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            Hello There!

          

        

      

    

    
      Normally, I’d save this for the back of the book, but…

      Well, I’m hoping to catch you from the start.

      I’ve learned, and continue to learn, from interaction, feedback, and reviews from my launch team and from readers like you.

      For that reason, I sincerely ask:

      When you finish reading Wrath of Dragons, or any of my books or short stories, please take just a moment to leave your honest thoughts about the book in a review, on a social media post, or on my website:

      
        
        www.authorcborden.com

      

      

      Your thoughts help other readers better determine if they will enjoy this book or not. You also help me better understand how this book measures up, and gives me an idea of what I am doing right or wrong.

      Thank you for reading Wrath of Dragons!

      

      With hearts as one,

      C. Borden

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast of Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is part of a fantasy series, which is a companion adventure. The nature of this means there is more than one main character and many supporting characters. While I did not include a cast of characters in Echoes of Dragons, I felt including one here would be helpful to you. For one, you can quickly refresh your memory of the main characters from the previous books in the series, and you can easily reference this list as the storyline unfolds.

      To further help decipher this list, please note: characters in bold are main characters, and characters in regular print are direct supporting characters. This is not, however, an exhaustive list of all characters mentioned.

      For more information, there is also a glossary at the end of this book.

      Aldrina Ald’Exiter – half-human/half-elf; female

      Bartholomew – Forest Elf; male

      Batikan – Imperial Dragon; purple; male

      Cacafis – Imperial Dragon; black, female; healer

      Captain Lyrwin – Dark Elf; male

      Captain Tristal White Stone – White Elf; female

      Clan Master Freeda of the White Elves – White Elf; female; Matron Freeda

      Colna – Forest Elf; female

      Druna – Dark Elf; male; advisor to Aris

      Queen Dyania Il-Mer – Il-Mer; female; queen of Eilaga

      Commander Gnaflit of Flintrock Tribe – orc; male

      Elbyd – Imperial Dragon; male; blue

      Elyania – Hamadryad; female

      Estryl – Silver Dwarf; female

      Fendas – Imperial Dragon; male; blue

      General Snastek – Rock Giant; female

      General Wraf Ward – Silver Dwarf; male

      Grazina Ald’Mronas – Forest Elf; female

      Jesitha – Imperial Dragon; red; female; Valdry’s mother

      Kadan Fornew – human; male; captain of Mer’s Maid

      King Aris – Dark Elf; male

      King Mronas – Forest Elf; male

      Lady Celeste Franwa – human; female

      Layni – Forest Elf; female; seer

      Lazan – Dark Elf; male; Aris’s nephew

      Libitina – Imperial Dragon; female; red

      Locar – Dark Elf; male; son and heir to King Aris

      Meryth – Imperial Dragon

      High Chieftain Olphara – Willow Elf; female

      Orinus – human; male

      Queen Myrelli – Forest Elf; female

      Rackas – human; male

      Rinix – Imperial Dragon; red; male

      Ryma – human; female; from Nyphas

      Tanin – dracolich; masculine

      The White Lord  (Akrach Zoor ‘Ysand) – Heridon; male

      Valdry – Imperial Dragon; purple; male

      Virconia – Dark Elf; female

      Wilta – Imperial Dragon; black; female

      Zephyr – Drake; male

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prayer of Mythnium
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Progress through unity,

        World, nature, people;

        We progress with deeds

        Not words.

        Faith carries us;

        Justice preserves us;

        Integrity guides us.

        We serve and protect

        With hearts as one.

        With hearts as one.

        ~ Prayer of Mythnium
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      Horns blared from the walls overlooking the Adre Ocean. Soldiers dashed about, readying their crossbows, but no enemy ships appeared on the waters below the cliffside fortress. One of the soldiers looked up.

      “There!” he shouted pointing at a large cluster of dark smudges in the sky.

      As one, the soldiers raised their crossbows, waiting until the shapes began to take form, still far from within range of their weapons.

      A mage patrolling the wall, casting spells to send the bolts higher with greater impact, looked up as well. Slack-jawed, she stared at the sight.

      We come in peace, people of Wargate.

      As the telepathic voice echoed in their minds, the people on the wall lost their focus. They lowered their weapons as if in a trance and watched as first five, then ten, twenty, and finally over a hundred dragons flew overhead.

      One soldier accidentally triggered his crossbow. The bolt flew high, straight toward a large red dragon near the back of the second group. Soldiers along the wall shouted warnings, while the mage cast a spell to redirect the currents and deflect the bolt—but she wasn’t fast enough. The bolt embedded itself into the dragon’s wing, sending it plummeting as it roared in pain. Two other dragons turned back to help and guided it over Wargate, down to the fields beyond.

      Dread tightened their chests as the soldiers of the military school stared at the landing dragons. Until now, the return of the dragons was just a story told to bolster the ranks of those fighting the White Lord. Yet, seeing real dragons for the first time... Unease mingled with hope swept through the soldiers at Wargate and the people living in the surrounding area.

      A powerful surge of emotion filled everyone with new hope: the dragons were real.

      The White Lord could be overcome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dead things should remain just that: dead.

        ~ Ancient Dwarven Text

      

      

      

      Tanin sat at the mouth of a large cave, deep in the northern reaches of the Walker Mountains. Despite the undead dragon’s enormous size, the stone entrance to the long-forgotten cavern city, dwarfed him.

      He stared at the mass of creatures below him. When some attempted to make camp within the ancient city, Tanin had obliterated the miscreants without warning or hesitation. The remaining ones quickly understood the cavern was off limits to them. Instead, they built their nomad-like camps in the narrow valley south of the mountain. Beyond their camps, old roads, long forgotten to the rest of Mythos, converged within the valley.

      Tanin recalled a time when these roads had been trade-routes from all corners of Mythnium. Within the cavern, a carefully built avenue led down into the depths of Mythnium; a trade route to the Netherland, home of the Deep Dwarves and the Dark Elves, unused and forgotten since the cataclysm. Tanin had chosen the old city and the convergence of the ancient routes as his camp from where he intended to reach the rest of Mythnium.

      Tanin’s creatures gathered on the crossroads before him. The dracolich grinned wickedly down at the masses. Orcs. Goblins. Giants. Amaroks. Trolls. Muligs. They had all answered his call. Though, he admitted to himself with a hint of annoyance, most of them had been compelled. Only a few had come of their own accord, with their own selfish desires drawing them to a creature they hoped could grant them more power among their own. They were not to be trusted any more than the ones he had been forced to compel. He could not rely on their loyalty. Instead, he demanded unquestioning obedience through overpowering compulsion.

      Very few remained strong before his mental coercion, and Tanin kept a wary eye on those who did. They would either be incredible weapons he could use for his purposes, or weak links helping others break his magical demands. Time would tell.

      The dynamics in the camp fascinated Tanin. Although he had imposed his will upon the creatures, he had not turned them into mindless puppets. They could all still act on their base instincts and urges. As a result, the orcs tried to maintain peace within the camp, especially among the most volatile of species. Still, fighting erupted, spread, and was suppressed, only to flare up again.

      In response to the orcs’ initiative, Tanin declared that their tribes were to be the ones in control. Most took his initial mandates seriously, but the lesser creatures’ lust for violence remained tough to curb and resulted in endless bloodshed.

      The camp was the perfect picture of murderous chaos and hateful division, and Tanin trembled with a quiet, sinister joy at the sight. The scents of blood and gore wafted up to him on the breeze and intensified his desire to start the ultimate campaign.

      He shook his head. His urge to let the creatures digress into complete war with one another must be curbed. He needed every single one of the chaotic creatures the more genteel species of Mythnium considered barbaric and monstrous.

      They would wreak chaos, mayhem, and murder—just not on one another. Not now. Instead, they would rain destruction upon the elves, dwarves, humans, and all else who stood against him. His unruly army would crush all magic wielders and magical sources that dared rival his own. They would obliterate everyone and everything that threatened his claim to world dominion.

      As he watched the brewing chaos, a surge of irritation tempered his growing joy.

      He roared.

      The horde below him ceased their fighting and shouting. Every creature turned toward him as he glared at them from the mouth of his giant cave. The power of his presence was almost tangible in the air.

      Send me the strongest of each tribe and faction, no matter the species, he roared into their minds.

      Many creatures fell to their knees, too weak to withstand the mental onslaught. The others stood frozen. Finally, some of them began making their way through the camps, up toward the dracolich.

      Tanin waited in silence until the camps settled into uneasy silence. Nearly three dozen orcs, goblins, trolls, and giants lumbered toward to him. When they finally reached him, casting wary glances at one another, he said, I need two generals to pass my commands on to the others. You present yourselves as leaders of that rabble down there. Therefore, you claim to be the strongest of your kinds. Prove it. Now. I wish to see evidence of your cunning, strength, and fighting skills.

      Sneering and flexing their muscles, the group displayed their bravado, eager to impress their new leader.

      He continued, Pair off. Fight. To the death. Until only two remain. The two left standing will stand by my side to command that unruly horde at your backs.

      The creatures before him grinned as one. Each of them seemed eager to prove they were the perfect candidate to lead the horde. None of them needed any more prompting. They fell upon each other, slashing, stabbing, and screaming oaths to their gods as they landed blow after blow.

      Unaffected, Tanin watched the bloodbath before him. After a moment, he shifted his attention to the camps. The remaining creatures stared at the fighting in a crazed stupor. Soon, shouts erupted from the camps as favorites fell while others remained.

      Hours passed. One by one, the numbers of the fighters diminished. Still the fighting wore on. It turned from frenzied battles to a few calculated testaments of strength and endurance. The remaining fighters pressed on relentlessly, their endurance fiercer than Tanin had expected.

      After a while, only half a dozen remained. The creatures watching from the camps cheered their favorites, changing allegiance when their own leaders fell. Two more fighters fell. As the suns settled on their respective horizons, the short slope down to the valley floor was drenched in blood.

      Finally, as Sola, the second sun began to set, only two battered fighters, wounded and panting with exhaustion, remained.

      The dracolich stared at the pair: a small but clever and nimble orc, and a young rock giant, not quite as tall as Tanin himself.

      So it is, said Tanin, intrigued and amused by the unexpected survivors who trembled with adrenaline before him. You are my generals. One will march beside me as we strike fear into Mythos and bring it to its knees. The other will go to the Ebony Isles. Follow me. I have much to tell you.

      Without waiting for their response, Tanin entered the cave city. As the orc and the giant followed behind, he sensed that their eagerness to please him overcame their exhaustion as the adrenaline of the fight waned.

      Once inside, the orc asked, “What was this place?”

      Tanin replied, This is Pan’Hora. Once, it was the center of commerce for all of Mythos. It still remains the most direct route to the cities of Netherland.

      The orc, head sweeping from side to side to admire the incredible architecture within the cavern, including the city that seemed to grow out of the mountain, asked, “Why abandon it?”

      Tanin stopped, his empty sockets locked on the orc, who dropped to his knees as Tanin pressed the overwhelming urge to grovel into its mind.

      Tanin roared, I will not give you history lessons. You are here to fight. For me. Nothing else. If that is too much, or not enough for you, I can replace you right now.

      The giant smirked and crossed her arms, apparently pleased the orc overstepped. But the orc stared back at Tanin and said with astonishing confidence, “If you want ignorant soldiers leading your armies, do what you will with me. But I am valuable to you as more than just a fighter.”

      Tanin hunched over with a predatory smirk on his bony face, and peered down at the orc.

      Yet, the orc remained perfectly still, refusing to close his eyes as death bore down on him.

      Taken aback by the orc’s fearlessness, Tanin huffed and shifted his attention to the giant. What about you? Are you a mindless brute? Or will you benefit me with your mind as well?

      The giant fidgeted and cast the orc a swift, hostile glare.

      “I…” the giant faltered.

      Tanin huffed again. Never mind, he said reverting his gaze to the orc. It’s good you have a curious mind. You will go to the Ebony Isles. I need someone there who can not only take orders, but can also think fast as opposition arises. For it will. You’ll have both the White Lord and the people from Elmnas looking to stop you. What is your name, orc?

      The orc stood tall, a fist pressed to his chest as he said with pride, “I’m Gnaflit, the strongest and most fierce from the Flintrock Tribe.”

      Ignoring the orc’s arrogant boast, Tanin turned to the giant, And you?

      The giant bowed her head and said, “I’m Snastek. No tribe. The White Elves drove us from our homes. I was orphaned and exiled by the other giants.”

      Tanin cocked his head to the side. Like me, you have reason to see the elves brought low.

      The giant nodded in mute reply.

      Very well, said Tanin. Commander Gnaflit, you will take a small group. No more than ten. Leave for the Ebony Isles at once. I will contact you with more directions as soon as you get there. And you, Snastek… You are to be my general here. You’ll take my orders to the horde out there. But first, you need to turn that horde into an army. Can you do that?

      Snastek smiled widely. “I might use whatever methods I think best to train them?”

      Tanin lowered his head to stare directly at the giant. Short of killing and maiming. I need the numbers as much as I need their skill. Do you understand me?

      The giant’s smile faded, her look of anticipation lessened, but she nodded in understanding.

      Good, said Tanin. Now. Both of you have things to be doing. Gnaflit, I expect you to be gone by tomorrow’s second sun. Snastek, when you are not out there shaping that horde, you shall be here with me. We have much to discuss.

      Without another word, Tanin left the two creatures and made his way deeper into the cavern city, his skeletal body scraping on the rocky floor sending echoes through the vast space.
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        War has taught us that taking extreme measures demonstrates our shared likeness.

        When blood is threatened, though we be on opposing sides, we realize that what makes us alike is the catalyst to overcome.

        ~ Investigations of War by the Dark Elf Council

      

      

      

      The Sea Witch had been anchored in its berth for an entire day, but its deck was unnaturally quiet. Below decks, however, the ship was alive with laughter, dancing, and heavy drinking. Orinus held his mug tight, while Captain Lyrwin stood on a crate, careful not to knock his head on the low ceiling.

      The captain called for silence from the gathered crew and passengers so he could speak without the need to shout. Once everyone in the hold fell still, the self-exiled Dark Elf pointed at the four passengers who mingled with the crew.

      “These courageous people drove a hard bargain, and most of you thought I was mad,” the captain said as he made eye contact with as many of his crew as he could, “but here we are! We have been through the storm wall, to the Lost Continent! We saw the dragons and come back to Mythos with more than just our tales. We bring very real treasure! A treasure to see each of us through this life and the one beyond!”

      Orinus joined the crew as they erupted in cheers, until the captain raised his hands calling for silence once more.

      “However, we did not make this journey without some painful losses.”

      A hush fell over the space, and the captain proceeded, “Please join me in a moment of silence as we remember our fallen comrades: Captain Tristal White Stone – lost in the storm wall on our journey to Mynos, and Henris, my first mate and friend, in the storm wall on our return. Both were brave and true. They will be remembered fondly.”

      As a wave of quiet reverence swept through the small crowd, the leaden weight of its silence mingled with Orinus’s anger over the loss of his reckless companion.

      A short while later, Captain Lyrwin stomped his foot on the crate and clapped his hands drawing Orinus’s attention with his sudden excitement.

      “Now! Now, we say goodbye to our esteemed guests, though they be more as friends. As they rush to fight, to war, we send them on their way with our thanks, our friendship, and our wishes for their success! For us! For all Mythnium!”

      Once again, cheers rose up, filling the small space with noise.

      Orinus stood near the front with Estryl, Virconia, and Bartholomew. He exchanged smiles with them, knowing that they, too, were eager to return to Watercastle, to send and receive word from Elmnas. To know where they should go next, and what to expect. The mage suspected their levels of anxiety and anticipation matched the exuberance of the crew, but he tried to enjoy the celebration while he could. After all, he didn’t know when he’d be able to enjoy good ale like the captain proudly kept aboard his ship.

      Seeming to sense Orinus’s mixed feelings, the captain jumped off the crate, drew the companions close to him, and said loudly so he could to be heard over the din of his crew, “You should sneak out now. I’ll keep the crew busy drinking, dancing, and telling tall tales. Otherwise, everyone will want to bid you farewell, and that might take longer than you would like.”

      Virconia leaned forward toward the captain, “Thank you, Lyr. I will be sure to pass on to King Aris how you have helped us.”

      The captain grinned, “You do that, ranger! But I think I’ll keep his blade.”

      He pulled it from his belt and flipped it over in his hand. “I’ve had it for so long, everyone on my crew believes it had been specially crafted for me.”

      With a nod and wink at Virconia, he slipped it back in its sheath and shrugged. “It is a token of home, I guess.”

      Virconia’s eyes sparkled. “A token of home, then.”

      The two Dark Elves exchanged a laugh and a firm handshake. Then Virconia pushed her way through the crew and to a ladder at the back of the hold. Orinus and the others followed close behind as she led the way up to the deck.

      Then, with the crew still below carousing without realizing their new friends had slipped out, Orinus and his friends dashed toward the ramp leading to the docks. At the top of the ramp, their personal bags awaited them. They snatched them up, rushed to the dock, and hurried into Watercastle, leaving the Sea Witch behind.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Orinus burst into the inn where the others sat around a table close to the fire. He flung himself into a chair, vainly hoping to keep the worry from his face.

      “We have to go at once,” he said.

      Estryl, paused mid-bite, her crusty bread slathered with a generous layer of goat cheese hovering above the plate. “What happened?”

      Orinus remained silent for a moment, trying to process what he was about to tell them.

      Finally, he swallowed and said, “The dragons arrived several days ago. They’re waiting outside of the city. We should meet with them at once. They have news of the war.”

      Orinus paused, mouth opening and closing a few times as he thought of how to share what little he knew. Then he continued, “It’s... a lot. I don’t know all of it yet, but apparently King Mronas forced the White Lord back to Croglinke. The White Lord—" he spat the name, no longer able to hide his true feelings for their enemy as he spoke, "—razed the southern reaches of Mythos to the ground as he headed for the Deep Forest, but our armies held. They pushed him back to a full retreat.”

      Bartholomew leaned forward, firmly gripping his cup of ale as he asked, “If that’s the case, what’s the rush? It sounds as though the war is already over! And we were worried…”

      Orinus frowned at the old elf, “No. Not over. I sensed a very real fear in the dragon I talked to. She is ready to fly. Now. There’s a sense of urgency I don’t understand, and she wasn’t willing to share details. I assume she wants to tell us all at once. Or maybe she is waiting for someone above her to tell us what’s going on. Either way, the dragon is in a hurry, which means we should be as well.”

      Virconia leaned back in her chair, her hands flat on the table in front of her. “Well, we are all still packed. None of us went up to our rooms yet. Shall I let the innkeeper know we’re not staying tonight?”

      Orinus nodded, while Estryl groaned with disappointment.

      “Well, stones and hammers,” she muttered, “I was hoping to sleep in a nice bed that wasn’t rocking every which way tonight.”

      Orinus grinned at her and said, “Your bedroll will be on nice solid ground tonight. No rocking at all.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “On. The. Ground. Silly mage. The ground might not be rocking, but I bet it will be plenty rocky.”

      She jammed the rest of the bread into her mouth while Orinus smirked at her quip.

      Estryl rose, her mouth still full, and pointed at the others, barely comprehensible as she said, “Well, come on, my friends! Can’t keep dragons waiting!”

      She quickly stuffed the leftover bread into the pouch she wore on her hip, grabbed her bag and bedroll, and strode to the inn’s entrance. After gathering their belongings, Orinus and Bartholomew followed close behind. Meanwhile, Virconia paid the innkeeper and told him they were leaving.

      Once outside, the group looked at Orinus, clearly expecting him to lead the way. He lifted his face to the sky for a moment. Still gazing upward, he shook his head as he tried to focus on something that remained just out of reach.

      After a moment, he draped an arm around Estryl’s shoulders and began walking along the wooden plank-ways that made up most of Watercastle’s streets. He avoided glancing back toward the part of the city where he had been born and raised. It was the same place where, many years later, he’d reconnected with his sister, only to lose her in a botched attempt that was made on his life. The pain of the memory dug deep. Forcing the memory aside, he focused on the edges of the city where the ocean met the land in a swampy mess.
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        Not every moment is worthy of song.

        However, every moment is worth remembering.

        ~ Mythnium Proverb

      

      

      

      Once through Watercastle, Orinus led the group along raised paths and wooden bridges to the knoll where the dragons awaited them. Although they had met various dragon races before, the dragon camp caught them off guard. A series of large tents housed the massive Imperial Dragons, capable of flying. Smaller tents for the Drake and Demiods, the humanoid dragons, ringed the perimeter of the camp. The humanoids bustled about, running errands, preparing meals, transcribing missives, and performing various other tasks. At the center of the camp, the Imperial Dragons were busy deliberating their next course of action.

      Orinus approached an Imperial Dragon that kept watch at the edge of the meeting. The purple dragon bowed low before the group.

      Well met, Companions. Jesitha just sent word from Wargate where her squadron landed. She’s been injured…

      “Injured?” Orinus’s eyes widened. “How did that happen?”

      One of the Wargate soldiers had a happy trigger finger. He let off a bolt and it caught Jesitha in a wing. Wargate sent their Willows to assist her. With their help, and the healers we brought along with us, she will be flying again by tomorrow’s first sun.

      Orinus glanced at the other three with him, “Did you get all that?”

      Ignoring the question, Estryl stepped up to the dragon and said, “Should we be off then? If Jesitha’s group cannot fly until morning…”

      The dragon raised his head and looked across the camp to their squadron leader. A silent exchange passed between them, before the dragon returned his gaze to the group.

      We leave very soon. I’ve been told you are accustomed to being carried in our claws. However, our Drake brought along some extra harnesses. Those should make your journeys more comfortable. We brought a dozen of them thinking your leaders may wish to monitor things from our point of view once we reach the front. However, four of us have agreed to wear the harnesses for you.

      As he spoke, another dragon approached; a large black one with a Drake by her side.

      Companions. I am so pleased to meet you. I am Wilta, leader of this group. We bring up the rear of our contingent. The others await us at Wargate. We shall leave soon, but my friend here will assist you with the harnesses to fit you comfortably.

      Orinus cleared his throat. “Wilta, are you meeting the others at Wargate?”

      She peered down at the mage. Those are the orders I was given.

      Orinus frowned. “I think we should go straight to the Forest Elves at Elmnas, or wherever King Mronas is.”

      Wilta lifted her head and peered off toward the south. She tapped a claw impatiently on the ground. After a moment, she closed her eyes, bowed her head, and while her claw stopped tapping, her tail twitched.

      Finally, she looked back at Orinus. Jesitha agrees. Her news is quite disturbing, but she thinks you are right, mage. We fly to find the king of the elves, as fast as we can.

      She turned her attention to the Drake, who stepped forward with armfuls of strangely padded leather straps. She held one out and said, “Now... Who wants to ride with my companion here?”

      Orinus squinted up at the purple dragon. “We never got your name.”

      The dragon made the motion of bowing again, a twinkle in his silver eyes. I am Valdry’s cousin Batikan.

      “Valdry. Ah. How are he and his father, Ulryth? We didn’t get an opportunity to thank Ulryth for his incredible patience and kindness to us. They were not in Thrildir when we left.”

      A shadow crossed Batikan’s eyes, and sadness seeped into the companions’ minds. Ulryth is no longer with us. But I know nothing more.

      As the shock of the news swept through Orinus’s being, he and the others stood before Batikan in awkward silence.

      Finally, Virconia stepped up to Batikan and said, “Have dragons had riders before?”

      The dragon nodded slowly. Drake and Demiods often ride with us as we fly. Before the Cataclysm, when the sentient species and the dragons were allies, we traveled together quite often. Though, back then, aerial vehicles shared the skies with us. Sadly, those days are gone.

      Now, Drake are our most talented healers, weapons, and armor crafters. Many of them came with us on this mission. The Demiods, with their special ability to camouflage themselves, will be invaluable assets to us in battle.

      Orinus wanted to ask about the Demiods, but Bartholomew caught his eye and shook his head, suggesting he save his question for later.

      Bartholomew smiled up at Batikan. “Might I ride with you? And perhaps learn more about these strappy contraptions?”

      Batikan nodded sharply to the Drake holding the harnesses. The Drake began attaching and securing straps along Batikan’s neck. She was careful to place them where the ridges along his spine ended and his scales were smaller and less likely to cut into the straps.

      While she worked, Batikan turned to Bartholomew.

      Old One, I’d be honored to share more with you as we fly.

      Moment’s later, the Drake stood back and waved for Bartholomew to approach. She helped him up onto Batikan’s neck. Once he sat astride the dragon’s back, the Drake adjusted various strips of padding, explaining their purpose as she did so. Once Bartholomew was bound securely to the purple dragon, she showed him a small pad by his head, which he could unroll as a headrest should he want to reposition during the flight.

      “You seem to have thought of everything,” said Bartholomew as he settled into the seat.

      The Drake smiled. “I sincerely hope your flight is comfortable.”

      Batikan added, If any of you need us to go to ground, just ask. Wilta expects us to go lower and slower for your safety and comfort. We have her express permission to stop as often as needed along the way. But never fear, I suspect we will never be more than an hour behind the main group.

      He glanced at the remaining three companions. Now. Who is next?

      While the other three were strapped to their dragons, the rest of the dragon contingent took to the air. Orinus watched in awe as they rose with a unified beat of their wings, making the air around them quake. High above, the dragons moved into an arrowhead formation with Wilta hovering in position at the tip of the point. Four dragons toward the rear carried massive wooden boxes between them.

      “What are those for?” Orinus asked the blue Imperial who bore him.

      The blue dragon glanced upward and said, Armor. We’ve not had need of armor since before the cataclysm, but the council thought it wise that we come with it.

      “Armor? But your hides are so thick. I’d think armor would hamper your mobility,” stated Orinus.

      Another dragon responded, While most weapons do not easily penetrate our natural armor, if the White Lord and his forces have stumbled upon ancient weapons, we will have need of additional protection.

      Orinus fell silent as grim thoughts of dragon piercing weapons swirled through his mind. He hardly even noticed the dragons hovering above them until all the companions were safely harnessed. Once they had joined the formation, one of the dragons—a harness already strapped to its body—flew down to the waiting Drake.

      Orinus watched as the Drake nimbly climbed up and slipped her arms and legs into place, pulling on different parts until she was secure. Then, the dragon returned to the formation, bringing up the rear.

      Not a moment later, the squadron flashed forward. Looking back toward his friends on the other dragons, Orinus noticed they were wide-eyed with wonder or maybe fear. Soon, Watercastle was just a speck on the horizon. As he looked before him, he saw the land morph from swamps to grassy plains to low hills. While the other companions held animated conversations with their dragon hosts, Orinus rode in silence, grieving the loss of Ulryth. He also worried about what terrible news awaited them at Elmnas, and the upcoming confrontation with the White Lord—hopefully for the first and last time.
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        My god, Asuna,

        I come to you in my times of trouble.

        Sustain me with your power so I may strengthen my resolve.

        I request this of you on both my knees, o all-powerful god. Empower me with your sacred grace.

        ~ Prayer of the Wanderer

      

      

      

      Not long after Sola set, the dragons landed in a vast, deforested space. Fires sparked and smoked, and tents were set up along the edges of the clearing.

      Orinus loosened the straps securing him to the dragon and pulled himself out.

      Careful, Orinus, the blue dragon warned in a rumble . After being in the harness for so long, your limbs will be quaky.

      Orinus ignored the warning, not expecting the release from the harness to be much of a challenge, but when the last strap came loose, he fell in a lump at the dragon’s feet.

      The dragon lowered his head to Orinus. As I said.

      Orinus frowned and rolled until he managed to press upward on all fours.

      “Thank you for the ride,” he said to the dragon, trying to cover his embarrassment.

      The dragon winked at him before turning to join the other dragons.

      With the others still asleep on their dragon mounts, Orinus took a long moment to stretch his legs and back. Then, he rolled his shoulders and neck.

      Finally, he moved over to the dragon carrying Estryl and observed his stocky friend. Her head was turned sideways, and the wind had pulled much of her hair from its thick braids. The tightly curled strands swayed in the evening breeze like wily tendrils. He grinned. His friend’s hair was just as wild and free as she.

      “Estryl,” he called up to her.

      The dwarf turned her head toward him, her eyes shut, a half-smile on her lips.

      “Hmmm?” she murmured.

      “Estryl, we’re here. It’s time to get off the dragon.”

      Estryl’s eyes popped open. She pressed herself up, angling her upper body away from her dragon host.

      “We’re here?” She squinted into the growing darkness. “Uh. Where is here?”

      Wilta approached from the side and answered, speaking to Orinus as well. We are between Elmnas and the southern edges of the Deep Forest. King Mronas was kind enough to have his people clear this area for our arrival. Though, she said as she looked around the clearing, it is not nearly big enough for all of us. I will have to send word to Jesitha. And to King Mronas—to gain his permission to remove more of the dead or diseased trees to make more space for us.

      Estryl grimaced, and Orinus, seeing her expression, matched it with a frown of his own.

      “The elves do not like for their forest to be damaged,” Orinus said.

      Wilta turned toward him and watched in silence as he helped Estryl undo the straps. Once Estryl was safely on the ground beside Orinus, her knees shaking from being in one position for so long, Wilta said, The elves do not like a lot of things, but for us to be here and help them, we all need to do things we do not like.

      Orinus cocked his head to the side. “Do I sense that you have a dislike for the elves?”

      Wilta shook her head and turned away from Orinus sharply. You assume much, mage.

      Then she added, in a gentler tone, It has been a long flight. I do not intend insult. But we did ask for a larger space and were told it would be of no consequence.

      Estryl, still unsteady on her feet, took Orinus’s hand and said to Wilta, “Maybe the elves just didn’t have enough time. Now that you are here, your squadron can help clear the rest?”

      “Exactly right, Estryl! Now that the dragons are here to help, we can clear a much larger space,” a familiar voice called out from the darkness.

      As the owner of the voice, a White Elf, stepped out of the shadows, Orinus rushed forward, his eyes wide and mouth agape as words failed him.

      Estryl rushed past him, nearly pushing him to the ground in her excitement. She wrapped the White Elf in a tight hug as she shouted, “Tristal! You’re alive!”

      Orinus grinned as Tristal stood stiff in Estryl’s rough embrace. Though her face was a mask of surprise and exhaustion, a small smile played at the edges of her mouth. Gently, Tristal pried herself loose from Estryl’s grip. “Yes, Estryl. I’m alive.”

      “How?” Orinus asked. He held out his hand to the White Elf, and Tristal shook it firmly.

      “The storm wall spit me out into safer waters and I was caught in a fishing net. The captain and crew of that ship saved my life. They helped me get back to Wargate.”

      Estryl wiped the tears from her face and stepped in to embrace the White Elf again, but Tristal backed away, her hands raised between her and the dwarf. “No. No. Once was quite enough. Thank you.”

      Estryl laughed. Lowering her arms to her sides, she said, “It’s just so good to see you. When we found out you’d gone overboard…” She looked at Orinus, “He was so angry. I have never seen him so angry. Or maybe that is how he grieves someone he cares about?”

      Orinus frowned but remained silent as Tristal smirked at him. “I’m sorry I caused you all pain. Had I been able to send you word, I would have. As it is, I got to Wargate, and have been rather busy since. But more of that later. For now, the dragons need to clear more space. And you need rest. As do I. I have tents for you. Estryl and Virconia will share my tent. Orinus and Master Bartholomew have their own. We must get our rest. Tomorrow will be a long day for everyone.”

      As Orinus started to speak, Tristal shot him a look and said, “Later. There is just too much to tell. It is best that this news come from either the king or General Ward.”

      “Ah! Captain White Stone!” interrupted Bartholomew who approached from the shadows, supported by Virconia.

      Tristal bowed low to the old Forest Elf before stepping forward to help him to a waiting tent.

      While few words passed between the reunited companions, the air was thick with their unspoken questions.

      Only moments later, Wilta spoke into their minds. Rest easy, Companions. Tomorrow is a new day. All your questions shall be answered.

      A sudden sense of peace washed over the group.

      Orinus, a bemused smile on his face, muttered, “The dragons have such skill with the currents.”

      He looked at Estryl, “This ability of theirs to soothe unsettled minds… you and I should see if we can learn how to do that.”

      Estryl looked up at her friend and nodded.

      “Yes,” she said, suppressing a yawn, “but let’s ask tomorrow. I’m suddenly very tired.”

      When the companions arrived before two tents tucked under the trees at the edge of the clearing, Tristal nodded to the men to take the left tent, while she led the women into the right one.

      Orinus watched them enter their tent and listened to their low murmurs before he followed the old elf into his. Once inside, he collapsed onto an empty cot and removed his boots and belt. He laid his staff on the ground beside the cot, and listened to Bartholomew reciting his prayers. After a while, the elf fell asleep leaving Orinus to all his doubts and questions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Once, I had a circle of friends. We were friends and allies. Until the winds of fate and the movements of the currents swept us away. Now we drift afloat in the chaos of life, longing to bring the circle back together, forever fearing it broken beyond repair.

        ~ Estryl Metal Singer – Memories

      

      

      

      The following morning, noises of activity woke Orinus. He rose quickly and rejoined the others outside their tents to observe the hustle and bustle.

      Bartholomew asked no one in particular, “What is going on?”

      Batikan approached the companions and answered, The king and the general from Wargate are arriving shortly. They are meeting with Wilta and Jesitha at the height of Inda.

      “Jesitha is here? I thought she was wounded and couldn’t fly,” Orinus interrupted, his eyes wide in disbelief.

      Batikan said, the Willows are very good at what they do. Once our healers added their skills as well, Jesitha was completely healed. She and her squadron left Wargate last night. They will be landing here well before we meet with the king.

      “We are to meet with them as well?” Estryl asked.

      Batikan looked at the Silver Dwarf with something resembling a smile. Yes. You are the Companions of Dragons. While you were with our people on Mynos, a great many things happened on Mythos. Queen Pendra has sent word directly to King Mronas regarding the success of your visit with us. I do not doubt you will be expected to play a part in the fight.

      Estryl frowned. “But we thought… Well, we heard that the White Lord isn’t even on Mythos anymore. I thought the war was over. This is all so confusing.”

      Batikan peered at the companions. He said, No, friends. The war is far from over. It is just beginning. Our enemy is much more terrible than any of us ever imagined. When you hear what the king has to say, you will understand. For now, I came to tell you that a large tent has been set up on the other side of the clearing. The soldiers from Wargate, many of them injured and forced to leave the front lines, are using it as a place to eat and relax. I imagine you all might enjoy some food and drink.

      He turned and led the way through the mass of dragons occupying the clearing. As he walked ahead, Orinus stepped to Tristal’s side. “I suspect you know what all this cryptic nonsense is about. I heard the dragons talking about how the White Lord retreated to Mygras. So, what’s really going on?”

      Tristal glanced up at the mage, her face serious. She said in a low voice, “I saw it for myself, and I cannot explain it. I suspect everyone is so cryptic because even the king and the general are unsure of what happened. They will talk to the dragons first. Compare notes. And then, I suppose all will be revealed.”

      Orinus rolled his eyes. “What did you see? What happened?”

      Tristal stopped and stared at him. “Orinus, I cannot say. I have strict orders…”

      “To the depths of Adre! Orders? To keep secrets?” Orinus’s voice shook with sudden anger.

      Estryl placed a hand on his arm. “Ori, there must be a good reason. Come. Let’s eat. We’ll know more soon enough. But right now, I’m famished.”

      Orinus, eyes still on Tristal, patted Estryl’s hand. He needed to calm down. He fixed his stare on the ground and breathed in deeply, forcing his mind to silence. He focused on his training from Tesiana, in Thrildir. Calming his mind, he pictured moments of peace and happiness, moments of connection. Once again, as had happened in the Elder Dragon’s chamber at the top of Soaring Palace, a face filled his mind. It was the face of a Dark Elf, a friend, and someone he felt an unexpectedly deep connection with. Virconia.

      His eyes snapped open and he glanced to the side where that she stood in silence beside Bartholomew. The expression in her deep red eyes was unreadable. Orinus averted his gaze as warmth touched his cheeks. He took his hand off Estryl’s and let it drop, before looking back at Tristal.

      “I’m sorry. I’m a little concerned. All this secrecy makes me nervous.”

      Tristal said, “I understand. You know I do, Orinus. But I agree with Estryl. Let’s eat and catch up. I want to hear all about Mynos!”

      Estryl turned to Tristal with excitement. Moving to the White Elf’s side, the Silver Dwarf linked arms with her and began talking.

      While the two moved ahead in Batikan’s wake, Orinus, Virconia, and Bartholomew followed in silence.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, the massive tent mostly empty as the Wargate soldiers had returned to their tents or moved on to help with preparations, horns blared, announcing the arrival of King Mronas and General Ward from the southern edges of Deep Forest. A surge of hungry elves, dwarves, and humans flooded the tent, eager to replenish themselves. The companions watched the new arrivals silently, knowing the king would summon them as soon as he was ready to talk to them.

      They didn’t have to wait long. A tall Forest Elf entered, scanning the crowd until his gaze found Bartholomew seated with the others.

      The elf approached and bowed low before the old elf.

      “Master Bartholomew, you and the companions are required to join the king in his tent at once.”

      They got to their feet immediately and with the Forest Elf leading the way, Orinus and the other companions followed Bartholomew as he walked with the messenger.

      Once inside the king’s tent, Orinus gaped at the construction of the meeting space. From the outside, it had appeared as a normal, though rather large tent, with heavy flaps closing the front allowing sensitive conversations to remain private. However, the inside revealed that only the front half of the tent had been fully constructed. The back half was open, allowing three large Imperial Dragons to partake in the discussion.

      Upon the companions’ entrance, all eyes turned to watch them, and King Mronas hurried to greet them.

      “With hearts as one,” he said, his manner somber, though his eyes twinkled in evident joy at seeing them again.

      The companions each responded in kind. When Orinus looked beyond the king, he saw the General from Wargate, a fierce looking White Elf woman, an unknown Willow Elf, a rana, and the three dragons.

      “Are we late?” he asked.

      “No. And yes. A lot happened while you were on Mynos. We are comparing notes with our new dragon allies as they know things we did not, and we witnessed things they were unaware of.”

      Orinus took a step toward the table where a map showing the Deep Forest lay spread out.

      He examined the map that showed different groupings of what he assumed were the combined armies.

      “Well, I know I speak for my friends when I ask, what is happening?” he said.

      The king gestured at the others to gather around Orinus. Then, he nodded at the general.

      The Silver Dwarf said, “For those who do not know me, I am General Wraf Ward. I’m the commander of Wargate. When our forces met King Mronas’s at the southern edges of the Deep Forest, we discovered the White Lord’s army was at war with itself. At first, we thought the Heridon had two dragons fighting for him. One was the red one that was with him when he attacked Farcaste Reach. The other was a grotesque, dead looking thing, black, and appearing as though it had been charred.”

      General Ward paused, waiting for his news to sink in before he continued. “We’d barely acknowledged the new threat when we realized we should take advantage of the chaos taking place within his forces. So, we attacked their northern edge. During the fighting, it seemed like the orcs, muligs, goblins, and other rabble were attacking the rogue elves, humans, and dwarves Then the black dragon winked out of sight, and more chaos ensued in the Heridon’s army.”

      A low murmur filled the tent, whispers of excitement and approval, but the general raised his hand and waited for everyone to fall silent.

      “When the White Lord called his forces back, only a third of his force answered his command. He left through a portal with them and the red dragon. Once that portion of his force was gone, we made quick work of the remaining force. Most fled into the foothills of the Walker Mountains, but many fell under our swords and arrows.”

      The general stopped and took a breath. He motioned to the White Elf.

      She stepped forward and said, “I am Matron Freeda, standing as Clan Master for the White Elves.”

      She pointed to the map and said as she traced routes along dark lines, “Once the Heridon’s forces were split, I sent a few White Elf squads to follow those who had escaped into the mountains. My people picked off a great many, but many more got past us. The creatures fled as though on a mission, as though running to something rather than from us. Not sure what the Heridon’s next steps would be, I recalled my people back before they got too deep into the mountains. Now, we are waiting for communications so we can decide where to place our armies against the White Lord’s next attack.”

      She looked at the king.

      King Mronas gave her a grim smile.

      Then he looked at the group gathered around. “We had hoped that the White Lord had retreated to Croglinke to lick his wounds. But the fact that you dragons are here, and in force, along with the group we sent to Mynos… I assume this means that the Heridon will return. Or has returned.”

      One of the dragons, a red Imperial, shook his massive head and interjected himself into the conversation.

      The Heridon is only part of why we are here. Originally, we were coming to help your peoples push him back to Mygras, hopefully for good. However, while your emissaries were with us, we learned of an even greater threat.

      Orinus leaned forward, looked at the dragon with curiosity, and said, “I’m sorry. Who are you?”

      The dragon bowed his head toward the group. My apologies. I sometimes forget myself. I am Jesitha’s twin, Rinix. As you are now aware, Ulryth is gone. When I received word from the blue known as Elbyd, I went to Mygras, where Ulryth, Valdry, and Libitina had gone on an unplanned trip that none of us knew anything about. The few things Elbyd had learned from Libitina after they had gone seemed to make no sense at all. So, I went after them and found Valdry wounded, and his father beside him. Dead. We took them back to Thrildir, where Valdry confirmed what the red dragon told Elbyd: Tanin is back.

      A murmur passed through the group. Only the dragons remained quiet.

      Mronas raised a hand, and everyone fell silent once more.

      Rinix continued, Tanin has somehow learned how to survive as a creature of magic. He is a dracolich. From what we can gather, he has been manipulating the White Lord and Libitina to gain revenge on us. Though we do not understand why he is working here on Mythos versus Mynos. There is a great deal we do not know. However, Tanin is a threat none of us can ignore.

      Rinix, Wilta, and Jesitha turned their massive heads as one while Rinix spoke to Orinus and Estryl.

      We believe the two of you will have an important part to play in bringing Tanin down.
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