon and Jarome could hear them. Caleb hurriedly followed, placing an arrow onto his bow as he ran. Seeing the dragon had been terrifying, but Faeranir had given him healing and strength. He still found the dragon both frightening and awe inspiring, but he knew that he would never be stricken with the paralysis of utter horror again. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew.
 
   They darted into a side passage as quickly and quietly as they could, following Lando’s silent lead. The mute boy flung open a door to what looked like an old janitorial closet, though there were signs that someone had lived in it at one point: scattered empty cans and detritus of old food wrappers. 
 
   They scrambled in after him and he shut the door quickly, throwing the bolt to lock it shut. Immediately Sigvid rounded on Nepja.
 
   “What are you playing at wizard?” Sigvid demanded, bristling with suppressed anger. “Hiding there at the feet of a Red and listening to them talk about the God of Evil and Chaos! We’re nowhere close to where they’re keeping the prisoners are we?”
 
   The wizard eyed him coldly, though otherwise ignored the shorter figure. Nepja’s thought-filled eyes kept looking up at Caleb as if he held the answer to whatever question was plaguing his mind. 
 
   Lando stood quietly by the door, watching them both.
 
   “Answer me, man!” Sigvid demanded, stepping forward and grabbing the wizard’s shoulder roughly.
 
   Nepja pulled himself out of Sigvid’s grip and Caleb noticed that Lando took a step forward, his gun swinging in Sigvid’s direction. Whatever it was that Sigvid suspected Nepja of doing, he wouldn’t stand a chance against Lando’s submachine gun at close range. Caleb casually stepped into Lando’s line of fire as Nepja sharply replied.
 
   “There are far more important things than your precious companions, fool,” he snapped, his green eyes dancing with such intensity that even the stubborn dverger was forced to take a minute step backward. “I have no intention of risking my life to rescue anyone. There are things at work here that your tiny mind could never fathom!” 
 
   Sigvid roared in anger and pulled out both this axes, but before he could tackle the wizard, Caleb leapt in front of him and Lando brought his gun up and dropped his finger onto the trigger.
 
   “Easy, Sigvid,” Caleb said quickly. “Let me handle this.” He pulled one of the axes from the dverger’s startled grip.
 
   “Yes, Caleb, you handle this,” Nepja said condescendingly. “You who are so ignorant of your own world and your own history that you’re oblivious to what is happening around you. Yes, you’ll handle this.” 
 
   Caleb’s temper flared, but was well aware of Lando’s gun pointed directly at his heart.
 
   “I know enough to know that there is a great battle being fought, one battle in an unending war. I know that a great evil is awakening and that the balance has shifted out of alignment. Chaos fights against Order and Order against Chaos.” The words tumbled out of Caleb’s lips unbidden, as if said by someone else, though they had a stunning effect on the wizard. Nepja’s countenance changed and took on a cold and calculating look, as if Caleb’s retort had given him new revelation. 
 
   “You never had any intention to help us find the dverger prisoners, did you?” Caleb demanded, pressing the advantage.
 
   “You were just an excuse,” Nepja hissed coldly. “The men do not trust me and would not have allowed me to come back out of the tunnels alive had I ventured in alone. You just gave me the reason to have Lando show me how to get to the Dragonlord’s lair.”
 
   “He at least seems to trust you,” Sigvid growled. 
 
   Lando had not lowered his weapon during the entire conversation and did not even blink as the other three glanced at him.
 
   “He uses his brain and knows where his loyalty lies.”
 
   “So us happening to overhear those men plotting death and destruction was just chance?” Caleb interjected, watching the wizard closely. Caleb didn’t know exactly what was going on, but he could sense that it was important.
 
   Nepja’s eyes flickered to the left slightly, only a fraction, but Caleb immediately knew he was going to lie. Faeranir burned in his hand and he longed to draw an arrow and threaten the wizard into telling the truth, but couldn’t do so under Lando’s watchful eyes.
 
   “There is no such thing as chance,” Nepja replied softly. “There is only destiny. The what and who’s are hidden from me, but the where’s and when’s are given me as Master of the Tower of Souls.”
 
   “You’re lying,” Caleb said simply.
 
   Nepja’s eyes flashed and the wizard reared up to his full height, the orb on his staff glaring in waves of light. Despite Nepja’s unimpressive height, Caleb suddenly realized that before him stood a man who possessed a power he would never understand, a man who could kill him in less than the blink of an eye. The wizard even had the moral incontinence to think nothing of it.
 
   “How dare you question me!” the wizard roared. “I am the Highwizard of the Order of the Nine Towers. I am the Master of the Tower of Souls and the Bearer of the Staff of the Orinai I studied in all nine towers of sorcery and spent centuries learning the secrets of the Path of Souls. I have lived in squalor and poverty in this world while seeking the knowledge and means to perform my foreordained task of bringing balance to the forces of Order and Chaos! You know nothing of me and you know nothing of the war that has been fought since time began. You do not understand and you never will!”
 
   There was a bitterness in the wizard’s voice that cut through Caleb’s anger. He recognized the pride and the arrogance beneath the resentment and also realized that if he and Sigvid were still alive, then Nepja still needed them for something.
 
   “What do you want from me?” Caleb asked directly, ignoring Sigvid’s grumblings. He was through playing games with the wizard. 
 
   Nepja scowled at him, but Caleb thought he saw a glimmer of triumph in the wizard’s eyes that passed just as quickly as it came.
 
   “What makes you think I want anything from you?” Nepja scoffed.
 
   “Stop playing games, Wizard of the Nine Towers,” Caleb snapped, the words once again coming unbidden to his lips. “I would not be here if you did not want something from me. Last night you said I was out of place and questioned me constantly about what I was doing here. You saw how Faeranir reacted to the dragon and you saw the power it has. You need me for something.”
 
   “I must keep the balance,” Nepja replied guardedly, again surveying Caleb with an air of cold calculation. “This Loran is trying to do something that cannot be done without tearing the fabric of the universe. They must be stopped, which means that many of the Red Dragonlords must die. Your weapon reacts to the presence of the Reds, almost in antithesis of it. It is your destiny to stand against them.”
 
   “My destiny?” Caleb scoffed.
 
   “Yes, your destiny,” Nepja hissed angrily. “At the moment you are an agent of Order, though others will be found if you should fail. The where’s and when’s of destiny are fixed, the who’s are not.”
 
   “Riddles!” Sigvid barked angrily. “Don’t trust him, Caleb. He is no better than the clerics of Sayrin himself.”
 
   Caleb raised a hand to stop the dverger, very aware of Lando’s gun only a few feet away. It didn’t really matter whether he believed what the wizard was saying or not. If they wanted to leave this room alive, he was going to have to agree to the wizard’s terms. It was not a question of trust, but a question of practicality and survival. 
 
   Beyond that, the wizard’s words about the Dragonlords echoed the words of his dreams and reminded him vaguely of something someone else had told him, though he could not remember who. 
 
   “Fine, Nepja Herfiligr, I will be your agent of Order on one condition.” Caleb looked the wizard directly in the eye.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “You will take us to where they are holding the dverger prisoners and help us to free them.”
 
   Nepja looked at him for a moment, his eyes hard and cold. “Done.”
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   Impatience forced Sigvid’s expression into a perfect scowl. Lando apparently knew where the prisoners were usually kept, though how the mute boy had gained this knowledge was a mystery. They had been forced to backtrack along the same route they had taken to get in and followed an alternate fork, avoiding many of the same patrols from which they had hidden earlier. Each time they dashed into the shadows to avoid detection, Caleb could sense the annoyance building in his short companion. The dverger grumbled under his breath and shot Nepja occasional looks of such contempt and suspicion that Caleb knew there would still be trouble between them. The wizard, for his part, ignored the openly hostile dverger, lost in his own thoughts.
 
   Caleb didn’t know what to think. All of Nepja’s talk of destiny and his being an agent of Order left him confused and pensive. He did not believe in destiny any more than he believed that he was an agent of some supreme power. The known world was in ruin and there was no chance that humanity would survive. Eventually they would all die at the hands of the Dragonhosts, as Sigvid called them. The armies of golgent, trulgo, and fallen men were like a swarm of locusts, leaving an unavoidable swath of death and destruction in their wake.
 
   But the Dragonlords were real, and deep within himself Caleb had a cold gripping feeling that their fate was somehow linked with his own. Perhaps Sigvid’s dream was right. The Dragonlords would hunt him, and he would hunt them in return. Nepja could call it what he wanted, an agent of Order or some higher calling, but for Caleb it was the call to survive and follow the one link he had to any semblance of hope. He knew that believing his dreams had any cogent hold in reality was irrational, but it felt right and he clung to it as dearly as he did to his own life.
 
   “Why don’t we just kill these blasted patrols?” Sigvid grumbled after Lando signaled that it was safe for them to talk again. “It would be just as fast and then we wouldn’t have to worry about them on the way back. All this sneaking around is going to cause problems later on!”
 
   “There you go,” Nepja said scornfully. “Thinking like a dverger and letting your axe replace your brain. If we killed them we’d bring every blasted Dragonspawn in the place down upon us and we’d never get out of here.” 
 
   Sigvid grabbed for his axe but Caleb stopped him, placing a restraining hand on the dverger’s arm.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll get your chance to kill as many golgent as you would like on the way back Sigvid.” Caleb said softly.
 
   Sigvid grumbled something inarticulate under his breath and let his axe drop back into the loop in his belt. He shrugged Caleb’s hand away with more force then was necessary and Caleb backed away, giving the dverger space. Generally Sigvid was far more rational and calm than any of the other dvergers Caleb had come in contact with, but since they had found Nepja, Sigvid had grown as surly and boorish as the rest of his kin.
 
   “How much further is it?” Caleb asked.
 
   Lando paused a moment and gestured at Nepja with his hands, ticking off three fingers in the light of the wizard’s staff.
 
   “It’s right above us,” Nepja said, as Lando scrambled up a set of rungs set in the wall that Caleb had not noticed. “There are three guards at the door.”
 
   “Finally,” Sigvid growled, his axe flying from his belt with a hiss. “Some heads to crack!”
 
   Nepja ignored the dverger. The wizard’s eyes were unfocused and he was muttering under his breath. The light from his staff glowed brighter for a moment and Nepja waved his hand three times in the direction of the ceiling. “I have taken care of the guards. They are now asleep,” Nepja said quietly. The wizard slumped a little as if tired, but quickly righted himself.
 
   “Why didn’t you do that before?” Sigvid spluttered angrily.
 
   “Because the dragon and his Lord can sense the use of magic around them. Now, up the ladder quickly, we haven’t got much time for this damned fool rescue.”
 
   As if in response to the wizard’s words, a thunderous roar echoed faintly down the corridor. Caleb shouldered Faeranir and scrambled after Lando up the rungs recessed into the wall. Sigvid, grumbling, came up after him and the wizard followed. Lando reached down and helped pull Caleb up the last few feet onto the floor above. There was surprising strength in the young man’s grip. The boy had pushed aside a section of tile that had been cunningly hidden in the floor above. This had obviously once been an escape tunnel within the city-fortress.
 
   Caleb scurried out of the way and took stock of the hallway as Lando helped Sigvid through the opening. It looked as if they were in what had once been a workout room, but had since been converted to storage. It was lit by some flickering lanterns in sconces along the wall. Bags and crates stood against the far end of the hall, shoved up against old and dusty weightlifting and running equipment. Several of the bags had been torn open and the contents, mostly beans, rice, and other foodstuffs, had spilled out onto the tiled floor. 
 
   The hall stretched off the other direction to end in a pair of double doors that were askew on the hinges, their windows broken. Another hallway could be seen though the shattered glass, stretching off into the distance beyond. A few steps away, a pair of men and a mammoth trulgo slumped on the ground, drooling on the floor in front of a thick wooden door outfitted with two crossbars to hold it shut from the outside.
 
   “Hurry!” Nepja hissed, pulling himself up through the hidden tunnel’s mouth.
 
   Sigvid pushed passed Caleb and ran to the barred doorway, pointedly stepping on the trulgo’s head as he did so. The dverger tossed the bottom crossbar aside with ease and Caleb moved forward to help him pull off the top one. They wrenched open the door and stood back as a wave of putrid air washed back over them, carrying the musty smells of death and decay with it. 
 
   Soft cries of alarm greeted them from the darkness of the room within. 
 
   Caleb grabbed a lantern from its holder and raised it high to look into the room. Dozens of round, fearful eyes looked back at him, both human and dverger. They were filthy and destitute, the humans more so than the dvergers, who had only recently fallen into captivity, but all looked hungry and depraved. Some wore little more than rags, a fact that tugged at his memory as if it were somehow important.
 
   “Come on!” Sigvid growled, gesturing behind him. “We’re here to rescue you!”
 
   They stared at him blankly until one of the dvergers stood up and walked towards Sigvid, dried blood caking his beard and hair. As if this were some sort of sign, everyone else suddenly got to their feet in a mad scramble towards the door.
 
   “Quickly now,” Caleb said as people rushed passed him. “Down the tunnels. Nepja, you lead them.”
 
   Nepja looked angry at being ordered about, but swept down into the tunnel beneath with his lighted staff showing the way. The prisoners followed without hesitation, mindlessly plunging into the darkness. A woman, small and frail, clutching a bundle in her arms, was the last to leave the room. 
 
   In the light from the lantern Caleb could see other forms at the far end of the room, laid out in blankets that covered their faces. They did not stir and Caleb realized that they were shrouds, not blankets. Caleb shuddered and, on impulse, tossed the lantern into the room. The glass shattered and oil flooded the ground, quickly catching fire and enveloping the room in a hellish inferno. 
 
   Sigvid ushered the woman down the rungs, though she protested his agitation over her slowness. She clutched the bundle close to her with one arm and attempted to climb down the ladder with only her other arm for support, which was the reason for the delay. 
 
   Caleb waited for them to disappear through the opening and nodded to Lando. The boy had waited to be last in order to seal up the hidden entrance and cover their escape. Caleb leapt down into the passage beneath the room, not bothering to use the rungs. He landed on the ground and bent his knees to absorb the impact. Someone screamed near him, but he ignored it. 
 
   A burst of shots rang out from the room above and then Lando appeared in the opening, silhouetted against the light of the growing conflagration. The boy climbed into the hidden passageway and closed the door behind him.
 
   “Sigvid,” Caleb yelled, ignoring the whimpers and whines of the escapees. “You lead the way with Lando! Don’t stop for any of the patrols! Kill them quickly!”
 
   Caleb heard the blacksmith shout something back, but didn’t catch it. The group began moving forward though, so he assumed that the dverger had heard him. Lando ducked through the press of bodies running through the passage towards the light of Nepja’s staff without a backwards glance at Caleb, quickly vanishing in the maze of bodies. 
 
   Caleb unlimbered Faeranir and placed an arrow on the string, holding it in a ready position as he took up the rear of the entourage. The passages were narrow and full of twists and turns that were not conducive to using the bow, but Caleb didn’t have any other weapons. 
 
   His eyes peered into the darkness behind them as they ran, hovering at the edge of the light from Nepja’s staff. Occasionally one of the prisoners would slip and fall, or lag behind, forcing Caleb put up his bow and carry them along until they were able to walk on their own. 
 
   Screams of both the frightened and the dying came from the head of the column at random intervals, accompanied with the sounds of rapid gunfire and Sigvid’s yells. Every time this happened, the troupe would halt and mill about in confusion, unsure of whether to run and hide or simply to stay where they were. Caleb longed to push through the group, but knew that he was needed where he was. He passed the bodies of the golgent and men that Sigvid and Lando had killed as they ran, either bearing the marks of Sigvid’s heavy handed axe work or ridden with bullets from Lando’s gun.
 
   Caleb quickly lost track of both time and direction as they played the game of start and stop. Once, a flickering light had appeared behind them in the passage. Without stopping to think, Caleb had snapped off a shot, sending a gleaming trail of silver screaming through the darkness until it was lost from sight. The light had vanished within seconds of the shot and Caleb had breathed easier. Whatever it was, it was unlikely to be a friend in these dark passages under the city-fortress. Side passages reared up with increasing frequency as they ran, making Caleb nervous and edgy. He spent much longer looking over his shoulder and back the way they had come than at the path before him, which is why he didn’t notice until he had nearly run into her that the woman carrying the bundle had fallen behind.
 
   “Come on,” Caleb said, glancing up to see the rest of the party several yards ahead of them. “We’ve got to keep up.”
 
   The woman nodded and clutched the bundle even more tightly to her shoulder. Her face was plastered with dirt and her hair was thin and matted in places, though her clothes were less worn than some of the others he had seen. The bundle in her arms was wrapped in rags, as if torn from clothing and tied together.
 
   “Your baby?” Caleb asked, feeling a knot of emotion well up in his throat as memories of Rachel and Benson flashed through his thoughts.
 
   “Yes.” The woman’s voice was dry and raspy and cracked as she spoke, but there was a fierce motherly pride in her eyes. They fell further behind, the woman’s strength and stamina flagging quickly.
 
   “Boy or girl?” Caleb asked, now almost pushing the woman onward, one arm around her shoulders while his other clutched Faeranir awkwardly.
 
   “Boy,” she gasped, her breathing coming in heaving gulps as she struggled for air. Her arms never left their grip on the child in her arms, but she was stumbling so often that Caleb was worried she might fall. They were almost in total darkness now, only the last vestiges of light reaching them from the wizard’s staff.
 
   “We’ve got to catch up,” Caleb said encouragingly. “We’ve got to keep him safe.”
 
   The woman’s face contorted in concentration and she quickened her step, inching closer to the main party. Caleb grinned at her, but he knew it wouldn’t last. Her energy and strength were spent. 
 
   A sound echoed in the passage behind them and Caleb spun around, shoving the woman forward with his right hand. Golgent filled the passageway behind him, running forward in the darkness, their feline eyes glowing like bugs in the night.
 
   “Run!” Caleb yelled, raising Faeranir up and firing an arrow into the mass of eyes.
 
   The arrow caught the lead golgent in the shoulder, tearing completely through the flesh and bone to take out the creature behind it as well. The first golgent screamed in agony as icy whiteness stretched outwards on his body from the wound, freezing flesh and bone alike. He toppled just as Caleb managed to get another arrow onto the string of his bow. The body tripped up those scuttling in from behind, causing mass confusion. Caleb fired two more arrows in the mass of golgent flesh as he was plunged into darkness, Nepja’s light passing completely out of range. From the screams and shouts of pain, Caleb knew that both shots had hit home. Then the golgent were upon him.
 
   Instantly the hunter screamed for control. 
 
   Caleb lashed out with Faeranir, swinging the bow like a club. There was a flash in the darkness as a blade came in contact with Faeranir. 
 
   Caleb shuddered as the hunter clawed into his mind, ramming at his defenses with primal rage. He struggled within himself in a battle as fierce as the one he was fighting without. 
 
   From somewhere up the passageway the woman screamed and Caleb felt something shatter inside his head as, within his mind, another scream echoed. Cold fury consumed him, quenching the red hot rage of the hunter and enveloping the warrior’s instincts—the will and power to survive was an icy blanket that was the perfect unison of the hunter and Caleb.
 
   Faeranir began to glow softly.
 
   Caleb lashed out with an incoherent shout, sending golgent flying as he shouldered the bow and pulled a pair of arrows from his quiver, holding them like knives. Instinctively Caleb ducked, and a blow rang off Faeranir’s metal arm. He flipped the arrow over in his right hand and jabbed behind him, feeling the point dig into flesh. He left the arrow there and took an intractable step forward towards the woman’s screams, lashing out with his other hand as he pulled another arrow from his quiver. 
 
   The arrows rose and fell with flashes of sliver and white, illuminating the darkness for an instant. The light gave Caleb enough time to choose his next step amongst the maelstrom of bodies and blades. Caleb gained another few feet forward with each burst, his efforts spurred onward by the woman’s continued screams. Swords and axes bounced off the coat of mail he wore beneath his clothes, though he felt the force of the blows through the metal rings.
 
   Suddenly, Caleb broke free, leaving the chaos of the fighting behind. From the sounds behind him, the golgent fought on, mistaking each other for enemies in the darkness and the fog of battle. 
 
   He struggled to catch his breath and slow his racing heart. He took a step forward and winced as pain shot up his leg from a wound he had not felt during the adrenaline rush of his frantic escape. His anger was melting away and as it fell, the pain grew. Caleb gritted his teeth and inched forward carefully, the arrows in his hands dripping blood onto the floor. 
 
   The glow from Faeranir had faded so he stretched the weapon out in front of him like a walking stick. The metal was cool and relaxing to his touch, giving him a sense of calm and focus that allowed Caleb to ignore the noise and screams of agony behind him and move cautiously forward. After only a few steps the bow hit something soft. From the terrified, barely contained scream, Caleb knew it was the woman.
 
   “It’s ok,” Caleb said, dropping Faeranir and falling to his knees next to the woman. He reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder, feeling her trembling in fear beneath his fingers. She recoiled from his touch and Caleb realized how his blood-covered hands must feel. 
 
   “Hey, it’s ok,” he whispered. “We’ve got to get the baby to safety. Can you do that for him? I need to you stand.”
 
   The woman sobbed, making Caleb glance nervously over his shoulder towards the sound of the golgent, but she got shakily to her feet.
 
   “Good,” Caleb whispered, picking Faeranir up off the floor and slinging the bow over his shoulder. “We need to hurry. Can you run?”
 
   The woman sobbed harder and stumbled forward. It was obvious that she could not. Knowing that the woman’s sobs would soon alert the golgent to the fact that they’d escaped, Caleb immediately scooped the woman into his arms, feeling the infant in her arms cradled against his chest. Caleb felt an odd sense of déjà vu overwhelm him for an instant, as if he had held another woman in his arms recently, but he shook off the feeling and broke into an unsteady shuffling run. He hoped his footfalls were masked in the sounds of battle that still echoed through the darkness. He didn’t dare run any faster than a slow jog in the impenetrable blackness that surrounded them, not with the mother and her infant child in his arms.
 
   His arms grew leaden quickly, and his legs lost all feeling as he ran blindly through the dark. He had no idea where he was going and only kept from slamming into the walls and sides of the passage on instinct. Several times he brushed up against something in the dark, which made the woman sob even harder against his chest. He never stopped to figure out what it had been, just kept running. He stumbled once, but caught himself before the woman could slip from his grasp. He was growing lightheaded from loss of blood and didn’t know how much further he could go. 
 
   Caleb stopped and leaned against the wall, gasping for breath. His body shook with exhaustion but he could no longer hear anything other than the echoes of his own heaving gasps and the woman’s continued cries. He marveled that the baby had not started to scream during it all. The bundle remained still and quiet, pressed in between Caleb’s heaving chest and the woman’s arms.
 
   Caleb knew he was lost. The entrance to the passages beneath the city-fortress had been to the northwest, but in the dank, claustrophobic confines of the tunnels, Caleb couldn’t tell one direction from another with any degree of certainty. He would need to find some light to have any chance of finding his way out of the maze. He lowered the woman to the ground where she sat huddled into a ball around her child. 
 
   Caleb didn’t know where to begin.
 
   A soft tapping noise reached his ears and he froze instantly, straining his hearing to the limit. He grabbed a pair of arrows from his quiver as he glanced back down the way they had come. The noise echoed softly up the corridor towards them and Caleb crouched protectively in front of the woman. He knew that he didn’t have the strength left to run any further. Whatever was making the sound would have to meet him here. The tapping grew louder and Caleb steeled himself, ready to spring in any direction. He considered pulling out Faeranir and sending an arrow down the passageway behind them, but just as he’d decided for it his brain registered the pattern the taps were making. 
 
   Three quick taps, three long taps, then three quick taps again. 
 
   Caleb quickly tapped the same sequence back against the wall with an arrow. The tapping stopped instantly and there was a scratching noise followed by a sudden flaring of light. The sudden brightness bit painfully into Caleb’s eyes, forcing him to squint and blink rapidly to hold back tears. 
 
   Lando stood a few yards away, a flame lantern held high in his left hand. The boy’s right hand held his shotgun level and ready.
 
   “Lando!” Caleb cried, stowing the arrows back in his quiver and quickly getting the woman to her feet. “How did you find us?”
 
   The boy didn’t answer. He nodded back the way he had come with his head as if beckoning them to follow. The woman didn’t struggle though her tears had ceased with the coming of light. “We were attacked by a group of golgent,” Caleb explained, supporting the woman carefully. “Did you run into them?” 
 
   The boy shook his head and made a circular motion with the lamp. 
 
   “You went around them?” 
 
   Lando nodded and turned to lead them back through the tunnels, his lamp held high. 
 
   The beam cut through the darkness like a scythe, illuminating only the path in front of them through clever placement of metal plates along the back and sides. 
 
   Caleb limped hurriedly along after the boy, an arm around the woman’s shoulder for support and the other holding Faeranir. Lando led them sure-footedly along the path. He chose which forks and turns to take without hesitation, obviously quite familiar with the path back to safety. Caleb silently marveled at his skill. Caleb knew that he would have been completely lost, most likely permanently, had it not been for Lando’s timely arrival.
 
   They rounded a corner and natural light could be seen at the end of the passageway, streaming in through the old cellar doors that marked the entrance into the basement complex. Caleb cheered inwardly and unconsciously picked up speed, almost dragging the woman along behind him. 
 
   Suddenly, shots rang out in a quick burst, echoing down the tunnel in a cacophony of noise. Someone screamed and the sounds of people running reached their ears. Immediately Lando doused his lantern and placed it on the ground as Caleb helped the woman sit down against the side of the passage. She was sobbing again and clutched her baby close.
 
   “Stay here!” Caleb whispered urgently and crept slowly up the passage after Lando who was already at the cellar doorway.
 
   A set of small wooden steps led up into the floor of the basement beyond. Lando was standing on the penultimate one, his head barely visible over the bottom of the doorframe. Caleb crept up next to him and peered out into the room. Utter chaos greeted him.
 
   Thomas stood in the center of the room. His eyes were wide and crazed and he held an assault rifle in each hand. On the ground around him lay a handful of bodies ridden with bullets. Men, women and children lay contorted around one another, their bodies frozen in the fear and anguish they had felt before their deaths. All the others, including Sigvid, and Nepja, were huddled in the corners behind whatever cover they could find. Thomas staggered somewhat drunkenly and stared blankly around the room, a trace of spittle dripping from the corner of his mouth.
 
   “Spies! All of you!” Thomas roared, turning around in a drunken stumble, “The dragons—they whisper things to you—whisper lies and you all succumb. You are all Dragonspawn!” His eyes were bright and far away, as if he were reliving a nightmare. “So many people, so much death and destruction! It’s all your fault they died.” He gazed beadily into one corner where a man huddled in front of a woman and a small child, protecting them with his gaunt body. His guns swung round to point at them. “You are locusts. We are locusts. Bugs, pests to be exterminated. They whisper things!”
 
   Caleb reacted without thinking, leaping out of the doorway and throwing himself between Thomas and the huddled figures. Faeranir was in his hands, an arrow held loosely against the string, but it was low, at his side, unthreatening. Thomas stared at him blearily and for a moment recognition flashed across his face.
 
   “Caleb?” he asked in a hushed voice. The guns didn’t waiver, but Thomas’s eyes seemed to focus momentarily.
 
   “Yes, Thomas,” Caleb said, holding Thomas’s gaze. “It’s Caleb. You remember me? You saved my life when the Charlotte city-fortress fell. Do you remember?”
 
   Thomas closed his eyes and rocked backwards slightly, but the barrel of his guns never moved. “I buried your wife. The golgent, they—they took your baby . . .” Thomas’s voice was soft and distant, but there was a note of deep sadness in it.
 
   “Yes,” Caleb said softly, pulling his ring from underneath his shirt and holding it up on the chain for Thomas to see. “You taught me how to survive. You took this from my wife’s body and left it for me before you went.”
 
   Thomas didn’t hear him, his eyes were fogging over and the insane gleam within them burned. Caleb felt a knot of fear well up in the pit of his stomach as Thomas took a faltering step forward. 
 
   “I saved you? Why—why would I save you? It would have been better to let you die.” Thomas’s voice was strong now, strong and filled with a fervor that sent chills running down Caleb’s spine. “It is our fate to be killed. Why free prisoners—we are them and they are us. We are all prisoners to the Dragonhosts. There is no escape, there is only temporary respite. They catch us. All of them, cut down, burned, eaten, torn apart. We all die!”
 
   Caleb recognized the words with a shock of pure terror. Thomas had spoken them years before. It had started even then. The insane babbling man that stood before him, capable of killing men, women and children in cold blood, had been hidden beneath the man Caleb had once known. Despite his training and his overt suspicion of everyone and everything around him, Thomas had not noticed his own sanity slipping away. The man before him had been created by the nightmare in which they all partook. Caleb looked into Thomas’s unseeing eyes and knew that he was going to die. Thomas’s finger twitched on the trigger of his gun and someone moved in the shadows across the room. Thomas whirled, his guns spraying bullets into the air. Caleb reacted instinctively, bringing Faeranir up and releasing the arrow. 
 
   The silver shaft seemed to hang almost motionless in the air. Time slowed as Caleb, horrified at his own actions, watched the arrow cut through the air and bury itself in Thomas’s chest. The guns slipped from Thomas’s hands and fell to the ground with a clatter. Thomas turned as he too fell and, for an instant, his and Caleb’s eyes met. There was sanity in Thomas’s eyes and, for one fleeting instant, Caleb saw sorrow flood them before they clouded over in death.
 
   Caleb ran to Thomas’s side, Faeranir falling to the ground from numb fingers. He dropped to his knees and pulled Thomas’s head into his lap, his silver arrow quivering like a silent flag in his chest, bearing testament to his shame. Tears streamed down Caleb’s face as he rocked back and forth, cradling Thomas’s head between his hands, ignoring the tendrils of ice that crept up the dead man’s neck like a spider’s web. Warm, foamy blood dripped from the corners of Thomas’s mouth. It slipped down the curve of his cheek and splashed onto Caleb’s hands unnoticed, staining them scarlet. 
 
   There was a hushed silence in the room as the escapees and the men from the resistance group that were present looked on the scene in reverent and shocked silence, too overcome to speak. Sigvid shifted as if he were going to move forward to Caleb’s side, but he remained where he was, his face fallen in empathetic sorrow.
 
   Caleb cried as guilt, anger, and shame racked his body in waves of emotion. He looked around at the faces of the men and women Thomas had killed in his insanity. Rachel’s and Benson’s faces stared back at him. He looked down at Thomas’s dead face and saw only his own features in the peaceful rest of eternal sleep. Nepja had been right. Who was he to say that he was better than even the golgent? They killed and he killed. They were not to blame for what had happened. Their blood was on his hands.
 
   Caleb felt someone sit down next to him and a small, gentle hand on his shoulder pulled him away from his dark, horror-filled thoughts. He looked up and saw the woman, tears in her eyes and staining her cheeks, smiling at him. Confused, he went to turn away, but she forced something into his hands and he looked down. 
 
   Small gray eyes looked back at him from a tiny infant face wrapped in rags, eyes full of innocence and love. The baby’s small mouth puckered and, for just a moment, Caleb saw Benson’s smile flash in the recesses of his mind. Caleb looked up at the woman, whose expression was full of inexpressible gratitude and understanding. Caleb hugged the newborn close and cried.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc436824762]Chapter 18
 
   Kaelie lovingly traced the curve of the arm she had just finished carving into the ice between the monolithic busts of the Mother-Goddess. The Council of Elders had finally given their consent to carve the life-sized effigy to her once-mother, albeit reluctantly. Their reluctance had irritated her, and she had rashly reminded them that as the first Keeper, Aeolin was the most Beloved of their Mother-Goddess, worthy of their reverence and respect. As Keeper, she was assured a place in Faerin’s arms. The Elders could not claim such an assurance.
 
   She had relished the thrill of victory when they had assented to her request and grinned smugly at the memory of her father’s disapproving look. The weeks of petitions and frustrating meetings with the many stuffy Elders had been worth it just to see the king’s arrogant dismissal of her efforts.
 
   “Three hundred years have not cooled your head enough to let the past be the past.” Rolaen spoke in her mind, a hint of sarcasm coming with the thought.
 
   Kaelie smiled faintly and picked up her chisel and the thin metal knives she used to work the ice. It was an old game between them now. The proud white dragon disapproved of her unforgiving disdain for her father, the King. It stemmed from an ancient wound, though still fresh when looked at in the terms of the aylfin life span. 
 
   Kaelie sent her thoughts back along the ever-present thread that linked her to her eternal companion. “In three hundred years he has not once called her his wife. I know he still loves her, but his sense of pride and duty keep him silent and formal. She may now be the Keeper, but she is still my mother.” 
 
   Rolaen did not answer, but she could sense his resigned frustration at her oft-repeated diatribe. According to the words of Faerin, the Mother-Goddess, Aeolin was no longer her mother. She was the Keeper, once-mother to Kaelie and harbinger of the Dragonsworn. 
 
   Kaelie sniffed petulantly and glanced over her shoulder where her mother sat before the altar, feeding the flames of the soul-fire. She didn’t understand why Aeolin was still feeding the flames. The egg had not made a sound nor had there been any other signs that the dragonling within still lived. And yet her mother insisted that the creature lived on, searching the world for the one who would become her Dragonsworn, bond-partner and companion in arms. Aeolin no longer ate, no longer spoke, and no longer moved. The egg was her life now and it consumed her, leaving her old and shriveled like a hag. 
 
   Kaelie turned back to the sculpture and a tear dropped onto her seal-skin gloves. 
 
   Rolaen sent a wave of comfort and strength back along their connection. “She is the Keeper,” he said softly. “She knows what is about. Have faith in her.”
 
   “I just don’t understand!” Kaelie thought desperately. Kaelie appreciated his gesture, but it did little to comfort her. He knew more than what he told her. 
 
   In the beginning it had bothered her that Rolaen could conceal things from her when her mind was an open book to the dragon, but she had long since come to accept and understand it. The dragons were fierce and ancient creatures, possessed of an ancient instinct and knowledge that was not meant for mortal minds.
 
   A sudden high pitched squeal made Kaelie jump. She looked around and saw nothing that could have made the noise. The squeal sounded again and Kaelie leapt to her feet in shock and surprise. The egg had moved!
 
   “Rolaen,” she shrieked mentally, running over to stand near the altar where she could see both the egg and her mother. “It’s hatching!”
 
   The egg wobbled and shook in its bed of sand, and the soul-fire flared. Flames rose up around the egg, blue-white fire licking the stark white surface with a loving caress. Aeolin shuddered as the soul-fire burned higher. Her eyes glazed over and she slumped onto the ground. 
 
   Kaelie shouted in alarm and rushed to her once-mother’s side, cradling Aeolin’s head in her lap. The Keeper’s breathing was rapid and shallow as the squeals grew louder and more frequent. Kaelie reached out for Rolaen, but his mind was surprisingly closed to her. She felt panic creep up and seize her mind, a feeling unusual for her aloof aylfin nature. She shook her mother’s still form in an effort to wake her, but Aeolin remained unmoving. 
 
   Rolaen’s voice entered her mind, sharp and powerful.
 
   “Come, Kaelie! We have far to fly this night!” Kaelie sucked in a sharp breath in surprise. She had never heard such urgency in her companion’s voice before, not even when they had battled the Black Dragonhosts before the Breaking.
 
   “I can’t leave her!”
 
   “If you ever want to see her alive again you must come with me now! She has spoken with me and I know where we must go!”
 
   Only centuries of trust and intimate companionship with Rolaen forced her to move, gently placing her mother’s head into the snow and ice that covered floor.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked, slipping out of the room as the egg rocked and shook amidst the flames.
 
   “My daughter has found her Dragonsworn. We go to fetch him. I have sealed the egg chamber and the others will keep the Watch. We must hurry!”
 
   Rolaen dropped from the sky and landed in the ice with a powerful crunch. 
 
   Kaelie leapt up onto his massive, quivering leg and scampered nimbly up his spines into the saddle on his back. With a powerful heave of his thick leg muscles Rolaen launched back into the sky. His wings pounded a quick staccato beat as he flew northward, the wind whistling through Kaelie’s hair.
 
   “We must hurry!”
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Caleb shut himself in the sunlit room and slumped backwards against the door, letting gravity carry him to the ground. He pulled Faeranir from his back and flung it across the room. The quiver of arrows quickly followed and scattered silver metal shafts across the floor. He tore the star-iron coat over his head and tossed it aside as well. Tears streamed down his face. His body was bruised from where he had been hit by the golgent in the underground passages, but only the areas not covered by the mail bore any real wounds. The tears didn’t come from the pain of his wounds. 
 
   Blood dripped from his fingers. Caleb scrubbed them on his undershirt in a frenzied effort to get it off. He tore the garment from his back and spat on his hands to try and remove the stains that marked him as a killer, a murderer. He scrubbed until his hands were raw and sore, kept scrubbing long after Thomas’s blood was washed clean. His mind screamed at him that there was more blood on his hands. Rachel. Thomas. Benson. 
 
   Strangely, the woman’s face passed through his mind as well, smiling and grateful, allowing him to hold onto the baby that reminded him of Benson so much that he wasn’t sure if the child was a comfort or simply a reminder of his own previous guilt and shame.
 
   There was almost nothing left of the ragged undershirt, so he tossed it away and sank sideways onto the ground, wrapping his arms around his knees and clutching Rachel’s ring as he rocked. Rachel’s death was on his hands. It was his fault. Benson was killed by his hand as surely as Thomas had killed those men and women below. Thomas, at least, had been insane—lost inside a world of his own making, and trapped in the alternate reality of his inner turmoil and imagination. Caleb didn’t have that argument. He had acted out of his own volition, his own needs and wants and desire. He was a murderer—a cold-blooded killer. 
 
   Rationally, he knew his family’s deaths were not his fault. He’d begun to come to terms with that when Sigvid had confronted him during the attack on this very city. But this wasn’t something that went away so easily. The pain was overwhelming. Everyone he cared about, everyone he’d come to love, somehow died. Why did he always live?
 
   Memories washed over him and threatened to consume him. For the first time since Rachel had been killed, Caleb did not fight them. He welcomed them. He embraced them. He sobbed and cried for hours as memories of his past life and his guilt replayed themselves over and over again—until he had no more energy left to cry. No one had disturbed him, leaving him to his own internal torments. 
 
   He didn’t know if he had drifted off to sleep or not, but he dreamed. Of Rachel, of the Dragonlords, and of the end of the world.
 
   He dreamed of a cliff, overlooking a nighttime valley. A blond-haired man with pointed ears peered over the edge of the cliff, a massive White Dragon sitting behind him in the snow. Vile chanting echoed up from the valley below. A simple star of red fire was etched onto the ground in the valley below. A black, columnar candle sat at the point of each arm. Five figures stood within the triangle formed by each of the star’s five arms. Three were Dragonlords, the heart of Chaos. Their dragons lay against the far valley wall, soaking in the vestigial warmth that remained in the stone. Caleb noticed with a start that one was black. He’d never heard of Black Dragons before. Then again, he’d never heard of White Dragons either. The other two figures wore black cloaks. Wizards. Caleb felt the man’s hatred for them in particular.
 
   Above them, a darkened moon turned slowly red.
 
   On a rose quartz altar in the middle of the pentagram lay an old, wizened man. His limbs were bound by blood-stained chains and his frail, wrinkled chest was bare, covered only by the thin white hair of his beard. The man’s face was serene despite his precarious position. His eyes were clear and unafraid, though they seemed oddly fixated on one of the black robed wizards who bore a strange symbol of a fiery red fist etched into his robes.
 
   The man on the cliff ignored the wizards, though it was they who chanted and who held the spider-shaped sacrificial knives aloft. The man in the middle was who he’d come for. 
 
    “We won’t survive this, you know,” the man said to his dragon.
 
   “We knew we never would,” she replied. “There will always be another champion to take up the call. They will embark upon the path, as we have.” Caleb heard her words, even though he knew she hadn’t spoken aloud.
 
   “We will be remembered then, by him at least.”
 
   The chanting grew louder and more pronounced. Caleb sensed that this ritual must not be allowed to finish. The black-robed wizards raised the blades of their knives to the sky as the moon turned completely red. 
 
   The old man on the altar flinched as the blades pierced his chest and were then pulled free. Darkness seemed to coalesce around the blades. The wizards released them, but the weapons remained suspended in the air. They burst into a silent, black flame as the moon began to shine with a deep, red glow. The burning horror roiled and twisted in a convoluted, slimy mess that continued to grow with each passing second.
 
   With a shout of anger and hatred at the thing that was growing in the valley, the man on the cliff leapt onto his dragon’s broad, spiked back. He drew his long, curved blade and gripped the dragon’s saddle as she launched into the air. The other dragons looked up at the man’s shout, launching into the air to intercept the sudden attacker. The man dropped from his dragon’s back as she turned over, flipping once in the air before landing on the ground. The White was larger than any of the other dragons and so held her own in the struggle against the smaller enemies as they came together in the air.
 
   The man dropped to his knees and plunged his sword into the ground. The blade of his sword began to glow with a soft white light and he pulled it free with a single fluid motion. The mass of slime and shadow took on the form of a shimmering red-brown tear in the sky, as if the universe itself bore an open, festering wound.
 
   “Look, Jarome,” one of the Dragonlords said. “It’s that aylfin that’s been following us.”
 
   “You’re too late,” Jarome said with a laugh, safe within the fiery pentagram.
 
   The man whipped his arm back and let his sword fly. It spun through the air, end over end, glistening with pure white light. It hit the line of fire that made up the star with an explosion of red and black sparks but continued onward. The Dragonlords’ eyes widened in shock as the blade sunk into the chest of one of the wizards. At the same moment, the white dragon dove into the tear in the sky, disappearing within its depths. 
 
   The tear seemed to shake in the sky and suddenly imploded, rocking outwards in a cascade of colors and shadows. The earth shook as the black-robed wizard fell, clutching the sword in his chest with bloodless hands. White light shot outward from the blade, beams of solid energy shooting in all directions. A beam shot out and hit the pointy-eared man in the chest and he screamed. It was a scream filled with pain, but Caleb also sensed a great peace in it as well. The man had fulfilled his purpose. Sayrin had been contained. And now the man longed to join his dragon in death.
 
   The Dragonlords scrambled for their dragons, and the remaining wizard ran off into the blackness as best he could amongst the earthquakes and omnipresent black. A landslide of falling rock and earth slid across the valley floor, burying half the pentagram under soil and sand. The man smiled as he looked upon the face of his Goddess and welcomed death. 
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Caleb sat bolt upright with a scream, clutching at his chest. His heart raced and his blood pounded in his ears. 
 
   In his dream he’d watched a rip grow in the sky, emanating evil like the sun sent out light. It had been so real. The Dragonlords and the wizards with them were the hands of Chaos. They were to blame for the deaths of millions. They’d broken the world. He’d witnessed the event which had started at all.
 
   He blinked.
 
   The Dragonlords were to blame for the current state of the world. They had caused the ultimate entropy and destruction that existed in the world. They shared the blame for the blood on his hands. They were at the heart of Chaos and at the heart of all that was going on in the world. He breathed deeply and coughed up phlegm, which he spat across the room. He scrubbed as his face with the back of his hand but only succeeded in spreading around the dirt and filth that covered it. Rationally he knew that the dreams were only a way for his mind to accept his own guilt without going crazy, but his heart knew they were something more—that they were real. 
 
   Nepja knew the Dragonlords were to blame. Nepja knew it and had already enlisted Caleb’s help in his fight against them. The wizard had held up his end of the bargain and Caleb intended to hold up his, but perhaps for different reasons than what Nepja hoped. The Dragonlords had much that they needed to answer for. They did not absolve him of his guilt, but they surely shared it. It all made sense.
 
   A knock sounded at the door and Lando shoved it open after a moment’s pause. He placed a pitcher of cold water on the ground, nodded once and then closed the door behind him. Caleb realized that his face was caked in dust and snot. He didn’t know how Lando had known that he’d need to clean himself, but he really didn’t care. He had no desire to be around anyone else right now, nor did he have the mental strength or energy for the inevitable conversations that would surely come.
 
   He got to his feet anyway and stumbled over to the pitcher. He splashed water onto his hands, cleaned up his face, and scrubbed the dirt from his body. His undershirt was ruined, but he pulled his coat of mail over his bare skin and donned his tattered over-shirt. It wasn’t comfortable, but it wasn’t unpleasant either. He picked up his quiver, the arrows had already reappeared within it, and slung it over his shoulder. He tried not to think about which arrow it was that he’d used to kill Thomas. He picked up Faeranir and slipped the bow onto his back. 
 
   Lando was waiting for him on the other side of the door. Without comment, Caleb followed him to another room and entered.
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   Eric had awoken with the cleric at his side. “How do you feel?” Torsten had asked.
 
   Almost immediately, Eric had reached out for Valundnir and found it resting beside him. He had immediately felt better. The fatigue and exhaustion had left him. 
 
   The squad had been happy to see him up on his feet, even Waelin, and they had packed the camp up quickly and resumed their march before the sun had fully breached the horizon and pierced the gloom with red and orange rays. In truth, Eric was glad to get away from the stench that clung to the air. 
 
   Now, an hour later, Eric felt a small flash of irritation at Torsten’s continued questioning. “I’m fine, Torsten,” he said sharply. 
 
   Torsten nodded and said nothing further, but a dark look crossed his face for a brief moment.
 
   As they marched, Eric took time to consider the strength of Torsten’s clerical power. It was magic. That much was clear. Between his healing and the shield he had created back with Roberts’s men, Eric had witnessed acts that defied logical understanding. The religious side of him wanted to call them miraculous, but the other side of him, the side that was becoming increasingly frustrated, had his doubts. There had been no miracles from his own God when the earthquakes had come. His God hadn’t granted power to the mothers and fathers who had done everything they could to protect their families from death and destruction when the world had shattered.
 
   Torsten’s God, Atelho, granted him real power. He had seen it, been healed by it. According to Torsten, Valundnir contained that same physical power. A gift from Atelho unto his holy warriors. It was much easier to trust a God whose hand could be seen in the lives of His followers. It was something to think about.
 
   Still, despite his frustrations, Eric’s life had been filled with too many faith-building moments for him to ever fully question his God and beliefs. Faith came before the miracle. Maybe Eric’s God was testing humanity, seeing which of them would remain true despite the hell they’d encountered, like Job from the Bible. 
 
   Torsten’s God was a deity of flashy miracles, so maybe faith in him was fleeting, unlike Eric’s faith that was based on endurance through trials. Or so Eric hoped, anyway.
 
   “I’ve got to run on ahead,” Torsten said at length. “Meet up with the army. I have been gone long enough as it is. Hopefully Olan hasn’t done too much damage while I’ve been away.”
 
   Eric shrugged and Torsten turned away to speak with Pedryn. A few minutes later he disappeared through a gap in some of the ruins through which they passed. 
 
   Eric pulled out Valundnir and spun the war hammer end over end a couple of times in his hands. Torsten had mentioned that they would meet up with the army later that day. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it. He was a human amongst dvergers and, according to them, profaning one of their most holy emblems. His would be a constant battle for acceptance. But . . . 
 
   Valundnir spun idly in his hands. The more Eric thought about it, the more he came to realize that he wanted more than acceptance. He wanted to lead them, needed to lead them. With Valundnir at his side, he would win over their devotion and loyalty. If what legend and myth said about dwarves was true, and so far it had proven thus, except for calling themselves dvergers, then the loyalty he won now would remain his forever. He needed to know everything there was to know about the dverger culture and in order to do that, he’d have to get to know his own group of soldiers very well. 
 
   Not one given to meaningless preamble, Eric called out to the dverger nearest him, who happened to be the one who had questioned his religious beliefs the day before. 
 
   “What’s your name, dverger?”
 
   “My name is Varin, human.” 
 
   “Tell me about yourself, Varin. What should I expect tonight when we meet up with the army?”
 
   Varin was quiet for a long moment, but slowed his pace so that he and Eric could walk level with one another. 
 
   Eric let the silence hang between them. Either Varin would answer or he wouldn’t. If he didn’t, Eric would ask all the other dvergers one by one until one of them gave him the information he needed.
 
   “Very well, Guerreiro,” Varin replied at length. He slung his buckler across his back and clipped the leather holding strap onto his pack. “I am Varin, son of Orrin of the Deepgarth Clan. We of the Deepgarth were once they who dwelt on the fringes of our underground society and guarded the people from those who sought to destroy us. We are the warriors of the dverger race, along with Clan Norvigr. We are also allied with Midgarth, who provides all our clerics and mushroom farmers. Clan Glitra are our miners and metal smiths. They are neither friends nor enemies with anyone. Gaeslingr and Fenrirbane are the dragon fighters. I wouldn’t want to be one of them, not for all the gold on Atelho’s crown. The other three, Ragnar, Gungnirfast, and Mjolnirfast, have allegiances that shift like shale and limestone.”
 
   “So only Gaeslingr and Fenrirbane fight the dragons?” 
 
   “Aye, they are a crazed lot, but they are good at what they do. Not as crazy as when a dverger goes berserk, but still addled in the head.”
 
   “What do the rest of you ‘warriors’ do then?” Eric realized that the questions might be taken badly only after it had come out of his mouth, but it was too late to retract.
 
   “We kill golgent and trulgo! What do you think we’d be doing?” Varin shouted. His thick knuckles popped as they tightened on the haft of his axe. Eric ignored the anger, pointedly swinging Valundnir up onto his shoulder in a graceful arc. He wondered absently why he was being so confrontational, but it was proving to be effective, so he continued.
 
   “How much of a chance is there that someone will try to kill me in my sleep tonight?”
 
   “Who do you think we are, human? We’re not like you! Dvergers are not assassins! If a dverger were to want you dead, he’d fight you face to face, with honor. He’d look you in the eyes as you died and there’d be a weapon in your hands, even in death.”
 
   “And how many dvergers are going to want me dead? You dvergers don’t really have a fondness for humans.”
 
   “Several dvergers will challenge you to Holmganga over the insult of your being adopted into the house of Deepgarth. That alone would be cause to want you dead. The fact that you carry an Elithalma, our holy weapon, will only increase their desire to see you dead.”
 
   “I assume this Holmganga is some dverger test of honor that involves bashing away at something with weapons until someone is arbitrarily declared the winner?” Eric asked sardonically. Suddenly he was tired of constantly having to prove himself. He’d had to fight a battle every day since he’d been forced into the sewers beneath Provo. It was a battle to survive, to assert authority over people so incompetent that they didn’t even recognize their own stupidity. Compared to the struggles he’d had to face every day, a pithy challenge over some perceived slight to dverger honor seemed unimaginably unimportant and paltry.
 
   “The Holmganga is a test of honor and strength,” Varin answered through gritted teeth. “Any dverger can challenge any other. Rules are decided by the challenged.” 
 
   Eric let the conversation drop. He’d found out what he needed to know. When stripped down to their barest parts, the dvergers were little more than what the dwarves of myth were purported to be, stoic and stubborn to the core, solving all their problems either through intractable patience or violence. It would be simple for Eric to meet the challenges of Holmganga and come out victorious. But winning a single fight wasn’t enough. He would have to win all the battles that were sure to follow to gain the clout to influence what went on. It would take time that Eric didn’t have. Unlike the dvergers, Eric’s supply of patience was limited.
 
   “Ho, Guerreiro!” one of the dvergers shouted, pulling Eric from his thoughts. “We’re missing one of our number!”
 
   Eric did a quick count of the dvergers and cursed himself for his earlier inattention. They were in a semi-open stretch of road, though there were several abandoned buildings and cars in various states of decay which the dverger could have been investigating. 
 
   Eric’s grip tightened on Valundnir. “Keep going,” he ordered, “I’ll find him.”
 
   “Wait,” Varin yelled. “You can’t leave!”
 
   Eric shut out the words and hurried back along the path, his eyes cast downward in search of the dverger’s tracks. It didn’t take long to find where the single set of dverger tracks turned away from the group a few hundred yards back. The tracks were easy to pick out in the dust and ash. The dverger had darted behind an old building and then turned southeast along a parallel track back the way they had come, using the ruins as cover.
 
   “What the devil is he doing?” Eric wondered aloud, shifting his grip on Valundnir so that he could jog.
 
   Even though Eric didn’t know much about this sort of thing, it made no sense for the dverger to be out scouting this far on his own. Eric scanned the buildings around him, but didn’t see anything that would have drawn the dverger away from the group. 
 
   Eric sped up. Irritation swelled within him as the minutes dragged by without sign of the missing dverger. The tracks never stopped near any likely hiding places, never even passed behind partially standing buildings or anything else that could have been used as a trap. What was he thinking? 
 
   The tracks cut off abruptly at the edge of a shallow depression in the ground. Eric probed the hollow with his foot and found it to be quite solid. It looked like a sinkhole, created by the depletion of water from the aquifer, but was too perfect, too symmetrical, to be chance. The hole was at least six feet wide and perfectly round, as if someone had traced it in the earth. 
 
   Valundnir pulsed in his hands and the ground shook. The force of the quakes threw him to the ground. Valundnir tumbled from his shaking hands and the nearby buildings groaned and popped ominously. Dirt and bits of asphalt burst into the air as the depression suddenly heaved and bowed outward like an inflating balloon. The earth erupted in a cascade of dirt, dust, and ash, spewing waves of rock and soil over Eric and covering him up to the waist. Dust billowed into the air and something massive exploded out of the ground. 
 
   The brown thing contorted and twisted around in the air a dozen stories about his head. At the apex of its ascent, its thick brown wings unfurled to reveal a monstrous reptilian body, wide stubby head, and burning red eyes. Once open, the dragon’s wings stretched the entire distance between the closest two buildings, blackening out the sky. The taut flesh billowed outward and slowed its descent back to earth. A pair of heavily muscled back legs clasped onto the edges of the pit, holding the dragon suspended above the open chasm. The short neck craned and looked down at Eric. The wide mouth split in a feral grin, revealing foot-long fangs that dripped a putrid black liquid that hissed and popped as it hit the ground.
 
   Eric lay frozen in fear for a moment, a mixture of despair and awe holding him in place, but then he forced himself to act. If he didn’t free himself fast, he was going to die. He struggled against the weight of the rock and earth that imprisoned him. He freed one of his legs, but the dragon flexed its wings and the earth trembled and fell back over him as if propelled by the dragon’s thought. 
 
   Eric felt panic claw its way up his throat as he realized that he was completely helpless, imprisoned in dirt from the waist down and staring up at the brown scaly belly of a dragon that had command over the very earth. The panic gave way to the edges of terror. Eric’s survival instincts protested against the depravity of the situation and his anger surged. Energy washed through him. Strength returned and terror bowed before rage.
 
   Valundnir appeared in his grip, crackling with bronze sparks. Instantly Eric’s rage swelled like an ocean wave, propelled forward on the power of an entire ocean’s force. He felt the dirt loosen its grip on his waist as if it too had been thrown back by the awesome surge. With a mighty roar Eric heaved himself out of the dirt and swung the war hammer upward at the belly right above him. It struck the scales with a shower of sparks that danced across the dragon’s armored skin like twinkling stars. One of the scales cracked and a portion fell away, revealing a secondary row of scales beneath the first. 
 
   The dragon bellowed with annoyance. 
 
   Eric back peddled quickly as a jet of thick black acid shot towards him, missing him by inches. The putrid liquid burned the air and left his eyes watering. His lungs screamed for air and he coughed in an effort to pull in as much breath as he could to ease the burn. 
 
   A wing lashed out and cuffed him over the head, sending him flying into the side of a building.
 
   Eric rolled down the side of the wall and tumbled onto the dirt. He leapt to his feet, but stumbled over a metal pipe that jutted out from the side of the building. In the second it took to catch his balance, he recognized it as the remnants of a stairwell. The glimmer of a plan formed in his mind. His rage gave him the courage to try it. 
 
   He took a running leap, dropping Valundnir to the ground, and grabbing the metal landing a few feet about his head. He heaved himself upward with a powerful jerk of his shoulders and scrambled onto the platform. A crackling stream of acid hit the wall just where his feet had been. He didn’t look back to see where the dragon was, though from the crunching sounds of brick and metal, he was about to be followed. With a shout, he clambered up the landings, leaping between broken metal railings and pulling himself up portions of the wall where the stairwell had degraded too much to be used. 
 
   Acid splattered against the wall near him, splashing him with black droplets of stinging pain. His hand slipped and suddenly he was dangling by one hand, feet hanging loose above the ground. He glanced down at the forty-foot drop, pleasantly unaffected by the dizzying height.
 
   With a roar, he swung his legs and grasped onto a broken metal railing. Heaving, he pulled himself up, his feet finding purchase against the pockmarked walls. With a jerk, he heaved himself over the lip of the wall and onto the roof. It was flat, though a massive hole opened up in the center where weight and age had pulled it downward, leaving jagged edges of metal, brick, and wiring long devoid of electricity. It would have stymied any plans he had of surviving a battle on the roof. He wasn’t planning to stay long though. As soon as he found his footing, he spun around and, with a single glance over the edge to gauge his trajectory, threw himself over the edge of the wall and into the air.
 
   As he fell, he had a moment of clarity. A splash of sanity and fear washed over him as the dragon below him noticed his dive and scrambled to swing its head around to snap him out of the air. What was he doing? It made no sense. 
 
   A pulse of energy shot through Valundnir as it appeared in his hand, reaching into his arms and shooting through his veins like an electric shock. All thoughts but victory vanished from his mind. 
 
   Eric kicked his legs up as he fell and turned in the air, just as the dragon shot out his gaping maw. Instead of its teeth sinking into Eric’s flesh, it met Valundnir’s head against its snout. The force of the blow and the momentum of the swing sent him tumbling over its head and tumbling down its broad smooth back. He rolled down its heavily-muscled flank on the slick-scaled hide and sprawled onto the ground.
 
   He regained his footing quickly. The dragon scuttled forward and crawled towards Eric, using its wings almost like a second pair of legs to pull itself along. It was disoriented and angry, uttering a piercing hiss as it approached him. Black ichor dripped from its maw where the hammer had smashed away a tooth and a small patch of scales. Eric noticed with an almost detached air that the dragon’s wings were disproportionately small when compared to the size of its body. 
 
   The dragon opened its mouth to spit another stream of acid at him, but Eric dove to the side, rolled and came back up on his feet. He heaved Valundnir in an overhead throw with all his might and sent the hammer spinning end over end towards the dragon’s head. The haft clipped one of the wings and sent it careening off target, but Valundnir reappeared instantly in Eric’s hands when he recalled it, and the distraction gave him enough time scramble into a better position from which to throw. 
 
   Almost as soon as the hammer materialized in his hands Eric threw again, bellowing loudly as the dragon let out a trumpeting roar. The hammer spun through the air with enough force and speed that it hummed, crushing into the top half of the dragon’s open maw and crushing it inward, teeth, flesh, and bits of bone spraying into the air. 
 
   The dragon contorted in agony, whipping its body backwards and forwards in tortured convulsions that leveled walls and crushed asphalt and rocks to dust. 
 
   Eric rushed forward recklessly, ignoring the thrashing body. Valundnir reappeared in his hands as he ran and Eric spun it twice in his hands to gain momentum. He brought it crashing down on the dragon’s head, driving it deep into the previous break and into its brain. The dragon gave one last feeble twitch, then crashed onto the ground in a cloud of billowing dust, never to rise again. 
 
   Eric gasped for breath, his sides heaving and his lungs screaming for air. His heart was pounding and his mind had thrown up a numb barrier that clouded his perception. 
 
   Up close, the dragon was a deep dark brown and had what looked like long, thin, clawed fingers stretching from the main joints of its wings. It had a thick stocky body and powerful, muscular hind legs that bore long wide claws on each of its three-toed back feet. Its tail trailed away down the hole and was lost from sight. Acid and gore dripped unpleasantly from the pulpy mass that was left of the top half of the dragon’s head. The liquid hissed and popped as it hit the ground, eating small holes into the dirt and rock.
 
   “Guerreiro!” The voice sounded as if it was echoing through a long tunnel. “Guerreiro!”
 
   Eric focused on the voice with all his effort. His mind cleared and he saw the entire dverger squad aligned at attention a few yards from him, awe clearly evident on their normally stoic faces. 
 
   Pedryn stood a few feet in front of the others, his mace grasped tightly in his hand. It was he who had called out to him.
 
   “Are you all right?” the dverger called. 
 
   Eric nodded, unable to articulate his words. He swallowed and managed to force out a question.
 
   “Where did you all come from?”
 
   Pedryn grinned guiltily and shrugged. “When you chased off after the missing dverger we thought perhaps you’d betrayed us and were preparing an ambush. We followed you.” 
 
   Eric stared at him blankly for a few moments while his brain slowly processed the information and then nodded as his mind cleared again and he realized just how suspicious it must have looked.
 
   “I didn’t find the idiot anyway. This thing got in my way.” Eric said, pulling Valundnir from the mass of brain and bone with a sickening squelch.
 
   Pedryn signaled and several of the dvergers ran forward to investigate the area. A few ran past Eric entirely, skirting the dragon’s bulk to peer into the hole.
 
   “It was a young Brown—rather small to be out on its own. They must be gaining confidence to let their younglings hunt so far from the main body,” Varin said softly as he studied the beast from Pedryn’s side.
 
   “Over here, Guerreiro,” one of them called in a knowing voice.
 
   Wearily, Eric pushed aside part of the dragon’s wing and trudged over to the edge of the chasm. There, dangling from a thick barbed spike at the end of the dragon’s tail, was the missing dverger, his eyes glazed over in death. Eric glanced down at him with a surge of anger and frustration, though he wasn’t sure if it was at himself or the dead dverger. 
 
   Eric turned away, arching an eyebrow at the dverger who had spoken. 
 
   “Browns manipulate the earth around them through magic,” the dverger replied. “They hunt by making these holes and waiting beneath the surface after closing off the top with earth. When they sense someone near, the tail whips out and impales them.” 
 
   “What was he doing down here by himself?” Eric asked.
 
   “The dragons lure them in with mind tricks and illusion. Who knows what they used to bait him. He walks now, with our honored dead. The browns almost always travel in groups though, so there may be others around here. We should return and warn the army.” 
 
   Eric nodded and scratched at his chin, a sudden thought occurring to him and making him nervous. 
 
   “Do you think they’ll make it down into the city proper?” he asked.
 
   Pedryn shook his head. “Browns need earth to travel through. They don’t do well near places that house lots of people. They can but they don’t like it.”
 
   Eric breathed an internal sigh of relief, his thoughts on Natalie and the others. He knew they were probably safe with the dverger army here to distract any large parties of golgent or trulgo—that was one of the reasons he’d agreed to go with them—but he still worried.
 
   Eric looked down at Valundnir, expecting to find it covered in the dragon’s brains and blood, but it was surprisingly devoid of even the smallest stain. Its metal gleamed as brightly as ever. He patted the hammerhead almost fondly and slipped the weapon back into his belt loop. 
 
   He looked up and noticed that all the dvergers were once again formed up before him, their expressions full of awe. One of the dvergers had wrenched the dragon’s horns free from its shattered skull and was holding them almost reverently in his arms.
 
   “What?” Eric demanded, shifting somewhat embarrassedly on his feet. His body still shook with vestigial adrenaline and he could feel the crash that came after a fierce adrenaline rush creeping up on him. 
 
   It was Pedryn who spoke.
 
   “It has been many centuries since there has been a warrior so great amongst us that he could defeat a dragon single-handedly. The last great warrior perished in the battle that killed both him and the dragon he fought against. Gundlach Dragonsbane! He is a legend amongst the dvergers. And now we have another! Guerreiro Dragonsblight! Hail!”
 
   The other dvergers repeated the call, banging their gauntleted fists against their chests in a barbaric salute.
 
   “Hail Dragonsblight!”
 
   Eric stood there in silence, unsure of how to respond to the salute. He had done what needed to be done. His instinct and rage had taken over and in the end it had killed the dragon. Somehow in the midst of it, he’d also won the loyalty of a dozen dvergers.
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   The dverger army sprawled across the bottom of the canyon in a motley formation as they marched forward, the ballista and siege weaponry bound on carts and pulled by teams of mules. Eric had been mildly surprised to see the dvergers using animals as normal as mules, but when he had inquired of Torsten about them one evening the cleric had told him that the animals had come with them during the Breaking. 
 
   When Eric and his squad had joined back up with the dverger army, there had been an uproar, both because of Eric’s being declared a Guerreiro and the fact that he had slain a dragon single-handedly. Most of the dvergers couldn’t decide which they found more important, that he was a human profaning one of their holy weapons, or that he was a powerful enough warrior to obliterate the skull of a dragon. Several fights and more than one argument had broken out about it already. At least now he had the full support and respect of his squad, all of whom proudly displayed the horns of the dragon he had slain to any who questioned him. Even Waelin, who had despised him, now loudly hailed him as “Dragonsblight” and defended him against spurious assault, both physical and verbal.
 
   Torsten had laughed with some great inner delight when Eric had turned up with his squad bearing the horn trophy. After healing Eric’s twisted ankle with a quick prayer and a burst of white light, the cleric had promptly taken Eric to the King’s tent where the War Council had convened and shown him in without any sense of preamble. He had caused an immediate uproar amongst the clan chiefs, but apparently had gained great honor for his Clan. 
 
   Gamal, clan chief of Ragnar Clan and the dverger who Eric had punched in the first War Council, had been openly angry and suspicious, but the majority of the clan chiefs had declared the dragon’s defeat as a further sign that Eric was indeed a Guerreiro chosen by Atelho to help the dverger people. They had opened large casks of ale and mead and had poured toasts all around, hailing Eric’s victory and praising his strength.
 
    Torsten later told him that by the end of the drinking and songs of war, even Jorund and Haefnir of the Fenrirbane and Gaeslingr Clans were speaking openly with Diarf, clan chief of the Deepgarth, about his fighting alongside them, something that had never happened before between the clans. It was all political maneuvering, which Eric cared little about, but his actions in killing the dragon had at least assured him of being a player in the political arena instead of a pawn.
 
   Several larger scouting parties were sent out the next morning to ensure that the lone dragon Eric had killed was indeed alone. Eric had been reluctant to move on before ensuring that no other dragons were going to slip behind the advancing army and attack the people he’d left behind. He had made that mistake once. He was not going to let it happen again. 
 
   Olan had allowed the army to stay until midday when the patrols reported back that there were no other dragon pits found in the area. After the report, Eric and his squad were brought to the fore of the army as it marched, a position of honor. Clan chiefs and other warriors moved to the fore in the disorganized march to congratulate him, and Eric responded as little as possible. He found it all very cloying and often found himself absently twirling Valundnir in his hands, longing for something to fight, for some action outside the tedium of the marching and chatter. 
 
   Throughout it all, Torsten and Pedryn stayed close by his side, steering conversations and passing along pieces of information that Eric was able to store away for later use. 
 
   Gamal was the only one of the clan chiefs who stayed conspicuously absent from the head of the convoy as they marched. Eric didn’t care if he ever saw the dverger again, but Torsten had mentioned his concern at the clan chief’s absence more than once. The cleric worried that Gamal was plotting something, a political gambit to either discredit or undermine Eric’s newfound popularity and authority.
 
   “How far would you say we are from the valley?” Torsten asked, bringing Eric out of his thoughts.
 
   They had passed through the outskirts of Moab a few hours before, scaring up a band of marauders that had been quickly dispatched by one of the scouting parties before Eric could join in the action. The dead city had been picked clean and was now little more than a ghost town. Eric felt a twinge of sadness as they had passed through the middle of the ruins, the only things that remained to provide a testament to the thousands of people who had once lived, worked, and thrived within them. He hoped that some of them had managed to escape the initial attacks, but he doubted that any of them actually had. Hubris was the fatal flaw of humanity as a whole, and millions had died proving it. The weak perished while the strong and the prepared survived. Eric took a moment to study the scenery around them and did a quick mental calculation based off his memories of the area.
 
   “Another day or two I would imagine is all, Torsten,” Eric answered. 
 
   Eric liked the jovial cleric, though he was wary of him as well. The dverger was so unlike the rest of his race in some ways that Eric wasn’t sure what to think. It was true that Torsten could throw down a mug of mead as readily as any other dvergers, but the cleric was also thoughtful and not prone to making rash decisions. Being a cleric, he had powers that the other dvergers did not, as demonstrated with his healing of Eric’s twisted ankle. There was also a deep underlying cunning to him that was evident in the way he manipulated the dvergers around him. Eric himself was too much an observer of others to not notice Torsten’s carefully timed insertions into the dverger politics. For whatever Olan said about being King, Torsten truly commanded the dverger nation.
 
   “The scouting parties will confirm that,” Pedryn grunted from a few feet behind. 
 
   Pedryn was as dverger-like as they came: stolid, stubborn, and not given to explaining himself. He often used his fists to sort out arguments and differences of opinion amongst the other dvergers in Eric’s squad. When anyone other than Torsten was around, he was a silent observer, though the cleric managed to bring out the conversationalist within him. The rest of Eric’s squad, arrayed in loose formation behind Pedryn, found this only slightly better than the gruff dverger’s usual approach, since Pedryn’s tongue could be every bit as blunt and forceful as were his fists. 
 
   He was also a Stonewalker. Eric wasn’t sure what that meant, but Torsten had mentioned it being the reason that the dverger never seemed to wear shoes of any kind.
 
   “Of course,” Torsten replied to Pedryn with a nod.
 
   It was the most either of them had said since they had passed through Moab. 
 
   Runners were constantly passing by on their way to converse with Olan where he marched a little further up the column, bringing him messages from the clan chiefs and from the scouting parties. Eric shook his head. They weren’t really scouting parties, more like advance guards. Dvergers were not built for silent observation.
 
   “Why aren’t you up there with Olan?” Eric asked Torsten, more to have something to say than out of any real interest in the answer. He was bored with the slow, silent marching, and welcomed even the slightest diversion.
 
   “I have no desire to engage in politics,” Torsten said with a wry smile. Eric snorted and Torsten laughed.
 
   “If that’s true then I’m a bearded gnome,” Eric said. 
 
   “Things are far more interesting here with you, Guerreiro,” Torsten said with a wink. “Here comes Gamal now. I was wondering when he’d make his move. His honor would allow nothing less and he has already waited long enough.”
 
   Eric glanced over his shoulder and saw a group of dvergers pushing their way through the ranks of warriors, Gamal at their head, his armor glistening in the subdued sunlight. Most of the warriors gave way before him, though Eric’s squad formed into a wall of shields to bar their way. The rest of the column continued onward, though there were a few that remained to see what would happen. Pedryn moved back to stand in the middle of the wall of shields and glared at Gamal’s approach over the backs of the dverger footmen. 
 
   The clan chief stomped up to the wall of shields and pressed his face up as close to it as he could, his expression one of obvious anger and contempt.
 
   “Order these men to lower their shields and let me pass,” Gamal yelled as the dvergers who’d accompanied him fingered their weapons and growled at the dvergers blocking their way. “I am clan chief of the Ragnar Clan!” 
 
   Pedryn stared uncaringly back at him, his eyes cold and his mace in his hands. He was a picture of indifference.
 
   “Let him through, Pedryn,” Torsten said. “There is no honor in defying a clan chief.”
 
   Pedryn glanced at Eric, who shrugged, before ordering the dvergers to stand down and let Gamal pass. They complied reluctantly. The clan chief shoved his way through the line as soon as they started lowering their shields and marched up within a few feet of Eric. Slowly, almost ceremoniously, he removed the helm from his head and tossed it at Eric’s feet. The dvergers in Eric’s squad roared in protest as the helmet bounced once in the dirt and rolled on top of Eric’s booted feet.
 
   “I challenge this human to the rigors of Holmganga. I deny his right to Valundnir and his names as both Guerreiro and Dragonsblight!” Gamal declared in a voice that rang into the air and silenced the angry yells from Varin and the other dvergers.
 
   Torsten stepped up behind Eric and whispered in his ear, “If you don’t accept the challenge you will lose Valundnir forthwith and all your titles automatically. I would advise you to accept the challenge.”
 
   Eric pushed the cleric away and picked up the helmet from off the ground. He had already planned to accept it. Varin had told him what he would face and he was prepared to respond. He felt a thrill of excitement as he casually tossed the helmet back into the dirt at Gamal’s feet. 
 
   A part of him wondered at the excitement, though it was a small part and easily ignored. Holmganga would be a welcome relief to the boredom of the last few days.
 
   “I accept.” 
 
   “What’s all this then?” Olan said in the silence that followed.
 
   Eric turned to look over his shoulder at the approaching dverger king. Either someone had gone to get him or he had noticed himself, but either way he did not look happy. Several heavily armored guards accompanied him, opening a path for the king with the butts of their ceremonial spears. 
 
   It was Gamal who answered. “I have challenged the human to Holmganga and denied his right to Valundnir and the title and honor that go with it.”
 
   “And the title of Dragonsblight, don’t forget that.” Torsten added dryly. 
 
   Gamal inclined his head slightly toward the cleric.
 
   “We don’t have time for this now, Gamal!” Olan shouted. “And you can’t invoke the right of Holmganga during times of war.”
 
   “Technically, he can.” Torsten interjected quietly, as a number of the dvergers that had come with Gamal roared in protest, attracting the attention of the passing dvergers from the main body of the army. “We have never formally declared Enclave Laws. Gamal is well within his right. The Guerreiro has already accepted the challenge.”
 
   Olan deflated somewhat at that, but he was not done. “Fine then, but as King I declare that it must be decided here and now! They must both pick their Arbiter’s and decide this within the hour. I’ll not have this contest delay our march.” 
 
   Eric internally scoffed at the King’s pretense. It was obvious that he had little real authority and that Torsten would get his way no matter what.
 
   “Torsten,” Varin interjected, “this is idiocy. The Guerreiro has already been chosen by Valundnir and accepted by Atelho or else the weapon would not have heeded his calls and helped him defeat the dragon. You must put a stop to this!” 
 
   The dvergers in Eric’s squad shouted their agreement as the warriors that came with Gamal fingered their weaponry angrily. 
 
   Torsten sardonically shook his head and smiled. “Atelho is bound by the rules of honor He created. He cannot simply ignore them without succumbing to Chaos. Gamal is well within his rights since Holmganga is ignorant of rank or station.”
 
   “Ridiculous!” Varin spluttered.
 
   “Enough!” Olan roared, grabbing a nearby dverger’s shield and axe and banging them together to drown out the ensuing protests and noise. “It is done! The next dverger who speaks will taste the blade o’ my axe! Choose your Arbiter’s and perform the Holmganga!” 
 
   Eric arched an eyebrow at Torsten, who grinned back at him.
 
   “The Arbiters represent the participants in the debate over rules and winnings,” the cleric explained. “Long ago the participants decided for themselves, but this led to unfair contests and fighting before the rules had even been agreed upon.”
 
   Gamal had already returned to the group of warriors who had accompanied him and was arguing with them heatedly.
 
   “So I can have anyone as my Arbiter?” Eric asked, absently rubbing a thumb over the metal etchings on Valundnir’s head.
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “Well, then I choose Pedryn.”
 
   Pedryn’s eyes widened slightly as Eric spoke his name, the only evidence of his surprise. He nodded solemnly and turned in Gamal’s direction.
 
   “I will arbitrate on behalf of the Guerreiro!” he shouted formally.
 
   Gamal looked over at him and scowled. The clan chief grabbed one of the dvergers from his clan and shoved him forward. The dverger looked a little disgruntled, but he inclined his head towards Pedryn and shouted in return.
 
   “I, Gamlin, son of Gamal, will arbitrate on behalf of the Chief of the Ragnar Clan.”
 
   Roars of approval sounded from all the gathered dvergers as the two Arbiters pushed their way out of the throng and walked off a measured distance to discuss the terms of the Holmganga in private. 
 
   The crowd that gathered to witness the match grew considerably in an incredibly short amount of time. Hundreds of dvergers milled about near where Eric stood with Torsten, Olan, and the others, shouting boisterously amongst themselves over who they thought would be the victor and various other subjects. Money exchanged hands and bets were placed as if the contest was some sort of popular sport. 
 
   Eric turned to Torsten and signaled that he wanted to talk to the dverger alone. Torsten walked over to him with a small grin playing about his bearded lips.
 
   “Why is Gamal doing this?” Eric asked quietly, feeling an odd mixture of irritation and excitement. “Isn’t slaying a dragon enough to satisfy you people that I can be trusted? What game is he playing?”
 
   Torsten’s grin grew wider and he took a step closer to Eric, placing one hand on Valundnir’s head. As he did so, Eric felt a sudden, powerful surge of warmth leap from the weapon and into his body, suffusing him with such energy and strength that he felt he might burst with it. He started shaking slightly as he tried to contain it.
 
   “He wants Valundnir,” Torsten whispered softly, his eye locked with Eric’s. “He is using the excuse that you dishonored him in the first War Council to try and win Valundnir from you. He has always been ambitious. He was jealous and angry when Valundnir chose its last master over him. He wants it now and if he has to kill you, then he will.”
 
   Eric felt his anger well up within him. Fierce and searing, it tore through him and burned away thought and reason. Valundnir was his. The weapon had chosen him. He was not going to give it up—no matter the cost, especially not to an upstart clan chief who couldn’t swallow his own pride.
 
   “He shall not get it,” Eric growled through gritted teeth, turning to face Gamal. His vision showed red around the edges, and he found himself with Valundnir somehow within his grasp.
 
   “Easy, Guerreiro. You must wait for the official declaration to be made.”
 
   Somehow Torsten’s words broke through the shield of anger within his mind and Eric stopped, glaring over impatiently at where Pedryn and Gamlin were discussing the Holmganga. He no longer heard the shouts of the dvergers gathered to watch the spectacle or the protests of his squad. He no longer saw anything except for Gamal and the two Arbiters. Somewhere in the back of his mind a small voice whispered at him to wait, holding him in place like an anchor against the storm as he burned with waves of energy and strength that crashed against the confines of his body and longed to be set free. The voice was familiar, though he could not place it in his anger. 
 
   He didn’t have long to wait as the two dvergers soon rejoined the throng. Their faces were grim, but they both turned and faced their respective participants and intoned in unison.
 
   “The rules have been set, the Holmganga will soon begin!”
 
   Pedryn walked towards Eric as Gamlin walked to his father. Pedryn opened his mouth to speak but stopped as his eyes fell upon Eric’s angry face. His bushy eyebrows came together in a worried frown, but, after a quick glance at Torsten, continued.
 
   “Gamlin and I will mark the boundaries of the designated area. There will be no weapons. We agreed that in order to fully justify the level of honor being contested, we needed to follow the most traditional and basic rules. The victor takes everything the loser has—it is a bare-handed fight to the death.”
 
   “So be it,” Eric growled, reaching behind him and dropping Valundnir into Torsten’s waiting hands. The small voice questioned the necessity of a death match, but the rage and anger within him welcomed the finality of it.
 
   Pedryn looked over at Torsten again with confusion evident in his questioning gaze, but the cleric shook his head and gave a flat grin. 
 
   Gamal was quickly divesting himself of weapons and armor. The barrel-chested dverger stripped down to just his thick leather leggings and stepped past his son. His arms were thick and muscled, covered in a heavy layer of curly brown hair that extended down his torso and covered his front half. 
 
   Eric removed his shirt and tossed it to the ground. Laughter erupted from the crowd, though there was no humor in it. Though Eric was fit and well-muscled, standing taller than the dverger by nearly a foot, he looked scrawny when compared to Gamal’s sheer muscle and bulk. 
 
   Eric felt nothing through the sea of anger and mist of red that clouded his mind. His vision excluded all else from sight but the dverger who desired Valundnir for his own.
 
   Pedryn stepped off to Eric’s left as Gamlin mirrored the action on Gamal’s right side, marking off the edges of the field of battle. There was a moment’s pause and then they both nodded, signaling the contest to begin.
 
   Eric immediately exploded into action, surging forward in a burst of speed that cut the distance between him and Gamal in seconds. The dverger grunted and lowered his head into the charge. Eric slammed into him, bringing clenched fists down on Gamal’s shoulder near the collarbone before the ricocheting force from the collision knocked him backwards. 
 
   Gamal shrugged off the blow, reaching out with surprising agility, wrapping a powerful hand around Eric’s lower calf, and dragging him backward towards him as if he were a small child. 
 
   Eric kicked out with his other foot and felt it connect with Gamal’s wrist; the dverger’s grip slackened. Eric pulled free and swung his legs back around, driving his foot into the back of Gamal’s knee. The force of the blow would have felled any human, but the stolid dverger merely grunted and sent a kick in Eric’s direction. It connected with Eric’s side as he was getting to his feet, and Eric heard at least one of his ribs break as he was sent rolling through the dirt. He didn’t feel the pain of the injury through the waves of warmth and adrenaline that were coursing through his veins. 
 
   He continued the roll, then dove to the left as Gamal lumbered passed him, missing trampling Eric by mere inches. Eric leapt to his feet and took an open stance as the dverger turned about, neither as quick nor as agile as his human opponent. 
 
   Gamal grimaced and balled his fists, stepping forward with a roundhouse blow. Eric ducked backwards and then lashed out with two rapid punches to the dverger’s face. They opened a cut on the dverger’s lower lip which immediately began to bleed, but it may as well have been a nosebleed for all it affected Gamal. 
 
   The dverger roared and dove forward unexpectedly, wrapping Eric in a crushing embrace and bearing him to the ground underneath him. Eric struggled to get out from beneath the dverger’s suffocating weight as Gamal rained jarringly powerful blows down upon his face. Eric felt his nose break and his jaw dislodge from its socket as he fought to get away, tears automatically springing into his eyes at the pain that cut through his slowly darkening vision. Splotches of light shone like stars against the grayish-red corners of his sight, throbbing with each successive hit.
 
   Eric roared in rage and brought his knee up, hitting a crushing blow between the dverger’s legs that sent Gamal toppling off of him. Eric scrambled to his feet drunkenly, almost falling from the suddenly rush of blood to his head and the effects of the damage done to his face. 
 
   The watching dvergers shouted angrily at the cowardly move, but Torsten silenced them with a shout. 
 
   Eric’s vision swam with a mixture of red and black mist and he staggered a little as he tried to blink away the confusion and tears. Adrenaline pumped through him along with a fresh wave of rage and energy and the cloudiness left his eyes, leaving only the red haze of his anger. His lungs heaved as he gasped for breath and Gamal got to his feet clutching his groin. Eric tasted blood and spat, sending a stream of saliva and blood onto the ground at Gamal’s feet.
 
   The dverger bellowed in a rage of his own and charged, but Eric was not about to be taken to the ground again. Even through his rage, the small voice in his mind warned him that he would not survive another encounter with the dverger’s meaty fists. Eric spun to one side and dodged Gamal’s outstretched hands. Eric staggered as he turned, but managed to trip the dverger up as he passed, sending him sprawling into the dirt. Eric was on top of him in an instant, his knees pressed up against the dverger’s shoulders. One hand snaked out and cupped around the dverger’s bearded chin, the other crossing along the back of Gamal’s head to grasp him just behind the ear.
 
   Instantly two opposing forces reared up in Eric’s mind, clamoring for control. The small voice yelled at him to stop, cutting through fires of anger and rage like a knife. The voice struggled against the irrationality of the situation. There was no need to kill the dverger. The question had been decided and Holmganga’s tenets honored. This was barbarism. It was murder! 
 
   Eric’s grip slackened and Gamal struggled to his feet with Eric on his back. The rage fought back and Torsten’s words echoed across his mind. Gamal would kill him to get Valundnir. Gamal would kill him out of jealousy and spite. 
 
   The two opposing forces teetered for a pregnant moment and then the rage burned away the small voice. Strength flowed through Eric’s body and, with a primordial roar of defiance, Eric planted his feet and jerked with all his strength. His hands flew in opposite directions and Gamal’s neck snapped with a sudden violent crack that seemed to echo in the stunned silence. 
 
   Eric’s lungs heaved as he let go of the dverger and Gamal’s body flopped forward onto the ground, his dead eyes staring upwards blankly. Eric threw his head back and flung his arms into the air, Valundnir appearing in his hands in a coalescence of shadow a light. He roared his triumph into the hazy sky then toppled face forward into the dirt, unconscious.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Eric became aware of himself suddenly, as if awakening from a dream. He was lying on something soft and lumpy. His eyes were closed, but light shone through the lids, giving them a reddish cast. The memory of the Holmganga came flooding back to him in a rush of images and sounds, giving him a splitting headache. 
 
   He reached up to feel his face, but a firm hand stopped him.
 
   “I wouldn’t if I were you,” Torsten’s voice said. “There was more damage than I could repair. You’ve been out for almost a full day.”
 
   Eric opened his eyes and saw Torsten’s face peering down at him. There was an indescribable, ancient sadness in his expression as he looked down at Eric—as if he bore a grief that was more than he could bear. There was bitterness in his eyes as well, deep and profound. Eric blinked and Torsten’s expression cleared, though Eric could still see a hint of the bitterness within the cleric’s eyes.
 
   “What do you mean?” Eric asked his voice surprisingly strong.
 
   “See for yourself I guess.” Torsten said resignedly. The dverger picked up a small mirror and handed it to Eric.
 
   With some trepidation at the thought of what Natalie would think if he came back disfigured, Eric lifted the mirror up to eye level and looked into it. His face, perfectly smooth and fully healed, stared back at him. 
 
   Torsten roared with laughter, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “I can’t heal ugly or stupid!” He snatched the mirror away before Eric could throw it.
 
   Eric gave the cleric a sarcastic grin and sat up. He was in a small tent on a bed of small round cushions. The sounds of the dverger army making camp came from outside the tent door, which was fastened shut. Valundnir lay at the foot of the makeshift bed, lying innocently upon the ground. At the sight of the weapon, memories of his victory in the Holmganga flashed through his mind. Gamal’s unseeing eyes stared at him accusingly, awakening overwhelming feelings of guilt and remorse deep within him. 
 
   “What have I done?” he asked, shuddering. He sent a silent prayer heavenward, asking for strength and forgiveness.
 
   Torsten looked at him, and Eric was again overcome by the weighty sadness and bitterness that crossed the dverger’s face. “You have done what was required of you by the laws of Holmganga. You preserved your own life by taking another’s.” 
 
   With a start, Eric recognized the small voice that had spoken within his mind during the contest. It had been Torsten holding the rage and fury in check. Eric didn’t know what to say to him, so he said nothing other than to silently agree with Torsten’s softly spoken words. Necessity had been the deciding factor when the choice still hung in the balance. 
 
   No, a small voice whispered in the back of his mind, it wasn’t necessary. Eric reached up a hand and massaged his temples. He could have stopped it, there at the end, but the thrill of power, anger, and energy that had washed through him at the last, had burned away any final resistance. And, if Eric was honest with himself, he wasn’t sure he hadn’t wanted it to end that way. Valundnir was changing him. Logically, it wasn’t possible for a hammer, an inanimate object with no explainable will of its own, to influence Eric’s actions, but it was. It was only in moments like this, when the hammer was away from him, that he was able to escape the hammer’s siren call. But that power . . . 
 
   Eric shuddered again and almost unconsciously reached for Valundnir. The weapon materialized in his hands with a shower of bronze sparks. A new strength surged through him and he was able to suppress the shame that threatened to subdue him. Instead, he grinned.
 
   “So I won?” Eric asked, getting to his feet and realizing that he was ravenously hungry. 
 
   Torsten nodded and pulled a platter of meat and hardtack from behind him as if reading Eric’s mind, which Eric suspected he could actually do.
 
   “You have won, though more, I think, than what you realize. There has been a lot of political scrambling and posturing going on. The clans nearly split at one point during the debate, and Enclave Law had to be declared to stop the entire Ragnar Clan from attempting to challenge you to Holmganga one by one until one of them killed you. By rights you are now the clan chief of the Ragnar Clan.”
 
   Eric stopped chewing halfway through a mouthful of meat and looked up at Torsten to see if he was serious.
 
   “I recommend you denounce the title,” Torsten said seriously. “There is too much at stake. Most of the clans support you, but Ragnar and the other smaller clans have banded together under Gamlin’s leadership. We can’t afford a division amongst the clans on the eve of battle.”
 
   Eric didn’t care about the politics. He was his own master now, and that was all he cared about. He reached out for another piece of meat and was surprised to find the platter empty.
 
   “Whatever you think is best,” Eric said, resting one hand on Valundnir’s haft.
 
   “Dverger honor has changed much in these past years,” Torsten said softly, almost to himself as he left the tent. “It was never meant to be thus. Chaos is taking hold in the hearts of Úndin’s children and their creations.”
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   Eric stared off into the distance, his chin resting on top of Valundnir’s head. The weapon thrummed in his hands. The clouds and gloomy haze of ash were a perfect backdrop to his dejected spirit and brooding mind. The dverger army had been camped at the mouth of the valley for several days and Eric had grown restless. He had become boorish and easily irritable and had escaped to think in seclusion. 
 
   His eyes drifted northwards, taking in the barren landscape around him. Images of Natalie played across his mind. He wondered what she was doing and how she was coping with being pregnant. Part of him was glad he was missing out on all the moodiness and morning sickness, but then again, he also wished for nothing more than to be there with her now.
 
   Eric heard a dverger approaching. 
 
   “Tell me of Atelho, Torsten,” he said.
 
   With a laugh, the cleric walked into view and took a seat at Eric’s side. There was a note of satisfaction in his voice when he finally chose to speak, as if he had expected Eric to eventually ask. For just a moment, the cleric reminded Eric of the missionaries that had so often come knocking at his door before the world had changed forever.
 
   “Atelho is the father of the dvergers. He created them and toiled with them until they were ready to care for themselves. Some who were closest to him became his clerics, tasked with teaching the people his tenets. They were granted power to protect and defend the people and to help guide them to do his will.”
 
   “What are his tenets?”
 
   “The first is the most powerful. It speaks of honor and dverger duty. You already know it. ‘Even in the more impenetrable darkness, a single solitary flame can banish the night.’ 
 
   “The second speaks to our nature. ‘Like the rock of the earth from whence you came, you are weathered and worn, but never broken.’ 
 
   “And the third speaks of life. ‘The best gems are found in the deepest, darkest caves—furthest from the light—but to enjoy them, they must be brought back into it.’”
 
   Eric turned to look over at Torsten with an eyebrow raised.
 
   “Those sound awfully poetic to be the tenets of such a violent race.”
 
   Torsten’s brow furrowed and he looked, for a moment, as if he were about to snap off an angry retort, but then he sighed and looked down at his booted feet. He produced a pipe from somewhere and lit it from a small flame that appeared over his thumb. He puffed in silence for a few minutes, blowing the smoke out in flowing gray streams that were lost within the amorphous ash.
 
   “We were not always this way. Dvergers are craftsmen, not warriors, though they have become such. Over time, honoring the will of Atelho has become just an excuse for pride. Immovability from the ways of Atelho has become stubbornness. Faith and duty has become self-righteousness. Even Holmganga has turned from a friendly test of skill and strength to a brutal violent show of posturing and politics. None of us are who we once were. Atelho grieves for the loss of his children.”
 
   “Then why doesn’t he do anything about it?”
 
   “He is, Eric,” Torsten said with a small smile, “and so am I. But dvergers are like the stone. The first root that makes its way into the rock is not what changes it, but the last—the is one that finally pushes it to become something else.”
 
   “Broken rock is just sand, you know,” Eric said.
 
   “And sand, over time, becomes rock once more. Under the right conditions anyway.”
 
   “You have a lot of faith in him, don’t you?” 
 
   Eric caught Torsten’s gaze and held it. For a moment, a faint glimmer of power radiated from the dverger’s blue eyes.
 
   “I do, and from this faith I have gained true power. I can feel it, others can see it. But I had to believe first. As do you. You make a good show of believing, with your prayers each morning and night here, but I’m not sure you really believe.”
 
   “It’s not that simple.” Eric turned away and gazed northward again. Valundnir thrummed softly in his hands, but faded swiftly.
 
   “It’s not that complicated either. It’s a choice. You either believe or you don’t.”
 
   “I do believe, Torsten. Really, I do. It’s just that I’m here on my own and no one has to look up to me. No one is looking to me for leadership. I don’t have a clue what I’m supposed to do. In the compound, with Natalie and Dan and the others, I knew what to do. I was the leader. So I did what they needed. I acted how they expected me to act. But now they’re gone. I’m alone. All I have left is my faith to comfort me. It’s the one great constant in my life.”
 
   Surprise and anger crossed Eric’s face when Torsten laughed. Valundnir flared in his grip and it was all Eric could do to contain the sudden desire to strike at the dverger.
 
   “Don’t look like that, Eric. You think you’re not a leader now? Do you think you weren’t alone when you were with your own kind? Open your eyes. You are the first human Guerreiro ever. You represent humanity in the eyes of the dverger people. You are leading them, even if they don’t know it. There is never one so alone as is a leader. No friends, no counselors. When decisions are made, it all rests on your shoulders. You learn to live with the weight or it breaks you. That’s what makes your faith, any faith, so important.”
 
   Valundnir slipped from Eric’s slacked grip. It sunk a few inches into the ash and lay still.
 
   “The question becomes, are you really a leader or are you content to follow and let others take up the burden that was supposed to be yours?”
 
   “I don’t know if I can do it alone,” Eric said.
 
   “You’ve been doing it already. You do what you must—loneliness is a part of leadership. Atelho keeps me strong, but that is a test of faith. You need to strengthen the faith you have within yourself, Eric. Nurture it. Let it grow. And if you must, let Valundnir give you strength.”
 
   Eric sighed and shook his head.
 
   “I’ll do what I can, Torsten. I’ll do what I can.”
 
   “No, you will do what you must.” Gone was the lighthearted tone and the glimmer of mischief in Torsten’s eye. He spoke with intensity and bluntness now. “You must hold onto your faith. Whether it be in Atelho or in your own God, you cannot let it go. Soon there may come a time when the fates of lives rest on your shoulders and you must take it upon you. “
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Torsten’s smile suddenly returned and he slipped his pipe back into his mouth and puffed at it. “Nothing at all,” he said around the stem of his pipe. “And everything. It’s a failing of mine, I admit. I just worry about what will happen to the people when I’m no longer here.”
 
   “You’re still young. Well, as far as I know. It’s hard to tell ages behind all those beards.”
 
   Torsten chuckled and blew a ring of smoke into the air. “I’m a lot older than you might think. Anyway, we should get back with the squad. Pedryn was beside himself when he saw that you’d slipped out of your tent. He almost Stonewalked just to find you despite being so close to the Browns.”
 
   “Well we can’t have that,” Eric said. “When all this is over, you’ll have to come back with me and meet Natalie for real. I think she’d like you.” 
 
   Torsten smiled. “I’d like that.”
 
   Eric returned the smile and then bent down to retrieve Valundnir from the ash. 
 
   Torsten got up as well and dusted the ash and dirt from his white robes. He stowed his pipe somewhere within its folds.
 
   “I’d best go see if Olan has managed to keep things afloat while I’ve been away,” Torsten finally said with another grin. He gave Eric a slight bow and turned away, disappearing around the bend of the hill with a little skip. 
 
   Eric smiled and shook his head.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Eric came awake suddenly, an internal instinct warning him of danger. It was dark inside the tent, but he rolled out of bed in an instant as something flashed and plunged into the cot where his chest had been only moments before. He leapt to his feet, Valundnir appearing in his hands with a burst of light. Bleary-eyed from sleep, he swung automatically at the shadowy outline of the assassin above the bed, but the figure dodged, entangling the war hammer in the bedclothes. Eric stumbled with the momentum of his swing and let go of Valundnir, which clattered to the ground as a thick cord was slipped over Eric’s neck from behind. Powerful hands pulled the cord taunt with a steady downward heave. Eric spluttered as his windpipe was crushed and he was pulled both down and back, almost sinking to his knees. His fingers scrambled on the cord trying to find a grip to pull back with, but the noose was pulled too tightly. 
 
   His lungs screamed for air and he felt himself weakening as he strained against the garrote. Out of the corner of his eye he saw another attacker leaping towards him, blade raised and gleaming. Eric kicked out, knocking the cot tumbling into the figure and sending them both into a heap of cloth, wood, and body. He felt a thick knobby knee press into the small of his back for leverage and he started to see stars. 
 
   Eric felt his anger rise and saw red in the corners of his eyes. He jerked his upper body backwards sharply, throwing his whole weight into the desperate move. The back of his skull connected with something soft that shattered under the heavy blow. There was no outcry of pain, but the grip on the cord slackened slightly, enough for Eric to reverse his momentum and half fall, half throw himself forward. His assailant was pulled up and over him to land spread-eagle on top of the other silent assassin, who was still struggling to untangle himself from the remnants of the broken cot.
 
   Eric gasped for breath even as he gestured and Valundnir materialized in his outstretched hand. He heard people rushing around outside as if removed from it, an echo upon his mind that he didn’t fully register. He swung downward and then up, using his entire body to drive the hammer head through the shattered cot and into one of his assailants with a sickening crunch. There was a mild explosion of white and gold light as Valundnir made contact, propelling both of Eric’s attackers backwards with enough force to tear through the wall of the tent and land in a tangled heap of flesh and debris on the ground outside.
 
   Pedryn, Varin, and the others burst into the tent, armed and clearly agitated, but upon seeing the state of the inside of the tent and Eric clearly unharmed they relaxed. Eric ignored them, pushing through the tear in the fabric wall and moving closer to the broken bundle of bed and body. Night had fallen and in the darkness the identity of his attackers remained hidden.
 
   “Someone bring me a torch!” he ordered. Someone ran off and came back bearing a smoldering brand.
 
   Pedryn and the dvergers under his command gathered close and Eric took the torch and tore back the blankets and cloth. Eric’s eyes widened as he looked down on the faces of two dvergers, though they were unlike any dverger he had ever seen. Though their bodies were only recently dead, the dvergers’ skin already had a bluish cast, as if deprived of oxygen. The eyes were clouded over in death, but the irises were also as black as coals. They were garbed in black and their bodies, though stockier by nature than men, were strangely disproportional. If Eric himself had not been the instrument of their demise he would have thought them dead a week or more.
 
   “Dverger?” Varin said aghast. “Why would dverger attack you?”
 
   Eric remembered Varin angrily claiming that humans were the only ones barbaric enough to try to murder him in his sleep. He chose not to bring it up. 
 
   “What clan are they from?” Waelin demanded, pushing past Varin and Pedryn to kneel next to one of the bodies, his face contorted in such anger that even Eric took a step back. The young dverger’s expression was reflected in the faces of all the dvergers present, quickly overcoming their shock.
 
   Waelin reached out to grasp one of the bodies by the tunic and heave him up when the body reached out with a clearly broken arm and grabbed Waelin’s extended wrist. Both bodies twitched and started to rise, the broken bones mending before the eyes of the horror-struck dvergers. Eric swung Valundnir with one hand, catching the arm of the dead creature at the elbow and smashing the joint to a bloody mass. Waelin tore free and ripped his axe from his belt, cutting into the undead creature before him. 
 
   The other corpse had made it to its feet, its lips splitting into a wide toothy grin. Pedryn was the closest and brought his heavy mace crashing down onto the creature’s skull. The bone collapsed inward with an audible, sickening crunch. The force of the blow obliterated the top of the creature’s skull, but its arms still reached upwards and its thick powerful fingers wrapped around Pedryn’s arms and started to squeeze. 
 
   Pedryn grunted, the only sign he gave of the pain he was feeling as the creature’s nails dug into his flesh and he bled freely. 
 
   Eric lashed out with the torch and the creature reacted to the flaming brand, cringing away and slackening its grip on Pedryn’s arm enough for the dverger to pull free, leaving bits of flesh behind on the creature’s nails. 
 
   Horns blared throughout the camp and shouting broke out around them as they fought.
 
   “Bring more torches!” Eric ordered, angrily thrusting the torch he held at the creature before him.
 
   Some dvergers ran to comply as more threw themselves onto the two undead monsters. Eric heard a pitiful scream of pain from Waelin’s direction, but couldn’t spare a moment to look. He and Pedryn fought the undead creature before them, watching in growing terror as the caved in skull forced itself slowly back outward, bone and flesh mending into a seamless surface in moments. Eric kept the creature at bay with the burning brand while Pedryn barreled in to attack knees and arms. One particularly powerful blow leveled the creature, sending it to the ground. A half a dozen dvergers piled on top of it and Eric shoved the torch into its face. 
 
   For the first time the creature showed signs of physical pain. It screamed as the flames and pitch burned into its face, an unearthly wail that pierced the night and tore at the soul with claws of ice. Eric dug the torch into the creature’s eye and pounded it home with a heavy blow from Valundnir. The half dozen dvergers on top of it scrambled to get free as it writhed in apparent agony, flames licking up its crushed face. A dverger ran forward and tossed a glass bottle of liquid onto the undead beast. When it shattered and the liquid hit the flames, the creature was consumed in a massive fireball. The creature lay still in the center of the inferno, mouth open in a silent scream of agony. Eric spun Valundnir around behind his back and heaved it forward with all his strength, sending the hammer end over end through the air. It struck the creature in the chest and blasted through it, leaving behind a ragged, burnt out husk that rapidly fell to dust. 
 
   The other creature, as if sensing the demise of its companion, grew frenzied in its attacks, though its arms and face has been reduced to tattered ribbons of flesh from Waelin’s repeated blows. Waelin himself lay unmoving on the ground, a half a dozen other dvergers holding the creature back with a mixture of torches and steel.
 
   Suddenly, Torsten appeared, his stark white robes seeming to glow in the darkness. A round metal amulet burned gold on his chest and Eric was overcome by the power that was radiating from the cleric. Torsten’s face was a mask of complete hatred and revulsion and his voice boomed out in revered prayers to his God. The dvergers around him fell back as the cleric walked steadily forward, his hands outstretched before him with a golden ball of pure flame dancing upon each palm. 
 
   If the first creature had been fearful of the flames, the remaining beast reacted with pure terror as it felt the cleric approach. Its head, dripping blood from a dozen open wounds, turned to gaze at the towering figure, the harbinger of its destruction. It took a step backwards as if to flee, but Torsten stopped it with a word.
 
   “Hold!” he commanded in a voice that rolled like thunder. “By Atelho’s might you shall not leave this place tonight. Begone you undead beast. Draugrsál are not meant to walk amongst the living!”
 
   The fires on Torsten’s palms brightened and golden light shot from them in uneven beams, crackling like lightning as it streaked through the air and struck the creature in the chest, burning holes as wide as Eric’s fist through flesh and bone. The wounds smoked and caught fire, and the undead monster shrieked its otherworldly call as golden flames consumed it. Within moments all that remained of the embodied nightmare was a pile of ash that was being blown away by the dry night breeze. Torsten’s magical flame went out, the amulet on his chest fading back to the cool white metal that blended into his robes.
 
   Eric looked around and took stock of the situation. Half a dozen dvergers lay bleeding on the ground, both armor and bone broken. Eric saw shields that had literally been torn asunder, evidence of the horror’s alien strength. A dozen more dvergers were wounded and bleeding, only their stubborn dverger constitutions keeping them sane and on their feet in the face of what had just occurred. Pedryn’s arms looked like they’d passed through a meat grinder, but he stumbled forward past Eric and dropped to the ground next to one of the broken forms on the ground. 
 
   Eric walked over, dragging Valundnir along the ground behind him, lacking the energy to replace the weapon at his belt. The hammer surged feebly in his hands, giving him only a momentary addition of energy and strength.
 
   Waelin’s face was a pulpy mass of bruised and battered flesh. One of his eyes was missing. Eric felt a surge of anger and got an answering surge of energy and strength from Valundnir as he looked down at the rest of Waelin’s broken body. His arms and ribs were crushed, as if he had been lodged under an enormous boulder. From the bruising, it was clear that the creature had embraced him and literally squeezed the life from his frame. Even in death Waelin still clutched his axe tightly in one hand. Pedryn reached out with uncharacteristic tenderness and crossed Waelin’s arms over his broken chest, gently removing the axe from his hand and placing it across his lap.
 
   “Be at peace, my son,” Pedryn said in a whisper. “You have fought the good fight. Rest in the arms of Atelho. May your voyage to the eternal rest in Úndin’s halls be swift and free of strife.”
 
   Eric felt his rage building as a single tear ran down Pedryn’s cheek, following the course of the crags and contours of the dverger’s weathered face. He had not known that Waelin was Pedryn’s son. He thought of his own unborn child, and the pain he’d feel if his child had been taken from him. His anger and rage built until he shook from the effort of trying to hold it in. He felt a hand on his shoulder and whirled about, almost bringing Valundnir to bear, but stopped himself at the last moment upon seeing Torsten’s beleaguered face. His rage dissipated somewhat at the cleric’s look, but it festered in the back of Eric’s mind.
 
   “Are you all right, Guerreiro?” Torsten asked. His voice cut through Eric’s fevered mind as it had during the Holmganga. “Did they injure you at all?” 
 
   Eric shook his head. 
 
   “Are you sure? Even the smallest nick from a Draugrsál’s blade can prove lethal.”
 
   Eric again shook his head, but Torsten looked him over anyway. 
 
   “I didn’t know Waelin was Pedryn’s son,” Eric muttered.
 
   “Most of the families stayed to the north of us, in one of our strongholds. Pedryn and his son decided to come with the armies instead of staying behind with their wives and mothers,” Torsten said in a heavy voice. “Now one of them will be remembered only as part of our honored dead.”
 
   The cleric looked weary, as if the effort of slaying the beast had cost him a great deal. His eyes drooped with sadness and pain as he turned to the next dverger after assuring that Eric was all right.
 
   “What were those things, Torsten?” Varin asked, his voice shaking slightly as the cleric healed his wounds.
 
   “Draugrsál,” Torsten replied in a pained voice. “The Soulless Dead. They are creatures for whom the afterlife was a place to be feared and from which they hoped to escape. They give up their eternal souls to Sayrin in exchange for everlasting life as his servants, sworn to do his bidding until the end of time.”
 
   “But they look like dvergers!” one of the dvergers said aghast.
 
   “You think that only men hold evil in their hearts?” Torsten snapped. “Do you think that because we are dvergers we are above fear, envy, greed, or pride? You are a fool! Don’t let the Father of Lies have a place in your hearts through your stubborn arrogance!” The dverger bowed his head in chagrin and Torsten immediately seemed to regret his words.
 
   “Forgive my harsh tone. We have been through much tonight and it is not yet over.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Eric asked instantly, Valundnir suddenly thrumming in his hands, giving fuel to the rage that was growing within him yet again.
 
   “Can’t you hear the sounds of battle?” Torsten said with an arched eyebrow. “There are more of them here! Haven’t you been listening? These are Sayrin’s assassins! There will be a pair attacking every clan chief, and only magic or fire can kill them!”
 
   It was as if the cleric’s words had flipped a switch in Eric’s mind as the sounds of fighting and the blaring of horns suddenly assaulted his ears. 
 
   Torsten stepped in close to Eric, tilting his head upward so that only Eric could hear his whispered command. “Lead them.”
 
   Power reared up from within Eric’s body. His whole being ached with it, commanding him to act. With a roar Eric charged off into the night, following the sounds of pitched battle and the unearthly wails of the Draugrsál. 
 
   Eric never remembered much from that night, though he knew that he battled many of the undead beasts. Pedryn, Torsten, and some others followed in his wake, torching the bodies of the Draugrsál as Eric smashed them to the ground in his anger. Valundnir fueled his rage and he fought on, pounding away at undead, bloated flesh until there was nothing left to fight, the last Draugrsál smoldering in ashes at his feet. It wasn’t until the first morning rays cut long streaks of red and gray across the sky and Valundnir rested once more at Eric’s belt that he looked out at the devastation and death that had been visited upon the dverger army. 
 
   The bodies of the slain numbered well into the hundreds. Torsten ran around with what healers there were amongst the dvergers, doing what he could in the wake of the terrible event. Pedryn and the few dvergers from Eric’s squad that still remained stayed close to their leader, slumped over their weaponry or resting upon their shields whenever they had a free moment. 
 
   Of the nine clan chiefs, four were dead. They found King Olan later that morning, his body stiff and blackened from the poisoned dagger that had been buried in his chest. Torsten removed the dagger gingerly from the wound and wrapped it in white cloth torn from his robes. The cleric was disheveled and his clothing stained in streaks of blood and ash.
 
   “What now, Torsten?” Varin said in despair, his face a gray mask. 
 
   Torsten looked up from where he was tending the dead monarch’s body; as he did so the faint sound of drums could be heard, carried down from the valley on the wind. There was a moment of stunned silence at the portents behind the sound before Torsten replied with a sidelong look at Eric. 
 
   “Now we go to war.”
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc436824766]Chapter 22
 
   Nepja leaned forward as he spoke, using his staff for support. His green eyes flashed from the shadowy depths of his hood, highlighting the passion with which he lectured. 
 
   Caleb forced himself to pay attention, though his mind was still weary, with internal struggles.
 
   “What you must realize is that the ideas you know as good and evil are merely two halves of a great circle, constantly striving against one another in an endless battle of titanic balance. Each has a purpose and a place in the universe. One without the other would mean the end of our existence. That is the way of it. These two forces, both positive and negative, must be in balance. Chaos cannot overpower Order and Order cannot undo Chaos.”
 
   “Úndin and Sayrin, you mean,” Sigvid interrupted, drawing an angry glare from the wizard.
 
   “You feeble-minded fools personify these forces as such. They are but idealized images of a greater understanding, simplified into a religion for the weak and uneducated. There is an opposition in all things. Every act that you call evil in this world has a purpose, a meaning. Every act of charity and compassion has a price to pay in balancing it with a negative force. What the Dragonlord is suggesting is to upset that balance and let Chaos into the world directly, destroying all life as we know it.”
 
   “You speak of Chaos as if it was a living thing and yet you say it is not Sayrin, the God of Evil.” Sigvid argued. 
 
   Many of the men in the room grumbled agreement.
 
   “What riddle is this?”
 
   “Chaos is Sayrin and Sayrin is Chaos,” Nepja responded, his voice impatient and snappy. “And yet Chaos is not Sayrin and Sayrin is not Chaos. Order and Chaos are life itself, playing a great game to achieve domination. They act through us to maintain their power and balance one another’s gains. It is the calling of the Highwizard of the Order of the Nine Towers to keep the balance, seeking those who Order and Chaos have chosen and placing them on the paths that lead to the ultimate balance of power upon which the universe survives. Since this joining of worlds, balance has been disrupted. Chaos must not be allowed to dominate this world, for if it does, all life, everywhere, will cease to exist.”
 
   Caleb looked at the faces of those around him, seeing their skepticism and confusion mirror his own. Mentally, Caleb could not fathom the depths of what Nepja was suggesting, but deep in his chest he felt peace and a reassuring comfort that what the wizard was saying rang true. The feeling calmed his troubled mind and alleviated the sorrow, guilt, and self-loathing that had threatened to overwhelm him. The Dragonlords were the key and somehow, Caleb knew, Nepja’s explanations would lead to them.
 
   “What would you have us do, Nepja?” he asked. The wizard looked up at him and smiled humorlessly. 
 
   Caleb stared back, unyielding, despite the cold shiver that ran down his back as he held Nepja’s gaze.
 
   “We must capture the Dragonlord Jarome and find out what he and this Loran plan.”
 
   The room erupted into angry yells at the declaration, shouting from everywhere at once so that it was impossible to tell what was being said. Lando, at Nepja’s side, frowned despondently but retained his silence. Caleb ran a hand though his hair and down the back of his neck. Apparently the soldiers didn’t trust Nepja as much as they’d appeared to.
 
   Finally, a single voice cut through the others.
 
   “This is complete madness!” Rothvar bellowed. “The red dragon will kill us all before we can even get close to the Dragonlord. I will not let me or mine become victims of your sorcerer’s ways!” The ancient dverger had been amongst those they had freed, along with his son Bothvar. Caleb had noticed them only vaguely upon entering the room, but they were the only representatives of the dvergers there other than Sigvid.
 
   “It is not your decision to speak for the dvergers,” Sigvid shouted back vehemently. “Under the laws of the Enclave, Caleb speaks with the voice of the dvergers! As Guerreiro, he is the highest ranked authority amongst us now.”
 
   Caleb registered Sigvid’s words with a slight note of panic. He had no desire to lead, nor had Sigvid informed him of the sudden responsibility. People tended to get killed around him. He did not want to be responsible for any more lost lives. He could see the distrust in the eyes of the men and dvergers around him. They thanked him for saving their lives from Thomas’s crazed attacks, but they also feared him for it. 
 
   “You’re not serious, Sigvid.” Rothvar pounded a fist into the table and gesticulated wildly with his other hand. “This human child does not speak for me, nor does he speak for the dvergers. And what Enclave? There are less than a score of us left!”
 
   Sigvid reared up to his not so incredible height and Caleb was struck by the majesty and regal bearing that came over his stocky friend. The others in the room, including Nepja, remained silent as the dvergers squared off in their jostling for power. Caleb realized that part of it was also a question of trust. Someone had betrayed the Enclave and let the golgent and wyrms in. He had no doubt that each suspected the other of being that traitor.
 
   “I have named him Guerreiro, and Faeranir stands testament to its truth. Atelho has spoken his acceptance; have you so little honor left that you will question the will of our God?” Sigvid’s voice was soft, but it bore the weight of unconscious authority and a veiled threat. 
 
   Rothvar’s eyes narrowed and it was apparent that he recognized the threat and the suspicion in Sigvid’s words. Bothvar angrily opened his mouth to speak, but Rothvar held up a wrinkled hand and he quieted.
 
   “I do not question Atelho’s word, Ferreiro.” Rothvar put a strange emphasis on the title, as if Sigvid had used an authority that was not his to use. “Only the title. A human cannot be a Guerreiro any more than a golgent can be a dverger.” 
 
   Sigvid’s eyes flashed and he took a step forward. Rothvar remained where he stood, but Bothvar took a half a step backwards.
 
   “You are not a clan chief. You are only part of the Governing Council in the Enclave. I am the Ferreiro! You will follow me should I ask it of you and I follow where Caleb leads.”
 
   Rothvar’s face hardened, but he said nothing. Sigvid took the ancient dverger’s silence for acceptance and turned back to Nepja with an angry grunt, not meeting Caleb’s eye. Caleb longed for more details, but he knew it was neither the time nor place for such a discussion. He would discuss it with Sigvid later. There was much he wanted to talk over with the pragmatic dverger. He hoped that Sigvid was not seriously asking him to lead the dverger people. 
 
   “That is all well and good dverger,” one of the men in the room interjected, “but we will not be a part of this! This is ludicrous! I’ll not waste the lives of my men on a suicide run on the word of this wizard.”
 
   “You will go because you must.” Nepja’s voice was icy, almost crackling with contempt and suppressed irritation.
 
   “I will not,” Marc protested, ignoring the warning looks Lando and some of the other men shot in his direction. “Those tunnels will be crawling with golgent and their ilk. We’ve seen the other dragons searching for us from the skies. It would be suicide!”
 
   “You will not be in the tunnels,” Nepja hissed, his eyes flashing.
 
   “What is your plan, wizard?” Sigvid asked, glancing once at Caleb, who shrugged. 
 
   Images from his dreams kept flashing through his mind, distracting him from the current conversation. His mind fixated on the parts of the dreams from his own history, struggling to piece together the clues that he was sure were there. Somehow all the dreams he had experienced, even the one of his wife’s beckoning call, were somehow linked and the Dragonlords were the key to that understanding.
 
   “The tactics are simple. Caleb, Sigvid, Lando, and I will sneak back through the tunnels to the Dragonlord’s Lair. I will keep the dragon at bay while Caleb, Sigvid, and Lando capture the Dragonlord. The rest of you will not be in the tunnels. We’ll need you on the surface, distracting the remnants of the Dragonhosts left here and the three other dragons. They will sense my magic once I begin, but by then it won’t matter. All we need is a distraction from the rest of you. Then you are free to go about whatever miserable lives that fate has meted out for you.” Nepja’s voice betrayed his scorn and derision for the men and dvergers with whom he spoke, a fact not lost on them.
 
   “How dare you condescend to us!” Rothvar barked over the protests of the others. “We’re not fodder to be fed to the wolves!”
 
   “Why don’t you just blow something up?” a soft voice asked. 
 
   It took Caleb a moment to realize the speaker was Lando. Those who knew the boy immediately quieted in a mixture of surprise and awe. Caleb blinked and the images in his mind faded. 
 
   Lando shuffled his feet sheepishly and shrugged. “I just thought it would be an easier way to distract the Dragonhosts than getting in a fight.” 
 
   One of the men laughed and a few others joined in.
 
   “It is at that,” Marc said as the laughter quieted. “And we have enough C4 and grenades to level a skyscraper. We can send the women, children, and the aged to hide in the hills along with some men and leave a small party behind to blow the building and provide cover. Well done, Lando.”
 
   Lando shrugged again and said nothing, though he smiled at the compliment. Caleb studied the boy, his own thoughts distracted and distant once more. The boy was obviously healing from whatever it was that had turned him inward. Caleb was not so sure it was a good thing.
 
   “How long will it take you to get ready?” Nepja asked insistently.
 
   “A few hours,” Marc answered curtly. “Long enough to gather supplies and organize the men.”
 
   “Where will you go?” Caleb asked. An image of the woman he had saved and her infant son flickered in his mind’s eye and then vanished. 
 
   Marc looked at him and said almost guardedly, “North.”
 
   “And the dvergers? After they have made sure the decoy works?” Sigvid asked, including both Rothvar and Caleb in his question. 
 
   Caleb didn’t answer. 
 
   Rothvar grimaced through his bushy white beard. “We will stay here and reclaim our Enclave if it is the last thing that we do.” 
 
   Sigvid once again looked at Caleb, who shrugged. He didn’t care what the dverger did afterwards. Rothvar scowled, but took Caleb’s shrug as acceptance.
 
   “So be it,” Nepja interrupted with a note of irritation. “Now to work! There is much to do and time runs apace!”
 
   Marc rolled his eyes, and Rothvar and Bothvar grumbled under their breath, but they drifted apart, exiting the room in small groups to make ready for the coming exodus. Nepja turned to Lando and drew him to a far corner of the room where they sat conversing softly. The youth looking very much at ease in the strange wizard’s presence. Caleb remained where he stood, gazing off into the distance. The images had begun to replay themselves in his mind. 
 
   “Are you all right, boy?” Sigvid asked kindly, his voice in stark contrast to the anger it had held previously.
 
   Caleb looked down at his stocky friend and considered the question. How could he tell the dverger everything that was going through his thoughts? How did someone tell a friend that they thought they were losing their own mind? How was he going to explain the hallucinations and images that flashed through his mind or explain the pressing need he felt to find a Dragonlord and wring from him the answers that he sought? Sigvid would not understand that, but he would understand the guilt Caleb felt at Thomas’s death.
 
   “I’m just struggling with what happened,” Caleb said quietly. “I can feel the others judging me for what I did. They’re grateful I saved their lives, but they fear me for it too.” It was only a portion of the truth, but it appeased Sigvid.
 
   “Bah,” the dverger said with a hearty slap to Caleb’s back. “You did what was right. Just think of that wee babe you held and you’ll know that. Let these fools think what they will. They owe you their lives. We all do.”
 
   Caleb shrugged and tried to look like he was focusing, though in truth he found it difficult. He absently put a hand on Faeranir’s cool metal limb on his shoulder and he felt his stress noticeably lessen and his mind clear. An image of the woman he’d saved and her infant son flashed through his mind and he suddenly realized that he would most likely never see them again after today. 
 
   Another thought crossed his mind just as quickly.
 
   “Will you be staying here with the rest of the dvergers?” he asked Sigvid in a neutral voice.
 
   Sigvid smiled ruefully and shook his head. “They can go boil their own heads trying to retake the Enclave. I won’t throw away my life on a quest doomed to failure.”
 
   Caleb smiled at the irony and chuckled. “Most people would consider taking on a Dragonlord just as foolish, I’m thinking.”
 
   “Most would, yes,” Sigvid agreed.
 
   Caleb smiled and decided that he wanted to say goodbye to the woman he’d saved before they left. He felt a special attachment to the woman and the small baby who had shown him such kindness in his moment of need. Besides, he didn’t even know her name yet.
 
   “I have some things I need to take care of before we go, Sigvid.” He turned to leave. “I’ll meet you in the basement in an hour.” 
 
   Sigvid nodded and walked off to talk with Nepja and Lando, who ceased their conversation immediately at his approach. 
 
   Caleb found the small young woman on the main floor, busy packing the meager supplies she had scrounged into a cloth bundle she could carry over one shoulder. Her baby lay sleeping in a bundle of clean cloth near her. She had changed clothes and had washed away the layers of dirt and grime that had covered her face. Her black hair glistened against her pale skin as she bent over to check on her son. 
 
   She looked up as he neared and gave him a small, knowing smile. “You’re not coming with us.” 
 
   Caleb saw the hidden sorrow in her eyes and realized with a start that she had been hoping he would. She reminded him of Rachel, and the child was almost exactly the same age Benson was when he’d died. The similarity was both comforting and painful at the same time.
 
   “No, I’m not. But I wish I was,” he said honestly. There was too much that he needed to do, too many questions that needed answering. “I’m afraid I don’t even know your names.”
 
   “I’m Ashley.”
 
   Caleb reached out a hand and placed it on top of hers. She didn’t draw away, but a tear rolled down her cheek and splashed onto her arm. Ashley turned away for a moment, but only to pick up her baby and hold him close, placing her head on Caleb’s shoulder. Caleb felt uncomfortable for a moment, as if woman’s actions were somehow betraying his wife’s memory, but then he pushed the discomfort aside. He’d protected Ashley and her son, saved them from death. The feelings he felt for her was as a protector, not a lover.
 
   “I’ve decided to call him Caleb,” she continued softly. “One day he’ll know of the man who gave up so much to save him and his mother.”
 
   Caleb felt a lump well up in his throat and his vision blurred with burgeoning tears. Despite that, he smiled down at her and nodded.
 
   “I have to go, Ashley,” he said softly, stepping back. “Be safe.”
 
   She nodded and then stood up on the tips of her toes to kiss him on the cheek.
 
   “May God watch over and bless you always, Caleb.” She turned, snatched up the rest of her bundle with one hand and then almost ran down the hall and through a door.
 
   Caleb brushed away the tears that stained his cheeks and headed for the basement, ignoring the looks of the men and dvergers he passed as he walked. He needed answers and Dragonlord Jarome was going to provide them. 
 
   Recognition hit him like a bolt of lightning, stopping him in his tracks. The Red Dragonlord from his dream had been called Jarome! There was a chance, however slim, that it was the same one. 
 
   There was another sudden jolt of understanding as he realized that within the dream there had been dragons fighting dragons once again, as they had in a previous dream when the gold and the red dragons had fought against one another. The white dragon, for all its ferocity, was in equal opposition to the dragons of the Dragonlords. In the uneven contest of numbers, the white dragon had balanced the encounter in sheer skill and speed. There was an inherent symmetry to their existence that matched what Nepja had been saying about the equilibrium between Order and Chaos. There had certainly been some discrepancies in regards to the religious aspects involved, but the overall messages had been the same.
 
   He turned and ran back up the stairs and into the room where Nepja, Lando, and Sigvid were conversing softly, the door swinging backwards and slamming into the adjacent wall with a resounding crash. Nepja and Sigvid looked over at him in alarm, the latter dropping a hand to the haft of one of his axes. Caleb knew that they thought he might be going insane, but didn’t have the patience to calm down. 
 
   “Nepja,” Caleb said without preamble. “Are there other dragons here, other types of dragons that is?”
 
   Nepja’s eyes widened slightly at the abrupt question and then narrowed shrewdly. His knuckles whitened on the long haft of his staff.
 
   “Other dragons?”
 
   “Yes, Nepja, dragons. You speak of a balance between Order and Chaos, but Chaos has the Dragonlords, and the Brown and Red Dragons. What does Order have?” Caleb said with a piercing look at the wizard.
 
   “What do you know of it?” Nepja said in a cold hiss, rearing up to his full, if inconsiderable, height.
 
   “Enough wizard,” Sigvid interrupted, looking from Caleb to Nepja. “The boy’s question is reasonable one—if there is this balance that you tout, are there other dragons that help out Úndin?”
 
   “It’s not Úndin, it’s Order,” Nepja snapped. “And yes, if you must know, at one point there were ‘good’ dragons as well. White, bronze, and gold dragons to be exact.”
 
   Caleb took a couple steps forward. “And where are they?”
 
   Nepja scowled angrily and it was clear that the topic of conversation was making him extremely uncomfortable. He turned away from Caleb and hid within the cowls of his hood, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   “Where are they?” Caleb repeated insistently.
 
   Oddly, Nepja’s head turned to survey Lando who nodded curtly and shrugged.
 
   “I’ve spent the last two years trying to find them,” he said in a barely audible whisper. “I fear they may have been lost in the Breaking. There is a quality to fate and destiny that I have been cursed to see. Today marks a momentous event within the revolutions of the worlds. It will happen here. This I know. I have chased these events incessantly for years in hopes of finding the ‘good’ dragons and their Dragonsworn to balance out the agents of Chaos, but I have not found them.”
 
   Caleb sighed and massaged his temples against the mounting headache he felt growing there. He was mentally drained and didn’t fully understand what was happening. From the wizard’s words, there was a chance that his dreams he’d had actually happened at some point in history. The dream still confused him though, and his emotions were run ragged. He yearned to sleep and simply escape from the chaos and turmoil that were running rampant around him. He looked down and realized that Sigvid, Nepja, and Lando were all looking at him, though only the wizard’s eyes showed from the shadows of his hood.
 
   “Sorry, just a headache,” he said by way of explanation.
 
   Sigvid looked at him with compassion and nodded towards one of the corners of the room. “Maybe you should get some sleep.”
 
   Caleb shrugged, but didn’t argue the point. He would welcome some sleep, even it if were only for a few hours. As he sank down in the shadowy corner of the room, he silently hoped that he would have no dreams. He didn’t know how much more he could handle. 
 
   He drifted off to sleep almost instantly and, thankfully, his mind and imagination remained blank.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Kaelie hung low over Rolaen’s broad neck, silently cursing her companion’s adamant reticence. They had flown non-stop for the last three days, passing over an ocean and a vast expanse of burnt out forests that sent waves of sulfuric stench up into the air through which they flew. She had been forced to create a thick cloud of pure ice and snow around them that lessened the stench until they had passed through it. From the height at which they flew, it was difficult for Kaelie to see the ground below, but what she could see made her angry and sad simultaneously, twisting into a knot of beleaguered emotions that paralleled her burning hunger. Three days without food and water had left her both tired and irritable, the gnawing hunger her constant reminder that things were happening outside her control.
 
   “Where are we going?!” she snapped at Rolaen mentally for perhaps the hundredth time.
 
   “We must hurry!” came the answering thought. 
 
   She grumbled and hunkered down on the dragon’s back. Those three words were the only response he ever gave her. 
 
   They flew north.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Lando shook Caleb awake gently, though there was a sense of urgency in his touch. Caleb stared at him blearily for a moment before memory and thought caught up to him and he realized what Lando’s waking him entailed. He quickly got to his feet and shook his head to clear it. Sigvid and Nepja were waiting impatiently for him near the door, though Sigvid passed him a water skin with a slight nod. Caleb took a drink gratefully and then picked up Faeranir. As always, the bow was cool and calming to the touch, though it now came with a twinge of remorse.
 
   “Marc and the others sent word half an hour ago that they were ready,” Nepja hissed. “The refugees went north and the others went south to set up the distraction. They said they’d need at least an hour to get everything ready, which gives us about half an hour to make it as far into the tunnels as we can.”
 
   Caleb nodded and almost chuckled inwardly. A few weeks ago he hadn’t really believed in dragons, now he was embarking upon a quest to find and capture both a dragon and a Dragonlord. He laughed aloud, almost missing the curious and suspicious looks shot at him by the others at the untimely jocularity. Caleb shrugged silently, mostly to himself. 
 
   He was losing himself again—he could feel it. He needed something to bring him back to reality—something on which to focus his attentions and his mind. There was nothing left for him to cling to except for his belief that his dreams, both of Rachel and the Dragonlords, were real. He needed something tangible, some proof, that he was not already halfway gone down the path of irreconcilable mental wanderings. 
 
   With sudden resolve, Caleb swung Faeranir onto his shoulder and gestured at Nepja to lead the way. The wizard arched an eyebrow at Sigvid, who shrugged and indicated the door. The wizard shot Caleb one last look, obviously questioning his mental stability, and left the room, quickly led the way down through the halls and stairs to the basement. 
 
   Caleb tried not to look at the bloodstains on the ground or the bullet holes that riddled the concrete walls. Despite his best efforts to block out the memories, images of Thomas flashed through his mind’s eye, assaulting him with questions and accusations. Did you really have to kill him? Are you any saner then he? Murderer! 
 
   Caleb shuddered and hurried through the basement and down the stairs into the passages they had already travelled. As he entered the darkness of the tunnels, the memories faded, leaving only the dull pain of a growing headache and a throbbing sense of shame.
 
   Lando moved to the fore and led them through the passages. He didn’t carry his shuttered lantern this time, but led them by what little light there was in the tunnels. Nepja refused to light the way with his staff, as he said that even the smallest amount of magic would alert the Dragonlord now that he knew there was a magic user somewhere nearby. 
 
   Caleb unconsciously shuffled along to the rear behind Sigvid, glancing back over his shoulder only once. He followed the stocky dverger’s outline in the darkness, focusing on the darkened silhouette as he unlimbered Faeranir and placed an arrow on the string. He felt comfortable in the rear of the group and let the others lead. 
 
   Lando kept them going at a quick pace, much faster than they had passed through these tunnels originally. Caleb kept expecting to run across the aftermath of the battle he had fought against the golgent while escaping with Ashley, but Lando must have taken them along a different route, since they never encountered it. They hid from the frequent patrols, unseen in the shadows even when the passing company had torches to light their way. 
 
   After one such passing, Nepja hissed and signaled them to stay down with a whispered warning. Almost immediately the ground trembled slightly and a muffled explosion reached their ears. 
 
   “Úndin’s beard,” Sigvid swore. “That must have been a big building for us to feel it all the way out here!”
 
   Nepja hissed at him to be silent and moments later the patrol that had just passed raced back by them, turning down another passage towards the noise. 
 
   Lando leapt to the fore and gestured for them to follow once again, the movement almost lost in the darkness. Though the young man had proven that he was capable of speaking, he did not choose to speak now. 
 
   In front of Caleb, Sigvid pulled out his twin axes and swung them experimentally, loosening old and tired muscles for the impending battle. Caleb didn’t know how much their weaponry would affect the Dragonlord, or even if the Jarome they were going to face was human or not. But they had made their choice already and their path was set.
 
   Suddenly, light flared from the orb in Nepja’s staff, stinging Caleb’s eyes with its sudden brightness. He blinked as tears from the pain of the light threatened to cloud his vision. Sigvid and Lando squinted as well, though the latter was busy trying to pick a locked door with a thin metal rod. There was a faint click and the door swung inward about an inch. A faint red glow shone from the opening, as if a fire burned in the room beyond. Nepja signaled for them to move in close and whispered in a voice that was the sound of death incarnate.
 
   “Beyond this door is the dragon’s treasure room. With any luck he will be with Jarome in the room we heard him from earlier, which is just beyond. Touch nothing! Once across the room I will engage the dragon. When I enter my trance, that will be your sign to enter the room and capture the Dragonlord Jarome. Do whatever is necessary to ensure that you take him alive!”
 
   “And what if you can’t hold off the dragon?” Sigvid asked pointedly. “I’d not fancy ending my life as a dverger roast in the belly of that mad beast!”
 
   Nepja scowled at him scathingly, as if the dverger had gravely insulted him.
 
   “I can match any dragon in a battle of wills,” the wizard hissed. “I am the Highwizard of the Order of the Nine Towers, Master of the Tower of Souls, and Bearer of the Staff of the Orinai!”
 
   “So you keep saying.” Sigvid turned to face Caleb. “Are you up for this, boy? We need your focus here, not on the past.”
 
   Caleb was stung by the candor, but couldn’t blame his friend. In truth, Caleb didn’t know if he was ready. He needed to face the Dragonlord. Somehow in his mind, Jarome had been linked to his dreams and by that same token, to Rachel. If the Dragonlord proved to be that same Jarome as he had seen in his dreams, it gave him hope that perhaps he was not falling into madness just as Thomas had and that Nepja’s story of Chaos and Order was more than just words. 
 
   He started, realizing that Sigvid and Nepja were still waiting for his answer. Even Lando was now watching him, curiosity etched in his young features.
 
   “I’m ready, Sigvid,” Caleb said as firmly as he could. “My mind is here.”
 
   Sigvid grunted and nodded to the wizard, signaling that he should lead the way. 
 
   Nepja looked at them piercingly, almost appraisingly and then said, “Let’s go then. The dragon and his ‘lord await.”
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   Horns blared throughout the camp as the dvergers reacted in a mad scramble to the suddenly approaching army. The Draugrsál had been but a distraction to occupy them while the Brown Dragonhosts advanced unseen through the night. Eric’s plan to bottle them in the pass was worthless now. The disorganized dverger army made a mad scramble to gather themselves into formation as a horde of screaming golgent, numbering well into the thousands, marched into view in the valley’s throat.
 
   Eric immediately took charge of the situation, leaping atop an overturned supply cart and shouting to gain attention. He was tired and his head buzzed with the effort of staying on his feet after such a high adrenaline rush. Valundnir thrummed in his hands.
 
   “Form into ranks!” he bellowed. He had seen them practicing their formations and the clan chiefs had drilled him on their tactics. “Shield bearers in front. I need three ranks of wedges formed up behind. Someone get the siege weapons working and flood them with naphtha and rocks!”
 
   None of the dvergers moved. They stared at him until Diarf, the only clan chief with few enough wounds to perform the feat, leapt up beside Eric and bellowed, “What are you waiting for? Move!”
 
   Immediately the dvergers sprang into action, their inbred stoicism and sense of duty overcoming the initial moments of reactionary confusion. Dvergers bearing tall rectangular shields ran forward and formed into a long line, two dvergers deep. Behind them, thousands of dvergers formed up in massive triangular groups with such speed and precision that less than a minute could have passed since the order had been given.
 
   Diarf leapt from the back of the cart with a roar.
 
   “Forward!” the clan chief and Eric shouted in almost perfect unison.
 
   As one the dverger army moved against the oncoming avalanche of golgent, the sound of their heavily booted feet echoing off the far walls of the valley from which the golgent poured. Eric was swept along at the head of one of the wedge formations—Pedryn, Torsten, and the remainder of his squad along with him. He felt the adrenaline begin pumping through his veins once more and spun Valundnir high into the air, joining his voice with those of the dvergers around him as they shouted defiance in the face of their enemy. The weapon responded with a shout of its own, sending waves of energy and a hunger for battle running down Eric’s arm and through his body. The golgent cried out in a guttural, carnal language that was little more than grunts and screams to Eric’s ears. The dvergers burst into a song as they ran, a haunting ancient chant. The notes hung heavily in the air as they sang and Eric felt his blood surge with the chant’s crescendos.
 
   The lines met with a clash of steel and flesh. The wall of shields held in place with the powerfully built dvergers using their strength to literally push back the wave of smaller creatures. The wedges continued forward as the press of golgent bodies forced the shield bearers to a standstill. The small creatures broke through in a few places forcing the shield bearers to draw weapons and fall upon the orange-blooded horrors. 
 
   At a shout from Diarf, the shield wall split in several places and the wedges charged into the sudden gaps. Eric almost laughed aloud as he was carried into the tightly packed press of golgent bodies, lashing out with Valundnir and sending broken golgent bodies flying backwards into their companions. All the dvergers except for Pedryn and Torsten moved back from the powerful swings, awed by the strength and force behind the blows. 
 
   At his side, but outside the reach of Valundnir, Pedryn lashed out with his mace. He left skulls caved in and limbs and chests crushed with each passing blow. Torsten walked almost serenely at Eric’s other side, appearing for all the world as if he were merely taking a stroll through a grassy meadow. The only indication that he was in the midst of a terrible and bloody battle was the crackling bolts of energy he shot from his fingers at random intervals, leaving bodies smoldering in his wake, smoking holes burned through the golgent chests.
 
   The wedges cut deeply into the golgent hordes, forcing them back and opening the front ranks of golgent up to be hit by either side of the ever growing triangles of dverger soldiers. By now the shield wall had taken up positions on either side of the wedges in an effort to keep the golgent from slipping around and outflanking the dverger troops. 
 
   Siege engines groaned and suddenly the air was filled with flaming rocks and buckets of burning naphtha that burst amongst the back ranks of golgent and sent a wall of flame roaring into the air. The dvergers cheered and surged forward, recognizing the opportunity to crush the golgent up against an impenetrable wall of fire. The chant grew louder and more frenzied, punctuated by the sounds of death and destruction being visited upon golgent and dverger alike.
 
   Eric plodded steadily forward, crushing whatever golgent came into his reach. An open circle grew around them as golgent avoided him and the rain of death they knew they’d face at his, Pedryn’s or Torsten’s hands. Eric grew irritated by the lack of mettle and hurled Valundnir at the nearest golgent head. So powerful was the throw that the hammer shattered the creature’s skull and continued onward, slaying two others before reappearing in Eric’s hands. Eric bellowed something inarticulate and threw again, leaving a trail of broken golgent bodies in the wake of Valundnir 
 
   He felt a hand on his arm and he whirled, Valundnir appearing in his upraised hands ready to fall onto whoever had the gall to touch him. He held the blow as he recognized Torsten, his white robes still immaculate despite the blood and gore around them.
 
   “They are fleeing, Eric,” the cleric said, gesturing to where the golgent had forced a way through the wall of fire and back the way they had come. “Let them go.”
 
   Valundnir surged defiantly in Eric’s grip, but Torsten’s amulet glowed faintly and the weapon quieted. Eric lowered it to his side. 
 
   Torsten smiled at him and turned to Pedryn, muttering a quick spell of healing over a nasty wound the dverger had sustained to his right arm. 
 
   Eric looked around, not remembering much in the red haze of the battle. The ground was littered with golgent bodies. He could tell where he had been. The bodies lay mangled and broken, thrown back from where they had been struck as if tossed by the hand of a giant. 
 
   Torsten’s work was easily identified as well. For the first time he noticed the stench of burning flesh and the odor that seemed a part of the golgent themselves, a smell so foul it seemed as if the creatures had never once bathed nor even been rained on. He gagged as dvergers ran past him, chasing the golgent back the way they had come, cutting down any that were slow enough or dumb enough to get caught. 
 
   He retched over the body of a fallen golgent, not improving his nausea in the slightest. He wiped the back of a hand across his mouth and glanced around, his nose crinkled against the smell. There were a few dvergers amongst the fallen, though most bore small wounds that were more inconveniences than anything. 
 
   Pedryn walked up beside him, his mace covered in grime and gore. Eric noticed absently that a bit of bone was lodged between the teeth of the mace.
 
   “This was too simple,” Pedryn grunted sourly. “They send in Draugrsál and then only a few thousand golgent against ten thousand dvergers. What was the point?”
 
   Eric immediately saw what Pedryn meant and voiced the answer, “It got us into the valley.”
 
   Pedryn swore at almost the same time that Torsten shouted and pointed back toward the dverger encampment. Eric spun about to see one of the massive trebuchet’s go up in flames, mirroring its six companions like silent sentinels against the sky. Eric was too far away to make out details, but saw short figures battling against the backdrop of the flames
 
   “We’ve been betrayed!” Torsten swore. “That’s Ragnar Clan! They’re responsible for the siege weaponry!”
 
   Pedryn swore again and made to run back to the camp, but at that very moment a massive explosion knocked them from their feet and sent shrapnel flying in every direction. Eric rolled onto his stomach and covered his head with his hands as more explosions rocked the ground around them, bouncing them around like rag dolls that threw them into each other and against the lifeless golgent bodies around them. Eric recognized the sound. 
 
   It was mortar fire. 
 
   The shelling stopped and the staccato sound of gunfire pierced the concussive deafness left in the wake of the explosions. Eric rolled to his feet as a swarm of men rushed down the valley, their assault weaponry sending bursts of flame and bullets into the stunned dverger army that was struggling to get back on its feet. Interspersed amongst the ranks of soldiers were trulgo and slightly smaller creatures halfway between golgent and trulgo. The hail of gunfire cut down ranks of dvergers in seconds, ripping through shields and armor or finding the areas not protected by coverings. Eric saw Diarf fall with a dozen bullets in his chest, hit twice more before his body made it to the ground.
 
    A bullet grazed his cheek and he felt the sharp pain. In his hand, Valundnir burned and suddenly Eric felt his anger consume him, a red film covering his eyes as his heart pounded in his chest.
 
   He hurled Valundnir into the oncoming ranks of soldiers, catching one in the chest and knocking those near him from their feet. Eric made to charge after the hammer, but again felt a hand on his arm that halted him where he stood and instantly abated the fires that burned within his eyes. Torsten’s face was hard and stony, his eyes flashing with the anger and revulsion that had been in them when the Draugrsál had attacked. Eric almost quailed away from the raw power and strength that radiated from the cleric.
 
   “It is not yet your time, Eric,” the cleric said simply and stepped around the larger man.
 
   Eric went to stop him, but found himself held in place, unable to move. 
 
   Torsten walked forward calmly, ignoring the hail of bullets that flew around him. The bullets seemed to hit some sort of impenetrable barrier a few feet from the cleric and bounced away from the invisible shield. Guns rang and bullets flew as all the soldiers that had entered the valley leveled their guns at Torsten and opened fire. Torsten seemed to disappear in the thick cloud of lead, but as the shooting died down he still stood. The cleric spoke and his words seemed to echo throughout the valley like thunder.
 
   “Sayrin always fights with an unfair advantage over Atelho’s children,” he shouted, the anger apparent in his words. “But no more! I take from you these weapons of war!”
 
   Torsten put his hands in the air before him, palms forward. With a sudden sweeping jerk he closed his hands into fists and the guns in the soldier’s hands—all of them—broke and fell to the ground. Eric looked on in awe as the soldiers shouted amongst themselves in fear and confusion. Many of them took one fleeting look at the small, white-robed dverger before them and simply turned and ran away. The trulgo though, and the smaller half-trulgo, charged forward. Their ugly ghoulish faces were twisted in a look of supreme hatred as they raced for the short cleric.
 
   Eric grabbed for Valundnir as Pedryn raced by him to defend Torsten, Eric only a few steps behind. Torsten slumped, as if the effort involved in breaking the weapons had been too much for him to bear. A massive trulgo, almost large enough to be called a giant, bore down on him, a halberd leveled to run the cleric through. Pedryn barreled into the trulgo’s legs a moment before the halberd’s blade would have sunk into Torsten’s side, tripping the creature and sending them both toppling to the ground. 
 
   Eric skidded to a thundering halt in front of Torsten, ready to defend him with his life. 
 
   Pedryn scrambled around in the dirt trying to find his mace. It had been lost when he’d tackled the trulgo. 
 
   Eric didn’t have time to stop and help him as he batted aside a poorly aimed swipe from the club of another trulgo as more trulgo, half-trulgo, and the returning golgent swarmed around them, spurred onward by their larger kin. Valundnir spun in Eric’s hands, deflecting blows more than dealing them. He could hear Pedryn struggling with the trulgo to his right, but couldn’t see him in the tangle of bodies that assaulted him on every side. 
 
   A sword blade snuck through his guard, cutting Eric across the side. The wound was shallow, but the pain shot through him like an electric shock, jolting him into greater speed. Valundnir burned in his hands and once again his vision clouded over in a red haze. 
 
   A trulgo’s club swung towards his head with enough force to level a building. Eric spun Valundnir upwards and drove the hammer head through the club and onward to crush the trulgo’s arm—bone shattered with an audible crunch. Following the momentum of the swing, Eric twisted at the waist to bring Valundnir down onto the back of a half-trulgo that was trying to get behind him. The half-trulgo flew forward with the force of the blow, its head flopping uselessly on its shoulders as it sailed through the air trailing bits of gore. 
 
   With a massive show of strength, Eric heaved the war hammer back the other direction to catch the first trulgo in the chest, breaking ribs and crushing lungs. 
 
   He stepped forward as the trulgo fell, completely forgetting about Torsten behind him. He only saw the next trulgo or half-trulgo rearing up in front of him, one more enemy that would fall before Valundnir’s might. A dverger that seemed oddly familiar grappled with a trulgo on the ground, the dverger’s strong arms wrapped around the trulgo’s thick neck. Without thinking, Eric slammed Valundnir down on the trulgo’s chest, crushing its lungs but also crushing the dverger underneath. The dverger shouted, and for a brief instant, recognition flashed through Eric’s mind, a cognizant understanding that he’d just injured an ally, Torsten, but that thought was burned away as Valundnir thrummed within Eric’s grip.
 
   He whirled around and threw the hammer, catching another trulgo in the back and propelling it forward, stunning it. A golgent leapt up in front of Eric, thinking him unarmed, a curved scimitar in its clawed green hand. Eric punched out instinctively, the golgent’s eyes widening as Valundnir appeared in Eric’s clenched fist. The hammer connected with the golgent’s head and knocked it to the ground, never to rise again.
 
   Eric spun around and was struck along the side of his head by a staggering blow from a trulgo’s club. The force of the hit sent him to his knees and he teetered dizzily. Valundnir flared suddenly with a bronze glow and jolted Eric awake just as the trulgo was readying for another swing. The trulgo looked down stupidly at the glowing hammer, his blow forestalled a second too long as the hammer head grew suddenly large and slammed into his face. The hammer connected with a crackling force of energy behind it, shooting sparks of electricity flying into the air. Eric roared and raised the still glowing Valundnir into the air, bellowing a challenge into the sky.
 
   As if in response, the ground shook beneath his feet as it had during the mortar bombardment, but without the explosions. The ground roiled and bucked, knocking Eric to the ground and sending Valundnir careening out of his hand. 
 
   A dozen gaping holes appeared in the ground and twelve large Brown Dragons shot up into the air, a mixture of half-trulgo and humans upon their backs. The dragons spread their disproportionately small wings and sprayed a cloud of black acid like a hellish fog as they floated to the ground. 
 
   When their clawed feet touched the surface of the earth, the shaking stopped. Another dozen dragons burst from the holes in the ground as the original twelve charged forward amidst the mist of acid.
 
    Eric saw the dvergers regrouping as best they could, the dvergers from Gaeslingr and Fenrirbane making their way to the forefront of the wedges, though they no longer had any nets or catapults to use against the advancing dragons. Many dvergers had fallen, but there were still several thousand formed up in defensive position. Eric stood silently for a moment in between the two forces, a lone human figure amidst a sea of gray and green creatures. He gestured and Valundnir appeared in his hands, the weapon still aglow with a powerful bronze light. Everything Eric saw seemed to glow with a faint reddish light. He saw only the dragons. He charged.
 
   A thunderous roar stopped him in his tracks as, suddenly, a torrent of flame fell from the sky and consumed one of the brown dragons in a hellish inferno. Red Dragons poured from the sky, raining fire down on the Brown Dragons and the dverger army. Wave after wave of Red Dragons fell upon the Browns, some bearing riders and some without. Brown Dragons shot upwards from the holes in the ground, leaping into the air and pulling Red Dragons down with them to grapple in the earth. 
 
   A massive wave of wyrms poured over the sides of the valley, falling upon the dvergers even as a portion of their number leapt onto the backs of the struggling Brown Dragons or fought against other wyrms that surged upwards from the holes in the ground like ants.
 
   Eric looked around through his wall of rage. Diarf was dead, broken and burned upon the ground. Jorund and Haefnir were sprawled out amongst the dead only a few steps away, their bodies ridden with bullets and pinned to the ground with long spears. Eric threw back his head and a primordial scream of rage and defiance tore from his throat.
 
   A soft voice cut through the shout, piercing not only his hearing but penetrating into Eric’s mind. He looked down and almost at his feet saw a twisted heap of white robes stained red in long crimson streaks. Torsten! How had Torsten . . . ? Memory flooded through Eric’s mind as Valundnir’s thrumming power lessened in his grip.
 
   Eric rushed over to the fallen cleric, his rage and bloodlust instantly abated and replaced by horror and guilt at his own actions. Valundnir’s glow faded. 
 
   Torsten’s face was contorted in pain and utter anguish, but he clutched onto something in his hands desperately, as if it were his only hope of survival. A gaping hole poured blood from the cleric’s chest.
 
   “Torsten!” Eric cried, dropping Valundnir and falling to his knees by Torsten’s tortured body.
 
   “We are spent, Eric,” Torsten whispered through a mouthful of blood. “You must lead them now. You are Atelho’s chosen.” Eric felt Torsten press something into his hands. “Take this amulet. It is Atelho’s mark, given unto his clerics. It will keep you sane in the bloodlust.” Torsten coughed weakly.
 
   Eric looked into the cleric’s eyes and saw power and strength screaming an odd counterpoint to the death creeping through his body. 
 
   “Lead the people. You are all that’s left.” Torsten shuddered and was gone.
 
   Eric looked down at the amulet in his hands. It was a round white disk of metal held on a thin metal chain with a war hammer and an axe inlaid in its center. It felt cool and refreshing in his hands. He looked around him as he slipped it on. 
 
   Battles raged on every side. Trulgo, half-trulgo, and golgent overwhelmed pockets of dvergers that were struggling for survival. Dverger bodies littered the ground, axes broken, shields and armor shorn asunder under dragon claw and weapon alike. In the skies, Red Dragons formed for another pass to rain fiery hell down indiscriminately on dvergers and Dragonspawn alike. 
 
   Eric felt the realization sink in with an overpowering sorrow. They were lost!
 
   “Retreat!” he bellowed and grabbed Valundnir from the ground. “To me! Retreat!”
 
   He looked down at Torsten’s body and was thunderstruck to find it missing—only the bloodstained robes remaining on the ground. He hesitated for a moment, torn between trying to find Torsten’s body and the duty the cleric had laid upon him. In the back of his mind, the bloodlust screamed at him to continue fighting and Valundnir thrummed invitingly in his hands. Growling, he turned away from the robes and called the retreat.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc436824768]Chapter 24
 
   The room into which they entered was filled with trophies of the havoc that had been rained down on this and other city-fortresses. Caleb marveled at the mounds of gold and silver coins that were strewn about on the floor like litter. Stacks of gold, silver, and palladium bars were arranged randomly amongst the other trophies. Dollar bills and loose standard coinage also rested amongst the piles, along with heaps of both ancient and modern weaponry. Suits of fine dverger armor and mail were thrown haphazardly amongst the weapons. The room was massive and most of it was filled with the eclectic collection of wealth. At one time, it had probably been part of the original stadium as the roof was opened wide to the sky above, obviously the means by which the dragon entered or exited.
 
   “Thieves and plunderers,” Sigvid growled in a whisper, shaking his head angrily. “That’s all that dragons are!”
 
   Nepja made a silencing gesture at him and led the way through the mounds of loot. Lando had taken up a position just behind the wizard, his p90 held in the ready position. The young man looked genuinely frightened for the first time that Caleb could remember, which gave him a great sense of unease. He pulled an arrow from the quiver at his back and placed in on Faeranir’s string, walking with the bow half drawn. 
 
   Suddenly something caught his eye, as if seen through fog and shadow. A small iron bound chest reposed on a mound of gold coins. It looked oddly out of place against the wealth upon which it sat, but it tugged as Caleb’s memory as if he had seen it before. Without stopping to think about it, Caleb took a few steps forward and, placing Faeranir on the ground, flipped the clasp on the chest and opened the lid. A pair of small metal bracers reposed on a bed of green silk. A simple ring of steel rested in between them. They were familiar to him though Caleb could not recall where he had seen them before.
 
   “Caleb,” Sigvid whispered. “What are you about? The wizard said to touch nothing!”
 
   The dverger shuffled up behind him and put a hand on his shoulder to pull him away, but then noticed the object of Caleb’s attention. Sigvid sent out a low whistle at the sight, whether in surprise or to catch Nepja and Lando’s attention Caleb couldn’t tell. 
 
   The wizard hurried over to them, his eyes flashing with anger. “I told you not to touch anything!” he hissed.
 
   Sigvid reach around Caleb and pulled the bracers and ring out of the chest.
 
   “These are one of the six Bands of Garik, forged in the Halls of Tealcenrir! The Bands inhibit magic users from using their power without the consent of the wearer of the Master Ring.”
 
   “Put them back!” Nepja hissed angrily, reaching for the bracers.
 
   “Don’t you see though,” Sigvid said, pulling them out of the wizard’s reach. “If we get these onto the Dragonlord, we can control him!”
 
   “They won’t work,” said a cold mocking voice.
 
   All of them immediately spun in the direction from which the voice originated. A man stood in the doorway to which they had been heading, his red armor and horned helm marking him as the Dragonlord Jarome. A sword hung at the man’s waist, hilt heavily adorned with glittering red rubies. Caleb stood still, recognition flooding his mind. It was the same man he had seen in his dreams! 
 
   Further thought was interrupted as Lando opened fire, the first among them to snap out of their stunned apathy. The Dragonlord grinned and removed his helm, revealing long black hair and chiseled features as the bullets ricocheted off of an invisible shield a few feet from him. Sigvid roared and threw one of his axes as well, but it had even less effect than the bullets, stopping in midair only a few feet from Sigvid’s hands and falling to the floor. Caleb stood unmoving, unsure of what to do.
 
   The orb on Nepja’s staff began to glow and he stepped forward, tossing the hood of his robe back as he crossed in front of Lando to stand directly before the Dragonlord. Jarome’s eyes burned with an inner light and he smiled almost cynically across at the man.
 
   “Highwizard,” Jarome said with a smile, revealing perfectly white teeth. “Balerijon was wondering when you would show up. He felt your sleep spell earlier and recognized the chords of magic that only a wizard of the Order of the Nine Towers can create.” The Dragonlord seemed completely at ease, despite recognizing Nepja for what he was.
 
   “And where is your mighty steed?” Nepja hissed in a voice that seemed to freeze the very air. “He is masking his presence from me.”
 
   “Not far. Perhaps you might meet him yet.”
 
   Nepja ignored the condescension in the Dragonlord’s voice and fell into a spell, slashing downward with his staff. A blade of pure green energy formed in the air along the path of the glowing orb. The blade streaked across the room and struck the barrier around Jarome with an explosion of light and a strange deep hum. Jarome laughed behind the safety of the barrier even as Nepja began chanting once more, pointing his staff directly at Jarome’s heart. A lightning bolt shot from the end of the staff, its glow a yellow-bronze that crackled hungrily as it sped towards the Dragonlord. Sparks flew in all directions as the lighting struck the barrier, long arcs of energy bouncing off it like a flood diverted by a boulder. Nepja continued unrelenting, the lightning building in power and intensity until Caleb was forced to look away from the brightness. Sigvid clamped a meaty hand over his eyes and Lando bowed his head slightly from behind Nepja’s back.
 
   A shadow enveloped the room and Caleb looked up in time to see a gargantuan Red Dragon dive through the opening in the roof and land with a crash amongst the loot, sending waves of gold and silver coins skittering across the floor. Even with its wings folded, the Red Dragon’s bulk took up almost a third of the room, the long spiked tail curling inward to wrap around its thick car-sized feet. Its head was easily the size of an armored truck and just as well armored. Its eyes glowed a malevolent yellow-orange, and the sunlight gleamed against the long horns that grew from its head and along the cheekbones. Without hesitation, Nepja spun his staff towards the dragon, throwing the lightning bolt at its scaly chest.
 
   The dragon chuckled, its voice a deep rumbling sound that seemed unnatural coming from the toothy maw, and arched its head forward. The lighting immediately diverted upwards and shot through the hole in the ceiling and into the empty sky. 
 
   The dragon spoke a single word and a ball of flame materialized in thin air and plummeted towards Nepja. 
 
   The wizard raised his staff above his head and closed his eyes in concentration. The ball of flame stopped in midflight and slowly shrank until it vanished. Beads of sweat stood out on Nepja’s brow, but his eyes still burned with fierce determination and, Caleb was surprised to see, an odd excitement.
 
   “Oh, very good, Highwizard,” said the Dragonlord Jarome, clapping his hands as if he were watching a show. “Balerijon hasn’t had a good fight with one of your kind in so very long. It seems he may be getting a bit slow in his old age.”
 
   The dragon roared, the sound reverberating in the small room and forcing Caleb to cover his ears to keep from going deaf. 
 
   Nepja stood tall, his staff still above his head. His eyes closed in concentration and suddenly the Dragonlord looked nervous.
 
   “What are you doing?” he snapped, the jocularity in his voice suddenly gone. “Get out of my mind!”
 
   The dragon trembled slightly as Jarome closed his eyes in silent concentration, mirroring Nepja’s pose of utter focus. The dragon gave a rumbling noise and a small tongue of flame shot from his mouth. Caleb uncovered his ears and cast a hasty glance around, confused at the sudden silence.
 
   “What’s going on?” he shouted.
 
   Sigvid looked just as confused as he did, but Lando looked nervous and frightened. He was on his knees next to Nepja.
 
   “He is locked in a battle of wills with both the dragon and the Dragonlord,” Lando said so softly that Caleb, whose ears were still ringing from the dragon’s roar, nearly missed it. “I fear he may not win.” 
 
   Caleb got to his feet and looked at the powerful triangle of magic users that was standing before him. Nepja’s robes were dark with sweat and Jarome’s face was contorted in concentration. Perspiration was starting to form on his brow as well. The dragon Balerijon stood stock still, like a massive statue, locked in a battle within the three minds. 
 
   Caleb focused on Jarome’s face. This was the Dragonlord from his dreams. This was proof that his dreams had been real and that what he had felt was not the random fleeting of an insane man. His dreams of Rachel had felt just as real to him, so perhaps she too was alive and this had all been a nightmare. 
 
   He stopped himself. Rachel had died in his arms. He knew it and he remembered it. Just because he had dreamed about this Dragonlord did not mean that his wife could resurrect from the dead.
 
   A ragged scream cut off further thought. Nepja’s eyes snapped open as his body arched backwards in agony. Blood frothed at the corner of his mouth and dripped suddenly from his ears. He screamed again and the Staff of the Orinai dropped from his fingers and clattered to the ground. Nepja screamed a third time, his cry a shout of pure and utter agony. The wizard’s eyes rolled backwards into his head and he fell forward, toppling onto the ground with a muffled groan. 
 
   Jarome’s eyes snapped open and he smiled as the dragon chuckled from behind Caleb.
 
   “Now we end this wizard,” Jarome said maliciously and gestured with one hand.
 
   The dragon breathed in and Caleb dove for cover, landing on top of Faeranir as a torrent of flame shot out of Balerijon’s mouth towards where Nepja lay slumped on the ground. Caleb knew he had to act, but the heat was so intense that he felt his shirt smoldering on his back. 
 
   He wrapped a hand around Faeranir and the heat seemed to vanish. He leapt to his feet, knocking an arrow to Faeranir’s string. The flames parted around him like water as he spun and fired a blind shot at the Dragonlord. The silver arrow cut through the inferno like a fish through water, the flames parting around it as they had around Caleb. It streaked across the room and cut through the spot where all the other attempts had been repulsed by the barrier. The blind shot went high, missing the Dragonlord by inches, but the shock was enough for him to order the dragon to stop.
 
   The flames died quickly. Caleb looked nervously to the spot where Nepja had been, expecting to find the ashen smoking remains of the wizard and Lando. To his amazement, Lando was standing over Nepja’s still form, the wizard’s staff clutched in his youthful hands and his face screwed up in concentration and anger. There was an untouched ring of floor about eight feet wide around the boy, in stark contrast to the glowing molten red of the floor outside the area. Caleb could see Sigvid hidden behind a stack of gold bricks a dozen yards away, the bricks having shielded him from the majority of the flames though his beard still smoked and his face was red and raw.
 
   “What is this?” Jarome thundered. It was hard to tell whether he was more stunned at finding Nepja and Lando still alive or at the arrow that had cut through his defenses.
 
   Caleb drew another arrow and sighted along it. He pulled back on the bow and aimed for Jarome’s heart.
 
   “Are you the Jarome who stood in the pentagram the night the White Dragon destroyed your plans?” Caleb asked, not realizing until he had spoken that he was going to ask that question.
 
   The Dragonlord’s eyes widened, giving Caleb all the answer he needed.
 
   “How do you—” Jarome began, but Balerijon spoke over the top of him.
 
   “So you are the one Faerin has chosen to replace the fool who prevented the Birth of our Master,” the dragon said with a hissing chuckle. “A human child. How pathetic. She sends you here with a babe, a dverger, and a green robed wizard. At least Atelho gave his champion an army of dvergers, though it will avail him little against the might of the Brown and Red Dragonhosts.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Caleb asked.
 
   “What game is this human? You carry a weapon blessed by Faerin’s hand, bearing a ring of nine stars etched into its limbs. It is an ancient symbol of the nine great races of aylfins.”
 
   Caleb realized that dragon was talking only to distract him, leaping to the side at the last moment as the dragon’s tail thundered to the ground where he had stood a moment before. Caleb rolled as the tail swept sideways along the ground towards him, toppling piles of coins and other objects as it chased Caleb across the floor. A massive clawed hand shot out and pinned Caleb to the ground.
 
   Caleb looked up into the dragon’s open toothy maw and knew he was going to die.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   High in the skies, Kaelie grabbed onto the saddle strapped to Rolaen’s broad back. They had crossed over the border of the northern continent half a day before, staying in the clouds to avoid the wings of Red Dragons that flew beneath them. Rolaen suddenly dove and she sensed the fear in him coming back along the connection between them. The White Dragon’s wings folded inwards as he strove for additional speed, forcing Kaelie to shut her eyes against the stinging wind.
 
   “What is it?” she shouted mentally.
 
   “We must hurry! We may be too late!”
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Caleb saw the Red Dragon breathe in as if in slow motion, knowing the fiery exhale would soon follow. A shadow crossed over them and something massive and white barreled into Balerijon, wings and claws raking and buffeting the Red Dragon, forcing him backwards away from Caleb. Caleb scrambled to his feet and raced for Faeranir as a figure dropped from the white dragon’s back and turned in midair, landing lightly on its feet with a curved slender sword in hand.
 
   “This is impossible!” Jarome yelled over the roars of the dragons battling on the other side of the massive chamber.
 
   The figure that had dropped from the White Dragon’s back took a step forward into the sunlight as Caleb grabbed Faeranir and pulled an arrow from his quiver. The light revealed white-blond hair pulled back in a braid over pale pointed ears. Almond shaped blue eyes flashed from the depths of her perfect face. The woman was garbed in dark blue leggings and a tight leather blouse that accented her features alluringly. She moved with an inhuman grace and, when she spoke, her voice radiated a vibrancy and color that brought a measure of happiness to the room.
 
   “It is your day to die, Dragonlord,” she said quietly. She darted towards him, the speed at which she ran stunning Caleb and the Dragonlord alike.
 
   Jarome barely had his sword out before the woman was upon him. Her slender blade darted through his guard and cut a long line down the side of his face. He cried out and swung at her with a powerful side stroke, but she was no longer there, having darted around and cut him along the back of his leg. It was clear that she would win the contest. 
 
   Caleb turned away from the fight and surveyed the monolithic battle of the two dragons behind him, an arrow already on Faeranir’s string. Lando still stood resolutely between the two battles, the staff raised above his head and his eyes shut in concentration.
 
   The dragons were locked in each other’s embrace, claws raking at underbellies and teeth sinking into scaly flesh as often as they could get a hold. The White Dragon was bigger, his legs and body more thickly muscled and covered with a thick plating of raised scales on his back and belly, which protected him from the frenzied slashing of his opponent’s feet. The Red, for its credit, was much more agile, twisting out of the White’s grip and sinking its fangs into the White’s shoulder.
 
    The White bellowed in rage as a drop of thick red blood slipped from the wound down the side of his perfect white scales. He opened his mouth and breathed a cone of frost into the Red’s face. 
 
   The Red Dragon snorted and shot out an answering mouthful of flame. The two forces met and dissipated against one another instantly. The White Dragon, its rear-facing spiral horns gleaming in the sunlight, shot its neck forward and seized the Red along the throat under its jaw. With a powerful jerk of its neck, the White Dragon tore away a large chunk of scales, dropping a shower of hissing blood onto the ground. The Red Dragon screamed in agony and reared back, pulling out of the White Dragon’s grip. 
 
   Caleb seized the moment, seeing the gaping wound exposed on the Red Dragon’s neck. He drew and fired, sending a silver shaft deep into the raw flesh. The dragon’s scream’s cut off instantly as the shaft glowed white and the flesh around it began to freeze at a rapid rate. The patch of frozen flesh expanded outward quickly until, with a sudden alarming crack, the dragon’s head split from its neck and toppled lifelessly to the ground with a resounding crash. Both the body and the head continued to freeze until all that remained was a frozen, broken statue.
 
   The White Dragon took a few steps away from the body and turned to regard Caleb with a twist of its long white neck. Deep blue eyes that shone like stars regarded him, and Caleb suddenly felt as if the dragon could see right through him. Blood dripped from a half a dozen wounds on the dragon’s body and there was a tear in one of his wings, but he stood strong, radiating power and strength despite the wounds.
 
   “Rolaen says that you must come with us now,” the woman’s voice said at Caleb’s side.
 
   Caleb turned to regard her, Faeranir still held at the ready. She too had piercing blue eyes that regarded him coolly with more than a little curiosity. Caleb looked beyond her to where the Dragonlord Jarome had been, seeing only a pile of armor and robes stained with blood in the doorway.
 
   Caleb whirled, turning back to face the dragon, “Where have you been since the Breaking? You abandoned us to fend for ourselves when you’ve been here all this time. Why did you desert us?” 
 
   The White Dragon growled softly. 
 
   The woman’s face hardened, muscles tightening in her jaw. “Now is not the time to fight. Rolaen instructs me to tell you that if you want to find the answers to your dreams, you must come with us. There isn’t any time left for wasting.” She spoke as if she did not understand herself the message she was relaying.
 
   Fighting indignation, Caleb felt himself nodding and shouldering Faeranir, his heart at peace, but his mind still racing. 
 
   “Wait!” Sigvid yelled, running forward and skittering across the loose coins and almost falling. “I’m coming with you! I have more than a few words to be saying to these aylfin myself.”
 
   The aylfin woman shook her head. “There’s nothing you can say that I haven’t already tried,” she said.
 
   “I won’t let Caleb go alone,” Sigvid snapped, dropping a hand onto his axe.
 
   “Enough!” a soft voice hissed, causing them all to turn and look at Nepja who was slowly getting to his feet with the aid of Lando and his staff. “Sigvid, you can’t go. It is his destiny, not yours.”
 
   Sigvid opened his mouth to protest, but quailed under the looked Nepja leveled at him. The wizard, already an intimidating and somewhat unnerving figure, looked all the more wraithlike and vengeful with dried blood around his mouth and streaked from his ears. 
 
   The aylfin woman examined Nepja with as much curiosity as she had scrutinized Caleb. “I did not expect to see one of your Order here,” she said simply.
 
   Nepja inclined his head but said nothing. Behind them, the White Dragon growled again and the aylfin maiden whirled back around to face him.
 
   “Come,” she said, taking Caleb by the arm with surprising strength. “We must go.”
 
   She led him to the dragon’s side. Rolaen crouched so they could climb up his limb and onto the thick saddle on his back. Caleb slid into the groove in the saddle just behind the thin aylfin maiden and wrapped his arms around her waist. She shifted uncomfortably against him, but he did not release his hold. His mind was processing information slowly, in an almost ethereal manner. 
 
   He looked down at Sigvid as the white dragon got to its feet and bunched itself up to launch into flight. The dverger snapped a fist to his chest in salute and Caleb was surprised to see a tear escape the corner of the dverger’s eye and disappear into his beard. 
 
   Caleb nodded a brief farewell and then the dragon leapt into the air.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Eric sat against the leeward side of a large boulder, hidden by its bulk and the lip of an overhang that jutted out from the canyon wall. They had fled into the Canyonlands, those of the dverger army who had survived. The Dragonhosts had not pursued them. They were caught up in their internal battle for supremacy and power. Their inner fighting had given the dvergers the chance to escape. For now they were safe. How long that would last was another question. 
 
   Valundnir thrummed at Eric’s belt, eager for battle. The energy, the power, the hunger of the weapon screamed at him to take it up and run back to the fighting alone. It urged him to fight, to kill, to die.
 
   He ignored it. The amulet Torsten had pressed upon him with his dying breath allowed him the calmness of mind to recognize the calls for what they were now—and gave him the strength to ignore them when he chose. It did not, however, erase the memory of the beast that he had very nearly become. Torsten’s death was his to bear—his cross to carry. The beast had allowed it. The beast had caused it.
 
   The sound of someone clearing their throat pulled Eric from his blackened musings. He looked up at the dvergers huddled in the sheltered hollow with him. The remaining four thousand dvergers were hidden further down the canyon, but the leaders had gathered here. None of the clan chiefs lived, but representatives from each of the clans were present. 
 
   Pedryn was there on behalf of the Midgarth. The brutal death of his son had changed the dverger, if only to the degree that stone could change. He was quieter and more reserved, spending most of his time either assisting the clan in restoring their lost confidence or with the clerics amongst the wounded. He had begun wearing an amulet like the one Torsten had given Eric, only smaller and made of a silvery white gold instead of bronze. It made a strange counterpoint to his constantly bare feet. 
 
   “So what do we do now, Eric?” Varin asked. As the highest ranked warrior still alive, Eric had suddenly found himself in command of the entire army. 
 
   “Now we wait. Let them fight it out while we heal and figure out what our next move is. We need the respite.”
 
   Several of the dvergers shouted their agreement and threw their meaty arms up into the air as if to rally support from those around them who were not so enthusiastic. Others, including Pedryn and Varin, frowned or gazed off into the distance, fixing on a point just out of focus.
 
   “And what if they decide to ally themselves and come after us in even greater numbers than before?”
 
   “We will cross that bridge if we come to it. For now we have other things we need to focus on, like how are we going to survive? We lost all our supplies when we retreated. There’s too many of us to live off the land effectively.”
 
   “And we need to hold the council of stones in each clan,” Pedryn said. “We need to find new clan chiefs and then elect a Warleader. Eric is our leader for now, but it is not the dverger way to serve under one who is not a dverger, not even a Guerreiro as well respected as he. Even now we grate under his orders, even if we would never say it out loud.”
 
   Pedryn looked over at Eric and met his gaze. Understanding passed between them, one of mutual respect and acceptance. They both understood how unreliable Olan had been as a king and the irony of Eric as their leader. That was not what the dvergers needed right now. They needed a true dverger, a leader who could give them a measure of hope in the chaos and instability around them. Eric didn’t believe in Atelho in the same way Torsten had. No, he still clung to his own faith, as fragile and tenuous as it may be.
 
   “Well then, we must begin to move back northward,” one of the other dvergers said.
 
   The other dvergers shouted their agreement, though more than a few of them shot guarded and veiled looks at Eric, who stared back at them without fear.
 
   “Why northward?” he asked.
 
   “We can slip past the Dragonhosts while they are busy killing each other. We go north to regain our stronghold. We travel to Tealcenrir.”
 
   He glanced sidelong at Pedryn, looking for clarification and guidance. Pedryn, however, was on his knees, cradling his amulet in his thick, meaty hands. It glowed with a faint white light. All the other dvergers stared at him, transfixed by the glowing rapture on Pedryn’s face.
 
   “What’s going on?” Eric asked. Valundnir appeared in his hands with a shower of sparks and a coalescence of shadows and light.
 
   Pedryn looked up at him. His eyes shone with awe and wonder, though there was trepidation in them as well—and sadness.
 
   “I have been chosen,” he whispered. “Chosen by Atelho to take Torsten’s place as High Priest among the clerics.” 
 
   Even as Pedryn spoke, the amulet in his hands changed. The silver white metal appeared to bubble and twist, suddenly changing to an exact replica of the medallion that hung around Eric’s neck.
 
   “It is a sign,” he continued. “A sign of Atelho’s will. We must go.”
 
   Pedryn got to his feet on unsteady legs, his demeanor and countenance calm and at peace. “We do not question Atelho’s will. We go north. You can come with us, or you can stay here.”
 
   “Well then, it looks like we go north.” Eric tossed Valundnir into the air. The hammer spun, end over end, climbing into the air as if it had been thrown by the hand of a giant. It slowed and, just as it hit its apex, vanished.
 
   *              *              *              *
 
   Sigvid, son of Siglan, watched as Caleb flew off into the sky on the back of the enormous White Dragon, his arms wrapped around the waist of the insufferable aylfin maiden. He grunted noncommittally, but the truth was he would miss the boy. He looked over at Nepja and Lando where they stood next to the massive frozen carcass of the slain Red Dragon. What the creature had revealed had been both disturbing and exhilarating at the same time. A dverger army numbering into the thousands besieged by the Red and Brown Dragonhosts! The dverger nation may have survived after all.
 
   “What now, wizard?” he asked gruffly.
 
   Nepja looked over at him with an inscrutable expression, his skeletal fingers wrapped around the contours of his glowing staff.
 
   “Now, dverger, we walk the Path of Souls. We must find this army of dvergers in the west.”
 
   Sigvid grinned, though he had never heard of the Path of Souls. He dropped a hand to the axe at his belt.
 
   “Let’s go then!”
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc436824769]Epilogue
 
   Caleb slid from Rolaen’s back onto the ground, and landed in front of a large ice dome behind a massive statue of an aylfin woman. He didn’t remember much of the flight because Kaelie, the aylfin maiden, had put him into an enchanted sleep, but he remembered snatches of clouds and distant scenery below them. He had awoken only moments before as they had spiraled down into the middle of the cluster of large icy domes in the frozen tundra. He did not know where he was, though he suspected by the ice he was somewhere in Antarctica. He didn’t feel the cold in the slightest, but oddly didn’t find this peculiar at all, as though he had expected it.
 
   He looked up at the ice sculpture of the woman in front of the snow-bound structure and started in sudden recognition, though the features were not exact. Memories came flooding back to him of the woman he had rescued in the dverger raid and the words which she had spoken to him. It was her voice that he had remembered in dreams telling him of the Dragonlords. Somehow he knew it was she that had helped Sigvid craft the bow that was on his back. 
 
   Kaelie dropped to the ground behind him.
 
   “Who is this?” he whispered.
 
   Kaelie’s response was reverent and just as soft. “This is Faerin—mother of the Aylfins.”
 
   The words resounded in his ears and they rang within his mind as if filling a gap he had not known was there. A rectangular section of the wall at the woman’s feet shimmered in blue light and vanished, revealing a doorway. 
 
   Caleb stepped into the ice dome chamber as if walking into a dream. An ancient aylfin woman lay sprawled on the floor as if dead, her hair a stark ancient white. He had never seen anyone who looked so old. Just beyond her, an ovular object shook and wobbled in a bed of sand atop an icy pedestal. Strange heatless flames danced weakly beneath it. 
 
   Suddenly, there was a resounding crack and the ovular object shattered, sending fragments flying in all directions. A white, scaly, serpentine creature flopped about in the slimy remnants of the egg. Tiny white wings, little more than membrane stretched over thin finger-like bones, flapped wanly in the remaining fluids. 
 
   Eventually, the baby dragon righted itself on its four unsteady limbs and turned its head about to stare directly at Caleb, its deep blue eyes piercing him to the core. He felt a presence enter his mind and speak his name in thought. 
 
   “Caleb.”
 
   Caleb sank to his knees, tears suddenly appearing in eyes. The voice rocked him to the very center of his being. The world stopped spinning in its course—suddenly all that mattered was the dragon hatchling before him.
 
   “Caleb. You have found me at last. I have waited long for you. You are Faerin’s chosen!”
 
   It was Rachel’s voice.
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