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			​Part I

			​Dragon Wrath

			One war had ended—or so people thought—and now the real war would begin. The true enemy pressed in on many fronts, from above and below, and there were few in this world who could contend with the true nature of the threat.

			The Dragon watched from its peak as the sun crept over the edge of the world. It shifted wings and scales to dislodge the night’s frost, which drifted away in the gales. As the sun dispelled the night, souls in their thousands were released from their ghoulish hosts. They sailed away from the islands upon the water, their passage unseen to most eyes but his.

			The War of the Damned had ended, but soon people would come to realise it was but a mere skirmish in the machinations of evil.

			Many of those freed souls would not make it to paradise . . .

			The Dragon watched their path, an aurora of green soul stuff surging into the dying of the night sky.

			There was another battle raging between the stars. The souls would find their path was not safe, but others would fight that battle. It was not the Dragon’s place to intervene.

			No.

			It was not its place at all.

			Things were changing, oaths had been forsaken, guardians had been scattered, and soon the foundations of the world itself would shift and shatter. Maybe the Dragon had no place anymore, and maybe that meant it could act . . .

			It felt it even now, the weakened veils of this plane withering away; the unwitting vanguard of the true threat gnawing its way into this reality. There were some fonts of strength left to repel them, but they would soon be unguarded. The enemy would converge upon these places—their defencelessness shining like a beacon—and surge through to this world en masse.

			Perhaps it was time the Dragon became involved? The natural order was being undone, after all. Either way, after a thousand years it sensed it would soon be time to join the voyage of souls, and its safe passage was now no longer guaranteed. Fear, a fleeting pinch of something not felt in an age . . . The Dragon snorted. A wisp of smoke curled from its nostrils before the mountain wind tore it away.

			That settled it then.

			The Dragon reared and spread its wings; they caught the gale as its amber scales reflected the sunlight, and it lifted from its perch upon the peak.

			The veils had already been breached, and there was but one thing left to do.

			With a titanic whump the Dragon launched forward and flattened its wings against its hide. It dived away from the sun, back into the shadow of the mountain where night still lingered. It skimmed the sloping surface as it descended with the fury of a hailstorm. Wind and ice whistled past its serpentine features, melting from the sheer heat the Dragon exuded and splattering across the white slopes as condensed mist.

			The roots of the mountain rushed to slam into the Dragon, and with a hurricane it splayed its wings again. The forests that clustered at the mountain’s base bent as if struck by a great force. Leaf and critter and shrub launched into the air to fill the vacuum created by the membranes of the beast. With another whump the Dragon launched itself over the forests and tore across brightening skies towards a wooded glen.

			Despite being some leagues away, the Dragon’s flight was so fast, the glen approached within moments.

			It circled the little glen in the dark, scouting for the font. From its vantage point, firelight from several villages winked like weak stars against the dim woods, and the Dragon closed its eyes in sorrow.

			There was nothing else to do; it had a duty to perform. It could already sense the vanguard of the true threat breaking through the undefended points in this realm to converge on this spot.

			With a heavy heart the Dragon inhaled, summoning fire into its belly. It flattened its wings and dived again, making a beeline for the village closest to the centre of the glen. The Dragon was not sure the villagers would see it approach, but it was sure they would see the destruction it left. The Dragon exhaled, amber flame searing a swathe of the forest leading towards the village.

			After gouging a trail of fire in the woods so thick that several wagons could traverse it side by side, the village warning bell rang.

			The Dragon banked around the village and breathed another swathe of fire into the woods as the poor denizens spilled out of their homes and the palisade gates, fleeing to the next town to warn them of the danger.

			There was nothing they could do to stop it—the Dragon knew. It continued its path of destruction, carving a circle of fire into the glen so large that none could mistake its intent. This territory is mine now. Cross this line and burn.

			It circled its new little spot deep within the wooded glen and finally came to land upon a knoll with a bubbling stream that spewed from its top. The different paths of flowing water parted around deeply carved druid stones . . . This was the place.

			Now the Dragon would stand guard, and it hoped its fellow kind would do the same at the other strongholds of this plane. It was not sure a Dragon could stand against the might of what was coming, but there were few other beings that could stand in contest against it. The necromancers were gone, their tasks forsaken, and the plane was fracturing for it. Soon, the enemy would be here. The Dragon waited, knowing that it would not only have to contend with the enemy, but with the misguided attempts by the locals to drive it off. It would also have to do battle with heroes . . .
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			​Part II

			​Wayward Heroes

			The noose was pulled tight around the magistrate’s neck, the rope burning his skin with the friction as he suppressed the urge to swallow.

			“Now you know I’m serious!” Commander Crauld shouted up at the gallows in the town square.

			The magistrate couldn’t help but smirk, eyeing the corpse of the poor messenger next to him as it swayed in the breeze. It was actually a lovely day, all things considered. The sun was shining in the late morning, the sky was pristine blue, and there was a crisp breeze from the mountains that possessed a hint of woodsmoke. The townspeople were being cajoled into the square by dishevelled soldiers who barked angrily. Deserters, all of them, they acted the tough oppressor, but their expressions were stricken. That made the magistrate smirk too, in a sad sort of way.

			“Are you even listening, man?” Crauld shrieked. “You’re about to be hung!”

			Hanged, the magistrate hissed internally. You troglodyte. “That much is obvious, Commander. What isn’t obvious is how you’d like me to respond to that information?”

			Crauld gasped in frustration, looking at his second in command—a stony-faced troll who shrugged in confusion. “I want you to sign this document,” he waved a crumpled scroll in the magistrate’s direction, “and officialise the fact that you invited my regiment to occupy this town in order to defend it from waves of the damned. There’s a haunted burial ground nearby; it isn’t that much of a stretch!”

			The magistrate chuckled even though the rope still burned against his throat. “It seems you failed, Commander. I am damned by the looks of it, and I’ve been here the whole time!” His laugh rasped across the square, the barking soldiers and mumbling townspeople stopping to watch in abject shock.

			“Stop laughing!” Crauld stamped his foot.

			“But it’s so funny!” the magistrate said. “You desert your post and occupy a quiet town, seeking to live the rest of your miserable lives in carnal pleasure before the dead drag you into their ranks. You pillaged our stores, coerced our men and women into your beds, and drank our ale until your guts ran down our gutters . . . and then, a poor messenger strolls in. He informs you that the world will not end, that the necromancers have been defeated, and the War of the Damned is over! With his honest work he holds a mirror up to your face and to the faces of your soldiers, and you see that you are cowards, that better people did your duty where you quailed and ran. And the funniest thing is that the one man who can save you from the reckoning of the living is the one man you now have strung up to die!”

			“But you won’t die!” Crauld shrieked. “Sign this document and no one has to die!”

			“Oh come now, Commander. We both know that I am a dead man. You can’t risk me reporting this to anyone. You can’t risk anyone here telling the truth. As soon as I ratify your presence here, we are as damned as your own soul.”

			Crauld squirmed. “I can make it hurt,” he whispered.

			“I’m sure you can.”

			“I can make them all suffer.”

			“I’m sure you will. But ultimately, you and your fellow deserters will be hunted, tried, and executed in a manner fitting of scum. I have known deserters in my time whom I supported. I have known traitors with some shred of honour, and warlords with competence. My only regret is that I am not to die by their hands, but at the hands of a wretch!”

			Crauld’s face hardened, his ears flushing red. “Gorgen.” His troll lieutenant stood to attention. “Round up the children first.”

			Gorgen turned and barked orders to the other soldiers, who started prying the children away from their families. The families rioted in response but were struck back easily as all the fighting men and women were called away to the War of the Damned. The magistrate watched the horrid scene unfold with a heavy heart, knowing that they were all going to be killed anyway, and they were likely going to be killed in sporting ways. Both for the amusement of the animals who once called themselves soldiers, and so that it seemed this town was raided by bandits or the dead before they were halted at the Dwarf Islands. He sighed. Such is life . . .

			As the children were huddled into the town centre and the old and weak were kept at bay, Crauld turned back to the magistrate once more.

			“I can have my warlock burn them into crisps. This is your last chance, Magistrate. Fulfil your duty, protect your people.”

			The magistrate chuckled again, but this time there was venom in his voice. “How dare you.”

			“Very well!” Crauld barked. “Gorgen, get Kullyn to . . .” He was interrupted by a voice.

			“Alms!” It was a deep voice, loud, raspy, and accompanied by a rattle of coin.

			The gathered turned from the magistrate and down the main road, which was lined with two-storied buildings of grey brick and wooden slat. A dwarf in raggedy grey robes hobbled down the street with a stooped gait, rattling a rusty flagon in one hand that jingled as he chanted his plea.

			“Alms, alms, alms for the poor. Alms for the refugees in this war. Alms, alms, alms for the poor . . .” He was halted by a spindly orc at the edge of the crowd.

			“Gorgen,” Crauld hissed, “why did the guards not stop that person from entering the town?”

			“Because your people are incompetent,” the magistrate said quietly, but he looked down the main road in wonder himself. The gates listed open, manned on either side by two guards who stood to what he would describe as inattention. Beyond the gates was a wagon being slowly pulled towards the town by two taller people in rags as destitute as the dwarf’s—the magistrate assumed they were human.

			“It’s just a beggar,” Gorgen grumbled. “I suppose they didn’t think it mattered.”

			“Gorgen, if you don’t get up there and flog those guards right now, I will have you flogged for their incompetence!”

			“Yessir!” Gorgen saluted and pushed through the crowds towards the road.

			A squadron of soldiers surrounded the dwarf beggar and menaced him with their weapons. “You’re not going to find no alms here, little runt.” The orc kicked the dwarf’s flagon out of his hands, and three copper coins spilled out across the dirt road.

			“You’ll find no nothing!” A human woman stepped in to smack the dwarf across the head with the butt of her spear, and then gasped.

			With enough speed to create a rush of air, the dwarf raised his hand and blocked the spear butt with a crack. “No alms?” He peeked up from his raggedy hood and flashed a cheeky grin, showing a solid row of tombstone-like teeth that shone through a silver beard. “How about . . . arms?” He gripped onto the spear butt, the sleeve of his robe slipping back to reveal brass gauntlets that glinted in the sunlight. With a twist the dwarf snapped the spear butt in half. He then sprang forward, slamming his gauntlet into the jaw of the hapless human. She sprawled across the ground.

			Chunks of broken teeth scattered across the dirt as the dwarf murmured a deep chant, summoning spiritual amber fire around his gauntlets. He spun and struck the orc next with a hook punch to the knee. Cartilage cracked, skin burned, and sinew tore as the knee joint twisted in a way that it was not supposed to, and the orc collapsed howling.

			Before the other soldiers could react, the wagon being pulled towards the town crumbled outwards. A hulking pink creature with enormous, gnarled antlers and a mighty wooden club burst out of its hiding place. It roared and charged towards the gates as the once sheepish guards struggled to close it.

			The gates slammed shut when the hulking creature was mere paces away, and a guard hefted the beam in place. Before he could lock the beam to the gate, a lance of light pierced through the crack in the middle. The beams were seared in half, and a burning hole tore through the guard. He was dead before he hit the ground. And then the gates burst open.

			The hulking creature broke through the gates with ease, and as it bellowed a deep war cry, the magistrate recognised it as an ogre. The two other figures who had been hauling the cart spirited through on either side of their roaring companion and discarded their robes.

			One was a human man covered head to toe in steel plate armour and wielding an intricate glaive, which he used to cut down the other gate guard. The other was an elf man, with rosy skin, a white tabard, and gold-trimmed pauldrons, marking him as a paladin. The elf summoned the light of paladism into his hands and blasted the archer on the watchtower who was fumbling to nock an arrow.

			“To arms!” Crauld bellowed, shuffling back behind the gallows. “I said to arms, you fools!”

			The magistrate watched in fascination as the four newcomers laid about the deserters. . .  Scratch that, there were five. There was a gnome scurrying between the legs of the rampaging ogre, drawing arcane runes in the air to shoot fire and lightning at the scrambling soldiers.

			The attacking squadron had a game plan, that much was certain. The ogre roared and charged down the main road towards the town square. It lowered its antlers to gore the soldiers foolish enough not to scramble out of the way. Alongside of him the human warrior surged down a row of storefronts. Blade and arrow glanced off his plate armour as he expertly handled his glaive to parry and cleave at will. On the other side of the rampaging ogre’s path, the elf paladin struck out with lances of holy sun fire.

			The dwarf in the centre by the crowds was becoming overwhelmed as he brawled with the soldiers. But they were being picked off, whether from bolts of power from the gnome, who was dashing closer, or from arrows that whistled from some unseen archer on the rooftops.

			The deserting regiment’s warlock—Kullyn, a young, spindly satyr with patchy fur—stepped forward and made to strike the dwarf down with a stream of green fire. But the dwarf smashed his gauntlets together, forming a guard over his face, and chanted. He summoned a shield of spiritual fire which formed an orb around him. The green fire engulfed the amber energy and dissipated harmlessly behind the dwarf’s defensive posture. The warlock started to cast another spell, but the gnome leaped through the smoke and cast a bolt of lightning.

			The warlock deflected the lightning with the palm of his hand, but was on the back hoof. He turned and ran with a bleated shout. And the other nearby soldiers routed with him as they ducked into the tavern by the main square and barred the doors shut.

			The dwarf and gnome pursued the routed band of soldiers as the ogre, human, and elf reached the town centre. The crowds had the sense to scatter and hide in the alleys and side streets. But the soldiers, once trained and disciplined but now turned cowards from their actions, failed to respond as a unit to the three warriors, who charged in with wrath.

			“Wuppet!” The gnome lanced the tavern with bolts of lightning, each deflected by an ephemeral barrier that shimmered with violet polyps. “We need a physical attack plan here. That warlock has a magic shield.”
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