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			Descent: Legends of the Dark

			Terrinoth: an ancient realm of forgotten greatness and faded legacies, of magic and monsters, heroes, and tyrants. Its cities were ruined and their secrets lost as terrifying dragons, undead armies, and demon-possessed hordes ravaged the land. Over centuries, the realm slipped into gloom… 

			Now, the world is reawakening – the Baronies of Daqan rebuild their domains, wizards master lapsed arts, and champions test their mettle. Banding together to explore the dangerous caves, ancient ruins, dark dungeons, and cursed forests of Terrinoth, they unearth priceless treasures and terrible foes.

			Yet time is running out, for in the shadows a malevolent force has grown, preparing to spread evil across the world. Now, when the land needs them most, is the moment for its heroes to rise.
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			Prologue

			Memories: The Broken Lands

			The sky was clean, untouched by violence or death.

			And above everything that they loved, Vaerix loved flying.

			Vaerix had been raised for battle, and their skills had been honed by dozens of fights in the service of their brood mother, Levirax.

			But still, as exhilarating as it was to cross weapons with a worthy enemy and vanquish them, the pure pleasure of gliding from one thermal to the next, feeling the sudden rush when caught in the updraft, the world dropping away under them, the pale blue line of the horizon stretching in every direction where the land faded into the sky… that was what Vaerix truly cherished.

			To a creature like them, who did not know poetry, flying was poetry.

			Vaerix twisted a wing enough to start gliding to their right, dropping in altitude. Drys, who flew just above them and to the left, mirrored their maneuver.

			There was no need for communication between them.

			Their shadows grew larger on the blur of the grassland below. Pinpoint-like arrows in the sky shot toward them. Vaerix signaled with their spear and both they and Drys dropped farther down, swooping over the small band of orc archers below and avoiding the assault.

			As usual for a flightless people, the orcs met the incoming dragon hybrids with a volley of arrows, trying to kill as many enemies as possible before the two lines made contact. In the past, Vaerix had seen them use slings instead of arrows and knew many in the Levirax army that had their wing membranes pierced with holes as a result.

			But now the orcs’ attack was useless. Vaerix and their companions wore armor, and it would take a lucky shot indeed for an archer or a slinger to drop them.

			As Vaerix closed in, the smell of the battle replaced the silence and cleanliness of the upper atmosphere, and Vaerix singled out their target. The dragon hybrids flew in for the kill.

			An orc archer let loose one final arrow, dropped his bow, and grabbed the axe he had stuck in the ground by his feet. The arrow bounced off Vaerix’s pauldrons and they closed the distance and struck with their spear, putting all their weight and speed behind it. The orc was lifted off the ground as the volcanic glass point passed through him. He fell on the ground and was still.

			Vaerix braked, opening their wings to decrease their speed. They did a tight turn, the ground a couple of feet under their claws. A second orc warrior charged them. Vaerix pulled another spear from the holder they carried on their shoulder and thrust it at him. The orc parried the attack, but the sheer impetus of the flying dragon hybrid caused the orc to stumble back and fall.

			Vaerix did another tight turn, the ground now dangerously close, and swooped around in time to catch the orc as he was getting back on his feet. The spear caught the warrior between neck and shoulder. The orc fell back as Vaerix landed, their powerful legs flexing.

			Two crescent obsidian blades were in their hands and a war cry trumpeted through their throat as four other orcs came for them, brandishing axes and maces.

			Before they could reach Vaerix, Drys swept in from above and speared one of them in the back, dispersing the others. Then Drys landed and moved to Vaerix’s side.

			Together they stood side by side, the excitement of the battlefield replacing the ecstasy of flight, and they ran to meet what was left of the orc forces.

			The battle did not take long.

			“They fought well,” Vaerix said afterward, to their long-time companion.

			“They bought time to allow their elders and the hatchlings to run,” Drys said as together they walked among the bodies toward the burning orc camp.

			“A worthy stance,” Vaerix replied.

			Orcs, like many of the mortal races, spawned younglings, and were willing to fight and die to protect them. Not all the dragon hybrids shared Vaerix’s views, but they respected a warrior’s willingness to lay down their life for a higher cause. And they imagined it was so for the orcs too. Preserve the species. Save the little ones and give them a chance to grow and fight on their own.

			One of the huts, little more than a husk of blackened poles and charred skins, collapsed in a blizzard of flying sparks.

			Many of the other hybrids had already taken flight, regrouping to go back to their camp. There was nothing else to do here. There were no secrets learned from the defeated orcs. No hidden runes. No shards of power. Dragonlord Levirax would be disappointed, just as Vaerix was.

			Today, theirs had been a purely tactical victory. A move on the chessboard of the Broken Lands, meaningless in itself, but important in the larger scheme of things. And it had been a good fight. Sometimes that was all that mattered: the warrior’s exercise of their weapons.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Razorcliff

			Tall, flat slabs of rock flanked the road that led to the top of the Razorcliff ridge. The members in good standing of the Explorers’ Guild had long debated whether those rocks were a natural formation or the remains of some ancient structure. No definitive answer had ever been found to those questions. White as bones and scarred by the elements, the stones trapped the road in a corridor of perpetual shadow, whispering wind and deceptive echoes.

			Right in that moment, such deceptive echoes were a broken melody with the garbled words of an old dwarven song, belted out with such enthusiasm and in such a thick Dunwarr accent, even Brockton the Map Maker, a Dunwarr dwarf himself, was unable to understand its verses.

			With a grimace, he turned in the saddle of his pony and cast a pained glance at Grisban the Thirsty, who rode behind him. His white-streaked beard flying in the wind, Grisban threw his head back and launched into another howling verse.

			A warrior undefeated, Grisban was, and Brockton started to believe the reason was because he had sung his enemies to death.

			“Oh, dwarf,” Quellen called, his sharp elven voice piercing the din of Grisban’s song.

			Grisban stopped in the middle of the chorus and turned in his saddle. “What ails you, O wizard?”

			“It’s mage, if you please,” Quellen replied, piqued. He was third in their file and sat atop his stocky ride with a hunched, tired stance, wrapped in his green cloak like an old man in his blanket. Brockton did not know how old he was. It was hard to tell with elves. “But I was wondering,” Quellen went on, “how many songs do you know?”

			Grisban pulled at his beard. “Ah! Hundreds. Thousands, probably.”

			“Thousands, indeed.” The elven mage arched his eyebrows. “And do you plan to sing them all to us?”

			Grisban opened his mouth, and then closed it. He turned to glance at Brockton, and then back at the elf. “What if I do?” he finally asked.

			Quellen shrugged. “Then I think we’ll need to buy more supplies.”

			Grisban’s frown deepened. “What do you mean?”

			“That we’ll find no game on the road,” Quellen said. “Because you’ll scare away anything that lives in a ten miles radius.”

			Grisban’s cheeks burned red against the snow of his beard. “You little–”

			“He’s right,” One Fist called from the back. “You sing like a rotten tooth.” The orc’s legs were so long his feet brushed the ground as his pony kept plodding on. He lifted the metal hook that replaced his left hand and the sharp end glinted in the shadows. He straightened his back and his leather armor creaked. “And you know what happens to rotten teeth.”

			“Is that a challenge?” Grisban growled. His hand caressed the war hammer hanging from his pony’s harness.

			One Fist’s grin widened.

			“Enough of this,” Brockton finally called. “We are not here to fight among ourselves.”

			“Come on, Master Brockton,” Grisban said, smiling grimly. “Just for fun. Without weapons.”

			“I do not pay you for song or pugilism,” Brockton replied. “Save your fight for our enemies, should we meet any. And your songs for when we’ll have reasons for celebration.”

			Grisban looked at him, and his scowl relaxed. “Sorry, boss.”

			In that moment Quellen lifted his right hand. “Listen.”

			They all turned their heads around. Apart for the slow clopping of the horses’ hooves, all sound had died, and the darkness was growing thicker. The wind too was gone, the air strangely still.

			“Maybe what they say is true,” One Fist mumbled.

			“What do they say?” Quellen asked.

			“And who are they?” Grisban added.

			“There are stories,” One Fist said, “told around campfires, that the Razorcliff is haunted. By ghosts and, maybe, by other things.” He made a gesture against ill luck.

			“Rubbish,” Quellen said. “I’d be much more concerned about cutthroats and ruffians, as Last Haven sits yonder–” he pointed with a hand, “–at less than three days. But to worry about ghosts? Why should they bother us?”

			“So you say,” One Fist conceded. “But I’ve been around enough–”

			Distant thunder rumbled.

			Brockton shivered and looked at the strip of sky above them, where dark clouds had been chasing each other for the best part of the afternoon, and now piled up into a boiling mass the color of a bruise. A single drop of rain hit him right between the eyes.

			Just what they needed, he thought. Spring came late in the mountains.

			“Haunted it is,” he said, turning again to face the road, “by rotten weather.” He gently kicked his pony to get it to move faster. “Come,” he commanded. “Let’s make the top before we’re soaked.”

			As he said so, rain started falling, cold and insistent. Thunder sounded again, this time closer.

			“Won’t be that lucky,” Grisban said, pulling up the collar of his coat.

			Behind him, Quellen had pulled up his hood and tucked his head even more into his shoulders. One Fist cursed and tugged his cloak up to cover his head. The ponies marched on, heads low under the rain.

			Soon the path curved around the side of the hill and they finally saw their destination, some way up the slope, stark against the tempestuous sky.

			The Razorcliff rose like a tall blade of pale rock at the top of the hill, and Brockton’s trained eye could see even in the fading light how wind and rain, working patiently for long ages, had sharpened it and dug deep holes in its sides. Man-made walls of dry stone and timber had been added, turning the caves into chambers and stores. A wooden balcony ran along the face of the rock, and a gallows-like post supported a battered sign carrying the words “Razorcliff Inn” in bold if uneven letters.

			“The place does look haunted,” Quellen said over the sound of the rain.

			“Or abandoned,” Grisban grumbled.

			“Or both,” One Fist said.

			They drew their ponies to a stop by a stone basin in the front yard of the inn.

			“Of the inn!” Brockton called, wishing his voice had the bellows-like power of Grisban’s. “You have customers!”

			The door opened, pouring out warm golden light, and a man and a boy appeared in the door frame.

			“Master Brockton?” the man called. “The map maker?” He was tall and round-shouldered, with a pointy beard and shocks of black hair over his prominent ears.

			Brockton dismounted, while Grisban maneuvered his pony into a better defensive position to cover his back.

			“I am Brockton the Map Maker,” he said, taking one step forward. “I sent word, four weeks ago.”

			“So you did, master, and we are glad to see you,” the innkeeper said. “My name is Zayn, and I welcome you to the Razorcliff Inn.” He glanced at the sky, straightened, and smiled. “It’s lousy weather to be on the road, but we have a fire and good food for you.”

			“That’s what I like to hear,” Grisban said, and dismounted. They had a long road both behind and before them, and fire and good food would be welcome.

			One Fist and Quellen dismounted in turn and joined them at the inn’s entrance.

			“Come inside, gentlemen.” Zayn rubbed his hands together and stepped aside. “Your rooms await, and dinner will be served presently. My son will take care of the horses.”

			He nudged the child forward. The boy ran to take the ponies’ reins, watching the travelers with curiosity and awe.

			Grisban brought his hand to his belt. He flipped a coin to the boy.

			“See that they are well tended and fed,” he said. “Then bring our things inside and there will be another like this one for you.”

			The boy smiled, pocketing the tip. “As you command, master.”

			“And do not meddle with our stuff,” Quellen added, with a sly smile. “Because I am a mage. You know what that means, I am sure.”

			The kid’s eyes widened. His smile vanished.

			One Fist entered first, nodding his head at the innkeeper.

			Behind him, Brockton stopped on his way in. “We are expecting one more,” he said. “They should join us here soon.”

			Zayn nodded. “Your… friend is here already, Master Brockton,” he said in a low voice. His eyes darted toward Brockton’s companions and he licked his lips. “Waiting for you.”

			Brockton arched his eyebrows at the innkeeper’s conspiratorial tone. “Here already?”

			The man nodded again but would say nothing more.

			A sound of thunder, and Grisban’s impatient grumble, caused Brockton to move on, pondering the innkeeper’s mood.

			Quellen was the last in, and then the innkeeper closed the door as he followed them, leaving the rain and the cold night outside.

			•••

			Grisban pulled off his gloves and tucked them in his belt.

			“Is there mulled wine to be had in this place?” he called as he walked to the fireplace.

			The room had a low ceiling and a stone floor, bathed in the amber light from the fire. Grisban stretched his hands to the heat with a satisfied groan.

			“Mulled wine, straight away, master,” the innkeeper replied.

			The others started removing their cloaks and unbuckling their sword belts.

			“And more light,” Grisban went on. “We like to see each other’s faces.”

			“Of course, sir.”

			Another boy, so similar to the first one they were obviously brothers, appeared out of nowhere, and using a thin stick to catch a flame from the fireplace, went around the room lighting up the oil lamps.

			Grisban combed his beard with his fingers and let out a sigh.

			Just then, something stirred in the deeper shadows at the dark end of the main room, and a large shape moved forward, obsidian talons clicking on the stone floor.

			Grisban cursed, took a step back and his hand ran to his sword. “What in the name of Kellos–?”

			The others gasped and cursed, echoing his surprise.

			The creature’s teeth glinted in the trembling light of the lamps.

			Brockton’s cold hand gripped Grisban’s wrist, stopping him from drawing his weapon.

			“It is fine,” Brockton said. He underscored his level words with an increased pressure on Grisban’s arm.

			Grisban glanced at One Fist, who had moved further away to have enough maneuvering room. He was ready but had not yet released his sword from the scabbard. Meanwhile, Quellen was leaning forward, wide-eyed with surprise, one hand fiddling with a polished pebble that he had apparently pulled from his sleeve.

			A low sound, like the purring of a giant cat, came from the creature in front of them. The triangular head rose, the back stretched, and long thin horns almost touched the ceiling. Powerful legs, and a lizard-like body that was too large for the benches and tables, gave the creature an impressive stature. The thing flicked its tail.

			Dragon hybrid, Grisban thought. The stuff of legends and scary stories, the long arm of the dragonlords of the Third Darkness. Made and trained to enter the dwarven corridors under the mountains, where dragons could not go. Seldom heard of but in old ballads these days, seldom seen out of the wilderness and the lost cities of the south. He had never crossed swords with one and did not relish the opportunity. He hadn’t been aware this was the friend Brockton had said would be waiting for them.

			“It is fine,” Brockton said again, his voice steady.

			A scaly hand stretched toward them, in what Grisban realized was a welcoming gesture.

			“They’re with us,” Brockton said.

			Finally, Grisban turned to look him in the eye. “With us?”

			The younger dwarf nodded and let go of Grisban’s wrist. Then he walked toward the dragon-creature. “It’s been a long time, friend Vaerix,” he said.

			“Verily, it is so,” the dragon hybrid said. Their clawed hand touched Brockton’s shoulder.

			Grisban eyed One Fist, who shrugged. The old dwarf relaxed, trusting Brockton.

			“Thanks for accepting my call,” Brockton said, and he touched the arm of the hybrid, responding to their greeting.

			“You knew I would,” Vaerix replied.

			“But I am grateful anyway.”

			Brockton turned as the innkeeper appeared by Grisban’s side, carrying a tray of steaming mugs. “Your mulled wine, master,” he said.

			That seemed to break the spell, and everybody sighed in relief. Grisban accepted the mug with a grateful nod. Brockton looked back at his companions, the dragon hybrid towering behind him.

			“This is my friend Vaerix,” the young dwarf explained. “A fine warrior, and wise. We met many years ago–”

			“Fifteen years and seven months,” Vaerix said.

			“–back when I was surveying the Howling Giant Hills, southeast of Frostgate. I asked them to join us on this venture.”

			One Fist studied the dragon hybrid, wide-eyed. “You are Vaerix?” he asked. “Vaerix the Wanderer? That Vaerix?”

			“So I am,” Vaerix replied, nodding their head.

			One Fist whistled softly.

			“They said…” Quellen started, then he shook his head.

			“What?” Grisban asked, glancing sideways at the elf. His instincts still commanded him to keep his eyes on the dragon hybrid.

			Vaerix tilted their head to the side, like a bird, waiting for the elf to speak.

			“Nothing,” the mage said. He waved his hand. “Forget it.”

			Grisban regarded the elf. Since the mage loved the sound of his own voice, his sudden reticence was unexpected. Maybe mere courtesy, maybe something else: elves were a secretive bunch. Grisban would have to keep an eye on Quellen.

			Coming closer, the innkeeper clasped his hands together. “If the gentlemen please,” he said, “Dinner will be served presently. We have spicy mutton stew with honey-glazed parsnips, and a fine soup of wild herbs and beans.”

			The mulled wine had helped Grisban find some of his good humor. “That will do, for starters,” he said. “Bring also bread and ale.”

			“Of course, master.”

			“Wine for me,” Quellen added.

			“We do not have much choice, I am afraid–”

			Quellen waved a hand dismissively. “Any wine will do, as long as it comes from grapes.”

			“Let’s sit down,” Brockton said as the innkeeper disappeared back into his kitchen. “We need to talk.”

			“And eat.” Grisban nodded.

			They settled down at the table Vaerix had occupied when they came in. Brockton quickly introduced the others by name to the hybrid.

			“Are these all of your companions, friend?” the hybrid asked, while Grisban slid down the bench to make room for Quellen.

			Brockton looked at Vaerix, and then at his three companions. “Yes. Why?”

			The other’s amber glance passed over them. “Nothing,” they said. They squatted on their haunches at the head of the table. “I was expecting there would be more of us. A dream of mine, probably.”

			Grisban caught a fleeting expression on One Fist’s face, but when he turned, the orc was hiding behind his mug of hot wine.

			Then Zayn and his son emerged, bringing pots and pans and the sweet smell of good food.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Widow

			Long years on the road had taught Vaerix that being alone, which was a thing composed of numbers, did not mean being lonely, which was a thing of the soul. For this reason, they did not care for long days spent in the wilderness with the sole company of their own thoughts and dreams at first. But that was how things were. And soon, the acceptance of solitude made unexpected company even more welcome and fascinating.

			Now Vaerix sat at their end of the table and studied Brockton’s three companions as they all attacked their food with good cheer. The dragon hybrid could hardly imagine a more unlikely group.

			Stocky and belligerent by his looks, Grisban was full of talk, and he discussed the food, the ale, and the weather, recalled old stories and close acquaintances, jumping from one topic to the next, talking with his mouth full. Every bite and sip of drink seemed to bring him memories of previous adventures, of battlefields and companions long gone, of heroic dinners and long nights spent drinking, and he would start remembering one event to then move on to the next as he brought a spoonful of soup to his lips. And yet, Vaerix could detect something else underneath the boastful attitude of the older dwarf. A trained care, a habit of caution, an attention to his surroundings that spoke of an experienced fighter that matched the calluses on his hands. A respect, too, for his companions, which the jokes and barbs were not enough to hide.

			He had discarded his chainmail coat, to be more at ease, but kept his axe by his side, propped to the side of the bench.

			Sitting in front of Grisban, One Fist the orc grinned and shook his head at the dwarf’s stories. He was tall and wide of shoulder like many of his people, and young. His skin had a gray-greenish hue, and tusks jutted out of his mouth. He kept his hook in his lap, and sometimes massaged the skin where the straps kept the metal tool attached to his left arm. He had slackened the fastenings of his armor, but he had laid his dagger on the table by his bowl. He ate slowly, seeming to savor the taste of the food while scanning the room. A big warrior with a braid of black hair falling over one shoulder, still he tried to disappear in his corner, silent and inconspicuous. He cheered when the serving boy placed a large bowl of roasted chestnuts in the middle of the table and popped one in his mouth. Then he hissed and steam escaped from his lips.

			Quellen the mage had barely touched his food, and glanced at Vaerix above the rim of his wine cup. Of the four sitting at the table, the elf was the one Vaerix found hardest to read. There was a hint of briskness underlying his natural elegance. Something elusive about his attitude, too. His ironic smile was a mask through which Vaerix was not able to see. But they had often found the Latari a hard people to read, in the few and far between occasions they had met one of them. Quellen contributed little to the conversation and his brief comments went often unheeded by his companions. And yet, the elf had Brockton’s trust, and that would have to be enough for Vaerix.

			After a while, Grisban undid his belt buckle and let out a thunderous burp. The sound brought Vaerix back to the present.

			“That’s better,” Grisban said, patting his belly. Quellen arched his eyebrow.

			The others commented in soft voices. One of the boys came and took away the bowls and the plates, and at Quellen’s request brought him more wine.

			“Fine,” Brockton finally said. “Let’s talk business.”

			Studying Brockton, Vaerix could see the young dwarf they had met in the Howling Giant Hills, hiding under the fine coat and the measured manners of the Guild Master Surveyor. The youth and curiosity that had brought Brockton to strike a friendship with one who was dragon-kin still animated the gestures of his usual dignified demeanor.

			He looked at the others, as if expecting comments or objections, and when nobody spoke, he placed a scroll on the table in front of them. He unrolled it and used mugs and pitchers to anchor its corners.

			Brockton tapped the map and made Vaerix’s memories fully fade, only to replace them with others. Ink lines and patches of color spread in front of them. Vaerix felt a strange sensation in their chest, like a memory of flight that sometimes came to them in their sleep. They leaned forward.

			“What are we looking at?” One Fist asked, munching on a chestnut.

			“It’s a map,” Grisban replied. The orc snorted.

			Ignoring them, Brockton ran his fingers over the parchment. “This is the lake south of Thelgrim,” he said, pointing at a blue shape. His fingers danced on the map, moving right. “Black Ember Gorge. Last Haven. The ruins of the Karok Doum.” He looked up at the others. “These are the mountains we are traveling through.”

			He put his finger on a small point. “This is where we are now. The Razorcliff.”

			“And this,” added Vaerix, their talon tracing a circle on the blank sector of the map in the top right corner, “is the Molten Heath.”

			The name had a strange taste in their mouth. In many years of travel, they had never gone back to the Heath, but the region had often been in their thoughts and their dreams. The same dreams which now told Vaerix it was time to return to that place. They still struggled to understand those night visitations, to fully ascertain their meaning. But there was little doubt in their heart that this was the time. Brockton provided them with the reason and the means to travel back to the place they had once called home. Beyond that, the future was still unwritten.

			“A big chunk of nothing,” Grisban mumbled. “Surrounded by what once was ours.”

			The Heath had been the domain of the dragons since the world’s inception, but in the dim and distant past the dwarves had built cities on the periphery of that area. Dragons and dwarves had lived side by side for centuries, and the dwarves called the place Karok Doum, the Dragons’ Gift. But then the War of Fire erupted over a matter of magic and secrets, and the dwarves were exiled from the Heath.

			This had been many millennia before Vaerix’s time and before the Third Darkness, when the dragons had unleashed their hybrid armies on Terrinoth.

			“Where the dragons retreated,” Quellen added, “to die after they laid our world to waste during the Third Darkness.”

			He looked at Vaerix, as if expecting a challenge. 

			“Dragons do not die,” Vaerix finally said, their eyes fixed on the elf. “Retreat, yes. Die? Unlikely, if not by violence.”

			Quellen frowned, and then nodded a thank you for the explanation.

			Clearing his throat, Brockton unrolled a second map, show­ing a ring of mountains surrounding a featureless area in the middle of which more mountains stood. It was an enlarged detail of the previous map. Scrawled names dotted the parchment.

			“This,” Brockton said, “is the best map we have of those regions. Our mission is to draw a better one, on behalf of the Explorers’ Guild of Dunwarr.”

			“The gentlemen footing our bills,” Quellen added.

			“Where does this come from?” Grisban asked, nodding at the new map.

			Vaerix was struck by the colors on the parchment and the fine detail. Place names were penned in a neat, precise hand. This was not simply a map, but a small work of art.

			“I drew it,” Brockton replied. “I spent a few months in the Guild library, working on ancient chronicles and old maps, putting the pieces together–”

			“Indeed, you deserve the name of map maker.” Grisban pulled his beard.

			Brockton cleared his throat. “This is based on second- and third-hand information. Very few documents survive from the time of the War of Fire, and the Guild Librarians won’t let a lowly surveyor put their hands on those.”

			“So how precise is this?” the dwarf warrior pressed, indicating the map.

			“As precise as second-hand hearsay,” Quellen said, and smiled.

			Brockton nodded. “And that’s exactly the point. We want an accurate map, and that’s what we’ll be doing.”

			“Is Dunwarr going back to the Karok Doum?” Quellen asked. “Now the dragons are no more?”

			“I know nothing of such plans,” Brockton replied, a little stiff.

			“Then why go and map a place that, forgive the term, eats travelers alive, and none of them are ever heard from again?” the elf asked. “The Guilds guard Black Ember Gorge to stop people from going east.”

			“Well, now they are paying us to go east,” Grisban said. “But not through Black Ember Gorge.”

			Quellen shrugged. “All I’m saying is if we are scouts for the dwarven armies, I am not being paid enough. None of us are.”

			Vaerix looked closely at the elf, certain, as Quellen’s smile curled his lips again, that much of what he had said had been to probe Brockton and the others for information.

			“There are no armies and no plans to take back the Karok Doum,” Brockton said. Still, Vaerix caught a hint of uncertainty. “We will be working on a new map only, to update the centuries old ones archived in Thelgrim. We are seeking knowledge. That’s all.”

			His tone was final.

			There was a moment of silence. Then Brockton cleared his voice.

			“The Guilds are looking east again,” he said, serious. “Maybe they once again feel the lure of the treasures of the Karok Doum and the riches of the Verdant Ring calling to them. I do not know. Maybe their fear of the dragons and the unknown dangers of the Molten Heath have been dulled by long years of peace and by well-stuffed coffers.”

			He looked at each one of them in turn. “But our mission is listed as exploration in the official records of the Council. I am not here as a scout for the armies of Dunwarr, I have been watching the world through old dusty maps for too many years. It’s time now to see the real world and draw a new map of it.”

			Brockton’s eyes sparkled with a passion Vaerix remembered from their first encounter. “And I will be by your side,” they said.

			“As will we,” One Fist said.

			“After all, that’s what we are paid for.” Grisban grinned.

			Quellen looked at the bottom of his wine goblet. “But we are grateful for your sincerity, Master Brockton.”

			“We are looking forward to five, possibly seven weeks of field work,” Brockton went on, again all business-like. He tapped the blank area with his first and second fingers. “We want to look at what the chronicles call the Verdant Ring, a grassland stretching from the Karok Doum to the fire mountains at the core of the Heath, and all around those. And while we are on our way, we’ll also take a look at the remains of the dwarven cities at the western edge of the Heath. As Quellen reminded us, our destination is dangerous. We can expect bandits in the mountains, and wild beasts in the plains beyond. That’s where your swords will be useful.”

			Grisban glanced at Vaerix. “What about the dragons?”

			“Contrary to what Quellen said,” Brockton replied, “no one in Dunwarr or in the whole of Terrinoth really believes the dragons are truly gone. But they have been quiet for many years now–”

			“And the Guilds want us to go and poke their lair,” Grisban said, “to see if they are still around.”

			“Maybe not,” Brockton replied, with some embarrassment. “But yes, I too believe the quiet activity of the dragons this past century has caused the Guild Council to approve of our expedition. I will not complain about this. I asked Vaerix along to deal with all that has to do with the dragons and their ilk, if we encounter them.”

			Grisban arched his bushy eyebrows at Vaerix. “You’re familiar with the region?”

			“I was hatched there,” Vaerix admitted. “But it’s been many years since I last visited.”

			Centuries, in fact.

			“I am curious to see how my old homeland has changed,” they added.

			“And what of the treasures buried in the dwarven ruins?” Quellen asked, with half a smile. “Are the Guilds interested in that? Are we?”

			“This is not a treasure hunt,” Brockton replied. “We will avoid danger when possible.”

			Vaerix knew, as they all did, treasure hunters would often brave the mysteries of the land beyond Black Ember Gorge, seeking the fabled riches presumably buried under the remains of the dwarven cities. Few ever returned, and those who did carried little treasure and scars enough, inside and out, to last them a lifetime. Quellen had been correct when he had said the land beyond the mountains, that once Vaerix had called home, ate travelers alive.

			“Is that the official policy of the Explorers’ Guild,” the elf asked Brockton, “or just your personal view on the matter?”

			“Your caution again, elf?” Grisban snorted.

			But before Brockton could reply, One Fist placed a hand on the map and leaned in closer. “Something’s happening,” the orc said in a low voice.

			He nodded toward the open door, a cold wind blowing in. In front of it, Zayn and his sons spoke among themselves, waving their hands around and casting glances at the darkness outside.

			Grisban prodded Quellen with his elbow and the elf stood and let the dwarf pass.

			“Let’s go and see what’s up,” Grisban said. His tone was light, but Vaerix saw the hard set of his features. The dwarf rested a hand on his sword as he walked toward the door. Grisban anticipated trouble.

			The others followed him.

			•••

			Outside, the downpour had turned into a fine cold drizzle, like a mist of icy needles in the yellow rectangle of light projected by the open door. All else was darkness. Brockton knew the mountains were home to bands of robbers that preyed on travelers, even besieging inns and trading posts. Nearby, Last Haven was a hive of outlaws. While his companions would surely keep such rabble at bay, the prospect of a violent confrontation, so soon in their mission, made him nervous. Brockton the Map Maker deemed himself a peaceful dwarf and would rather avoid the use of weapons.

			But there were no bandits in the darkness outside. No torches raised high in the wind, no blades gleaming in the light. There was only darkness.

			Then he spotted, sitting cross-legged by the water basin, a shape wrapped in a leather cloak, the face invisible inside the black shadow of a fur-rimmed hood. A staff, stuck in the soft ground, stood like a flagpole by the figure’s side. Feathers and strings of glass beads hung from its top end, shaking in the cold wind.

			Brockton and the others crowded into the doorway, while Zayn fussed around them, wringing his hands and casting wary glances at the seated figure.

			“I am sorry, dear gentlemen,” he said in a conciliatory tone. “I did not mean to interrupt your dinner.”

			“Dinner’s over,” Grisban replied. “What’s going on here? Who’s that?”

			“It’s a poor welcome you give your customers,” Quellen said, with half a smile, “and bad business, if you leave them sitting out in the cold, and your inn half empty.”

			“I…” Zayn began. Then he coughed. “It’s not like you think, good sir. She refused to come in.”

			“She?” Brockton said.

			Again, he studied the shape sitting in the mist-like drizzle. Whoever she was, she was as still as a statue. Her hands were on her knees and she kept her shoulders straight. Pale in the amber light, her hands were large and long-nailed. Only the thin cloud of her breaths confirmed she was alive. He shivered.

			“She says the place is haunted,” one of the boys said, his voice uncertain, and then stepped back under the hard stare from his father.

			“You spoke to this woman?” Brockton asked of the kid.

			Not a ghost, then, or a creature of the wild.

			“By your leave, sir, yes.” He glanced at One Fist. “She is an orc.”

			Now he looked at his father. The innkeeper shrugged and gestured for him to go on. The boy found his voice again. “She inquired after you, gentlemen.”

			“Did she, now?” Brockton was surprised.

			Their mission was not secret, but certainly it was not widely known. Who was this orc who came out of the dark to seek them out?

			“She described your party, and your horses,” the boy said. “She is here for you.”

			Grisban grunted and moved forward, a hard look on his face, but Brockton stopped him. He turned to One Fist.

			The orc shook his head and sighed. “Bring me my cloak,” he said to the kid. He used his hook to tighten the straps of his armor. “I guess I am the one that will have to go and unravel this mystery.”

			Brockton patted him on the shoulder. One Fist was a level-headed orc, well suited to parlay with the mysterious orc woman.

			“Do you need any help?” Vaerix asked.

			One Fist gave them an amused look. “No, friend,” he replied, taking the cloak from the boy’s hands. “I believe I can handle this alone. But thanks for the offer.”

			He draped the cloak around his shoulders, pulled the hood up, and walked to where the mysterious woman was sitting.

			Standing in the doorway, Brockton and the others watched him spread his hands in what he imagined was a greeting. One Fist then squatted in front of the sitting shape. He heard his armor creak as he did so. He adjusted the cloak around himself.

			If they spoke, their words did not carry to where the other adventurers were staying and were just puffs of mist in the cold air.

			Once the sitting figure extended a hand, pointing east. One Fist spread his hands again, and his metal hook caught the light from the door, glinting in the dark. The mysterious woman shrugged and moved her hands as they went on speaking. One Fist turned to look at them and then turned back to the sitting woman.

			Something in the way the woman moved, so slow and deliberate, oblivious to the cold and the sleet, made her look like a ghost herself.

			A few moments more, then One Fist stood, turned, and walked back to the inn. Behind him, the cloaked woman stood, picked up her staff from where she had stuck it, and marched slowly toward the stables.

			“She won’t come into the inn,” One Fist said. “For as the boy told, she claims it’s haunted. But she is fine with sheltering with the horses. I mean, we can’t keep her out there in the cold, right?”

			Before the innkeeper could have his say, Brockton nodded. “You did good.”

			One Fist placed his left hand on Brockton’s shoulder. “We need to talk.”

			•••

			“Her name’s Tarha,” One Fist said, as they moved far from the innkeeper’s ears. “She’s from a southern tribe in the Broken Plains. Hard as flint, but in good health, and smart. She’s a spirit speaker. You know, a speaker with the dead.”

			Haughty and dismissive, she had called him a Stone Dweller, the name the tribes gave to those living in cities like the humans. But One Fist did not think it worth mentioning now.

			“An orc necromancer?” Quellen asked in a puzzled whisper.

			Grisban shuddered. “What does she want?”

			“She claims her spirits talked to her,” One Fist went on. “Told her we would be passing by, and she should join us.”

			“What for?” Grisban asked.

			One Fist shrugged. “To help us. She claims we need her with us if we want to come back from the Molten Heath in one piece. Says we will not make it without her.”

			“How does she know about our destination?” Brockton asked, his tone both curious and worried.

			Another shrug. “Says her spirits told her.”

			The young dwarf stared into his eyes. “What do you say?”

			“She’s young. Tough. Stubborn.”

			“And this spirits thing–?” Quellen asked.

			“She is not boasting. I have seen others like her. Not so young, not so…” For a moment One Fist searched for words. “Intense. Doesn’t look like one that would take no for an answer.”

			“Doesn’t she, now?” Grisban scoffed.

			“She said if we turn her away, she will follow us. I do not doubt her.”

			“Well, she can suit herself,” Grisban said. “We’re not here to collect strays.”

			“This thing with the spirits of the dead,” Quellen said, slowly. “I am curious and would like to know more.”

			Brockton looked at Vaerix. “What do you say?”

			“You are the leader of this expedition,” Vaerix said. “The decision is yours.”

			The dwarf grinned. “Humor me.”

			“I know nothing of the spirit world,” Vaerix said, and they glanced at Quellen. “But this is a strange occurrence and not to be dismissed. We should learn more.”

			“Maybe you should talk with her yourself,” One Fist said to Brockton.

			Vaerix nodded. “The decision is yours, my friend, but methinks it might be good to have a spirit speaker with us. It cannot be denied the dead far outnumber the living where you are taking us.”

			•••

			Tarha had found a corner in the stables and draped her cloak over a pile of hay to use as bedding. Underneath it, she had been wearing a traveling harness, from which hung pouches and bags, and a belt with a sheathed dagger. She had propped her walking staff against a wooden pillar.

			When Brockton entered the horse shelter, she was talking, and running a wide-toothed bone comb through her hair.

			Brockton stopped in the doorway, listening to the sound of her voice. Her tones were gentler than he had imagined. Yet he did not recognize the language and imagined it to be some sort of Broken Land dialect. Some kind of prayer or chant, he guessed, but upon listening a moment longer, he did not perceive the rhythm and pattern he expected.

			And she was not talking to herself, as he himself did sometimes to put order in his ideas. No, this sounded more like a dialogue, one of which he was hearing only one side.

			She was brisk as she spoke, using short, clipped sentences.

			Then she stopped suddenly, and he felt more than saw her eyes on him.

			“You are the map maker,” she said.

			“Why won’t you come and sleep in the inn?” he asked, coming forward.

			“Tell your men to come in,” she said in turn. “It will be pouring again soon. Or tell them to go. I won’t bite you, you know? You don’t need protection. Not from me, at least. And leaving them outside to linger is silly.”

			Grisban and Quellen had insisted on accompanying Brockton and were waiting outside, within hearing distance, in case of trouble.

			“You go back in,” Brockton said to them without turning. This was something he needed to face alone, as the leader of this expedition. He heard the dwarf and the elf move away, mumbling among themselves. He looked at the orc expectantly.

			“As for your question,” Tarha said, “the inn is haunted. But you knew that already. In your bones, if not in your head. Bandits used this place as a retreat. In the end they were captured and executed, out there. It was in the time of the old baroness, but their spirits still cling to this place.”

			It was a well-known story, often told, and it did not prove the woman’s powers. Yet Brockton could believe she was what she claimed to be. One Fist believed her, and Brockton trusted One Fist. And now he looked at her closer, Brockton understood what One Fist indicated when he described her as intense.

			“I’d like to ask you a few questions,” he said.

			She shrugged. “I hope this won’t take much time,” she said, sitting on her makeshift bed. “We have a long road in front of us, and we need all the rest we can get.”

			This, Brockton thought, was going to be complicated.

			“Also, I’ll need a horse,” she said matter-of-factly.

			Very complicated.

			“Yes, about this, too,” he began. “One Fist said you want to come with us.”

			“I am coming with you, yes.”

			“That’s for me to decide,” he replied. “I am the leader of this expedition.”

			“No. It’s been decided already. I am here to help. Without me, you will not come back from the Karok Doum.”

			The dwarven name sounded weird and ominous in her orcish accent. She waited for his response, impassive.

			“Who says the Karok Doum is where we are going?”

			Her face changed, suddenly young and mobile, and Brockton thought she was about to roll her eyes. Her hand closed on the pendant around her neck. A small figurine carved in bone, maybe one inch long.

			“Little can be kept hidden from the spirits,” she said.

			“So the spirits told you?”

			“They did.”

			“Why do they care?”

			She shrugged. “They are spirits. They have their reasons.”

			The spirits, he wondered, or someone’s loose tongue in a Thelgrim tavern?

			Brockton was uncertain. And curious, too. As Vaerix had pointed out, her necromantic powers, if authentic, would complement Quellen’s spellcasting and give them an edge as they faced the unknown menaces of the Molten Heath.

			“I can’t promise you payment,” he said warily.

			The saying went friends should be kept close, and enemies closer. He’d keep Tarha close and ask One Fist to keep an eye on her.

			She shrugged again. “I don’t need payment. But I will need a horse.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Nameless Mountains

			They left the Razorcliff, Tarha riding on the most docile of their two packhorses. The inn disappeared quickly behind a bend in the rising valley as they moved east.

			“That’s the last of civilization we’ll see in a long while,” Grisban said.

			“If you call it civilization,” Quellen replied.

			Brockton would not risk the ponies’ legs on the narrow path they were following, and so they journeyed at a plodding pace, and often had to dismount and lead the beasts on loose gravelly ground, or up some zigzagging track. They climbed higher, their slow mounts keeping their heads down, in what to Brockton looked like a resigned attitude. The sawtooth peaks drew closer, covered in snow. The air grew colder.

			Vaerix became aware of the changing colors around them. The blinding white of the snow-capped mountaintops, the dull dark gray of the moraines, the banded greens and hazel of the sheer cliffs. They had learned to pay attention to such details during their travels but had failed to take notice the last time they had crossed the mountains.

			Brockton jotted notes in his diary, and scrawled quick maps, and explained he’d draw them again in a cleaner hand that night when they settled down to rest.

			The whole mountain range north of Last Haven and south of Black Ember Gorge was a vast labyrinth of hanging valleys and ravines, mountains raising proud against the blue sky, nameless and undefeated.

			“A new viable traveling route is an important commercial asset,” Brockton explained, “and one the Guilds of Dunwarr will welcome.”

			Reason enough, maybe, Vaerix thought, to justify the expense and risk of Brockton’s expedition. A risk, the hybrid considered grimly, only Brockton and his companions were running, while the Guild Masters rested in their safe homes.

			•••

			The air grew cooler as they climbed, but the sun was deceptively hot. Brockton commented on how the skin of his cheeks tightened under the sun’s glare, his mouth drying out.

			They paused for lunch on a table-like slab of black slate jutting above a narrow creek. They filled their canteens at a small waterfall while their horses grazed on bottle-green lichens on the nearby rocks.

			“This place is a true maze,” Grisban said, drinking a long gulp of cold water. He dipped fingers in the cold spray of the waterfall and splashed his neck. He removed his leather cap and rubbed his temples, and finally washed his face. “We could wander between these valleys for weeks looking for a way through to the east, being baked by this merciless sun and freezing in the night.”

			Vaerix shuddered, recalling the last time they had been through these passes.

			“We will not,” said Quellen, sitting on a square stone, his hands hidden inside his ample sleeves.

			Grisban combed his beard with his fingers and cast a questioning glance at Brockton.

			“What do you know that we do not, mage?” he asked in a harsh voice.

			“Quite a lot, I believe,” Quellen sighed. “I am a geomancer.”

			“No kidding,” Grisban replied.

			Quellen arched an eyebrow. “In case you are not familiar with the word–”

			“A rock mage,” the warrior said. “We have the likes of you in Dunwarr, too.”

			“I am impressed,” the elf said in a low voice.

			“You can throw stones without a sling,” Grisban added, crossing his arms.

			For the briefest of moments, Vaerix feared Quellen would choke. His throat contracted and his eyes bulged. It looked like the elf mage was about to reply harshly to the warrior, a dangerous light in his eyes.

			“You have not shown us your powers, so far,” Grisban said.

			“And we have heard your endless boasts about your martial prowess,” the elf replied.

			Grisban’s cheeks burned. “Let me show you my boasts!”

			“Enough!” Brockton snapped. The elf and the dwarf fell silent.

			“I am quite happy,” Brockton went on. “Neither of you need give us a demonstration. I am a peaceful individual. But rest assured your skills are not in doubt.”

			He looked at them expectantly. Elf and dwarf exchanged a nod.

			“As for finding our way,” Brockton continued, “let’s not forget Vaerix knows these mountains, too. Right?”

			Vaerix stood. “I will admit I have only a vague recollection of these valleys, from the last time I came through here. Much has changed in the intervening years.” They paused and turned their amber eyes on the elf. “And I will appreciate a demonstration of Master Quellen’s powers.”

			Quellen shrugged and stood in turn.

			“The reason I was invited to join this expedition,” he said with a dramatic flourish, “is my intimacy with the earth itself. While you look upon the cliffs surrounding us and only see rocks, or maybe a nest to raid for fresh eggs, to a geomancer this whole landscape is like a symphony, a sweeping music in which every sound follows the next in a perfectly logical succession. A symphony I am able to read and interpret.”

			“I am impressed,” Grisban mumbled.

			Quellen pointed a finger at the rock face on the other side of the valley they were following. The rock strata rose and fell in a mighty fold, bright white marble alternating with thin black layers of slate.
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